
  
    [image: Shadowrun: Blackbird Two: Combined Exercises]
  


  
    
      SHADOWRUN: BLACKBIRD TWO: COMBINED EXERCISES

    

    
      
        RUSSELL ZIMMERMAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Catalyst Game Labs]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        One

      

      
        Two

      

      
        Three

      

      
        Four

      

      
        Five

      

      
        Six

      

      
        Seven

      

      
        Eight

      

      
        Nine

      

      
        Ten

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?

      

      
        Shadowrun Fiction Ad

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks:

      To all the decades of Shadowrun authors who told such wonderful stories and set such wonderful stages for more to be told. Diving into so many classic books for this one was a great ride!

      

      And to RJ Thomas,

      Who has taken all mercs to be his province, but who lets me play with some of his toys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          DECEMBER, 2080

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My commanding officer and I were in a big, comfortably dark hangar. We had it all to ourselves, so she could stretch out her legs—and tail—and we could have a bit of privacy.

      She was Rainwalker, y’see, a dragon. A real dragon. A whole-ass dragon. She was also one of several bloody right hands to Ryan Mercury, my overall boss, inheritor to a great deal of the great dragon Dunkelzahn’s wealth, and an even greater deal of his responsibilities.

      Me? I was Dashiell Hammett Red Clay, formerly Riggins, and for once my fomorian self wasn’t the biggest person in the room. I was new to the job, or, rather, new to the company (not the career). I’d been fighting for pay for a long time, but I was still pretty new to doing it for this particular outfit. It was here, during what was meant to be a debriefing after I’d assisted in the invasion of the United Canadian American States, that Rainwalker had decided to get to know me better.

      Mind to mind. Literally. The spell was called mindlink. Her version was like a high-broadband variant of the spell—draconic minds are bigger than metahuman, after all?—and I was pouring my life story out to her, scene by scene, moment by moment. In words, but also in pictures, surges of emotion.

      Most people got the awkward job interview before they got the job, but…oh well. Here I was.

      “What a delightfully direct, if rocky, path led you in the direction of this lifestyle, Chief,” she chortled. Chief Warrant Officer, that’s me. “I shall have to visit this ‘Fairbairn’ of yours someday. You made it sound charmingly rustic.”

      My tiny little town in the middle of the Cascades, deep in Cascade Ork territory, was rustic, if it was anything. I’d been back to see it, once, since the youth I had just told her about over this psychic umbilical. It hadn’t felt very charming, then.

      “Yes, ma’am. Though I think you might like the visit more than they would.” A dragon sure would stir things up a bit. Maybe shut up the worst of the old neighbors. It would do ’em some good, seeing what small fries they really were.

      “Oh, and all those drill instructors of yours, after that…unpleasantness.” My father and grandfather being murdered during the Night of Rage ranked, to a dragon, as ‘unpleasantness.’ I wondered how draconic family get-togethers went. Messily, based on what I’d seen. “Your time at Yakima sounded delightfully brutal and effective.”

      “Basic combat training is both of those things, yes ma’am.” We never thought of the “delightful” part, though. Brutal and effective, absolutely. “I learned a lot.”

      “And were on your way to learn more, young man!” It had been a long time since anyone called me young man. “Sent to Bremerton, wasn’t it? A navy base of some sort? Or shipyard, you said? Airships, or only land?”

      A wave of her claw took in the hangar, and implied the whole airstrip, where we were talking. Camp Grafton, United Canadian American Sta—oop, just kidding, Camp Grafton, Sioux Nation, now. I’d had a busy December.

      “Airplanes, ma’am, or helicopters, I think you mean.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “And yes, ma’am, they’ve got a few fliers out at Bremerton. It’s mostly for floaters, though. I wasn’t there for ships, truth be told, I was there for training. There, and other places. Almost eighteen months, almost non-stop.”

      “Oh, yes, that was…Salish Boat Service, you called it? Some sort of underwater…thing?” she waved a negligent claw. She was a flier, herself, not a swimmer. The Sea Dragon held Seattle, now, had snatched it up as a personal fiefdom. I wondered how Bremerton was handling it.

      I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Salish Boat Service. Underwater demolitions, insertions, commando work. Special forces.”

      “A raider, then. I have heard of such things, indeed. By all means, Chief. Continue!”

      There was no telling how much of her ignorant routine was her trying to disarm me or appear charming, versus being legit. I was erring on it being an act, though. Rainwalker wasn’t stupid—no dragon was—but especially not one who had her job. Still, I took it as a good sign, it meant she was trying to be likeable, at least, more than intimidating. And, thanks to the spell, I could pick up that her curiosity and enthusiasm were sincere.

      It’s a weird feeling, for a dragon to find you fascinating.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I nodded. “We’ll get closer to Camp Grafton and the invasion, I promise.”

      Another negligent wave of a claw. Dragons, being dragons, did kind of have all the time in the world. If she wanted to know how I got to be Chief Warrant Officer in her outfit, she deserved to know.

      “Continue telling your story, warrior. I have known troll raider chiefs before, and all of them had legends worth sharing.”
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      I was a fomori. I’d goblinized over ten years earlier, by this point, and gotten used to my bulk. I wasn’t quite as tall as a “standard” troll, I didn’t have the calluses, the dermal bone deposits, the arm-to-leg ratio all out of whack and faintly apelike. Folks thought I was prettier than most trolls, I’d grown to accept that after repeatedly being told so, but I still had a lot in common with my cousins. Tusks. Ears. A natural sensitivity to the infrared portion of the spectrum.

      But most of all? Height. Mass. Power. I wasn’t just better looking than most trolls, but more athletic; that part had less to do with being a fomori and more to do with how Coach had worked me for years, then the Salish-Shidhe Rangers had worked me ever since. I’d been a championship student-athlete, and more than once, prior to challenging myself with some of the most rigorous physical training the Rangers had to offer. I’d grown into being a troll, after my body’s violent changes, and I’d grown comfortable in my own skin. The way I saw it, I was just hitting my stride. Lean, mean, killin’ machine.

      But.

      There sure are times it kind of sucks. Especially in the Boat Service. Small boats like the Nightrunner aren’t designed with trollish passengers in mind. They’re meant to be nimble, quick, silent. They’ve got non-reflective paints to eat up radar and composite-hulls that are invisible to most scanners. Run-quiet engines by design, no hanging rudder or propeller blades to snag on anything. They’re stealth fighters, on water. But—again—designed for regular homo sapiens, not homo sapien ingentis, like me.

      So, bad enough my ride from Bremerton Naval Base had been cramped, the almost twenty miles we cut across Elliott Bay, then up near the Ballard Locks. Then, though, it only got worse. We disembarked and our stealth boat went back home, but we weren’t done. We had to get through the canal, drifting in the wake of freighters, and then get past Lake Union, then into, and halfway through Lake Washington. We basically swam right through the heart of Seattle. All stealthed. All ninja-style. All clinging to Stingray diver propulsion vehicles, basically nimble little underwater scooters, electronic-powered torpedoes with handles and breathing gas tanks instead of explosives. We were rolling in at a solid 6 knots, making good time, but…

      But those aren’t designed for trolls either, natch. Mine needed an extra powerful motor, different calculations for depth control, buoyancy adjustment, speed-to-energy ratios, the works. All of it made worse by my extra cargo, but with the initial adjustments made to account for my own increased size.

      Which meant the whole damned way, starting with our Nightrunner ride, and right up to use letting go of our DPVs, to the very moment we put our feet on the silt and started to walk instead of swim, emerging from the water around Council Island—the whole damned way—I had to hear fat jokes from the rest of my team.

      Drekheads, the lot of ’em.

      Never mind I wasn’t fat, and they all damn well knew it. Didn’t matter. Fat jokes get old and lame real quick, whether you’re chubby or not. But I was stuck. For the whole ride. Stuck and outranked. So I had to suck it up.

      Four-Paws-Laughing was a Coyote shaman, the magical muscle of our squad, a human, and the oldest of us. He was also, God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou help us, in charge. Like a great many combat shamans in military service, he’d been fast-tracked through officer school. Like a great many Coyote shamans, he had a natural flair for flexibility, creativity, and mischief, that had made him a natural at special operations like this one. He’d gained and lost rank more times than anyone else in SSC Ranger history, he used to brag, and I had every reason to believe him.

      Lieutenant Robert Four-Paws-Laughing, his dog tags said. Forp, we called him.

      Staff Sergeant Emil Rush, an ork, was probably just glad he wasn’t the biggest guy on the team anymore. All the extra kit he used to have to carry on land missions, I got to carry now. All the “tiny” jokes were no longer at his expense, but mine. I was officially the big, dumb metahuman of the team, and he—long called Ruckus—was loving it.

      And finally, we had Mary Greene, a Makah gal, human, who really seemed to not like me. Forp and Ruckus, they were joshin’ around, hassling the new guy a little, and I got it. Greene wasn’t like that. She had more of an edge to her, and didn’t seem to be a big fan of me. In fairness, she didn’t seem to be a big fan of anybody.

      Ah, what a fun little team we were.

      There we were, though, moving slow. Up and out of the water, right there, on the shores of the former Mercer Island, now Council Island. The island was about 25 square kilometers of Salish-Shidhe Council territory, in the heart of Seattle, which was United Canadian American States turf, which was itself in the heart of Salish-Shidhe Council territory. Council Island was a bullseye instead a ring inside another ring.

      Look, the important thing was, as we got out of the water, that we were in SSC turf. But we didn’t move loudly or clumsily, no. We moved in slow motion, almost comically, so the water dripping off of us didn’t make a sound, so we didn’t draw the eye, so we didn’t give ourselves away. In our blue-on-black digitally camouflaged combat armor, with full helmets and faceplates, matte-painted carapaces, we looked inhuman, otherworldly, dangerous as hell. That’s because we were.

      Using hand signals only, Forp led us slowly, stealthily, up and out of the water, toward the tree line. We faded into the woods near Calkins Point, in the northeastern corner of Council Island, and then set a security perimeter, took a knee, and waited for Forp to decide what was next.

      Everyone else moved with guns up, I was left feeling vulnerable with my weapon still plastic-wrapped and slung over my back, and my hands full of waterproof plastic crate. I didn’t know what was in it, but I knew it was heavy, and I knew Ruckus had been smug as hell about not carrying it.

      Forp gave me the nod, and I grunted through the process of swapping the crate and my weapon. A trusty FN MAG 5 machinegun, which I shouldered like a rifle and smoothly integrated with my new palm-induction smartlink hardware. The transition would’ve been easier with a second set of hands, but Greene and Ruckus were on security, and Forp had a strict no-carrying-things policy that was, as our team’s lead, unassailable.

      Insertion had been our primary objective. We were working as troubleshooters, testing the security of Council Island, straining the security of Seattle waters. There’d been a few water spirits we’d had to slip past, but Four-Paws-Laughing matched their mojo, and his own spirits had wrapped us in a sorcerous concealment effect.

      The protection of the spirits might be handy against paracritters, not just other guards. Council Island was something like wilderness, now. First thing after the 2018 Treaty of Denver, the Salish-Shidhe had busted up damn near everything on “Mercer” Island, tearing down summer homes and boathouses, tearing up roads, enlisting spirits to wreck everything, then regrow it. Naturally. Super-naturally.

      It was home to exactly three thousand of our people now, diplomats, administrators, foresters, scientists, and magic-workers. They were healing the scars of the island, and trying to heal the wounds between the Salish-Shidhe and the UCAS citizenry at the same time.

      Well, three-thousand and four of our people, now. And where the four of us went was up to a Coyote shaman.

      “Inn,” he said, and we started off to the south. Greene kept giving me just enough of a sideways look over her shoulder to make it clear she disapproved of me and the noise I was apparently making. Truth was, considering my bulk and the weight of the fragging crate, I was holding my own. I’d been taught the basics of covert movements at Yakima, but in the years since then, I’d only gotten better. The Salish Boat Service had taught me well, and instructor after instructor had grudgingly admitted my size wasn’t holding me back. I’d been near the top of my class in our infamously harsh escape/evasion course, in fact.

      Still, Greene seemed to disagree. Violently. Probably violently. Most of the things Greene did, she did violently.

      Despite her sincere disapproval, I didn’t give us away—none of us did—as we knifed south by southwest through the underbrush and forest toward the Council Island Inn. The three-story luxury hotel was filled to the brim with diplomats, their families, and fine works of art. It was a tempting target, and heavily guarded because of it.

      It was there, unsurprisingly, that we laid eyes on the first of the Council Island Police. A pair of them, sauntering along a hiking trail that followed the coast. Nobody else on the island would have guns. Er, almost nobody.

      We crouched low, fading into the brush, breaking up our armored silhouettes and staying silent. I lowered myself to one knee, MAG 5 at the low ready. Ruckus had his back to a tree, blurring himself against the trunk, holding still. Greene eased herself down, slowly but smoothly, until she was prone, rifle pointed in the general direction of the pair of Island cops; using the enhanced optics in her scope to keep an eye on them.

      Four-Paws-Laughing, meanwhile, was…

      “Damn it,” Ruckus whispered.

      Our team lead strolled right out in front of the two cops, letting his suppressed submachine gun hang lazily by his side, hands up. We all felt it as the spirits concealing us drifted away, and even as we all felt comparatively exposed, Forp was. He might as well have stood there with his pants down, mooning them.

      “Good morning,” he said, and it was late enough at night he was telling the truth. “Take me to your leader!”

      They went for their guns. We went for ours. Ours were bigger. They decided to hear us out.

      Minutes later—short, tense, stupid minutes—we weren’t taken anywhere, but their leader did come to us. We were approached by a four-man fireteam of Salish-Shidhe Rangers, escorting the head of the Council Island Police.

      Four-Paws-Laughing stepped away to talk, officer to officer, which left the three Rangers to square off with each of us. They were outmatched in soft armor, just standard-issue fatigues and armored jackets, while we were in our head-to-toe recon armor. We’d lifted our faceplates so they could make eye contact, but we still had ’em way outgunned and outclassed. To their credit, they didn’t waver. They stayed bowed up, just like us, stiff-legged alley cats protecting their turf. All six of us—Rangers, one and all—just got left standing there, glaring at…staring down the…exchanging harsh stares with…the…

      I squinted at “my” Ranger, and he squinted at me. He was tall, Salish-dark, and good looking. An elf. No, not just any elf, but…

      “Shively!” I broke into a big, dumb, smile and reached up to point at my face.

      “Dash? Red Clay!” He laughed out loud.

      Hell if I was shooting him, and hell if he was shooting me—again—so I lowered my weapon and he did the same.

      “Mine’s bigger,” I said, glancing down at his standard-issue FN HAR. His rifle was no match for my machine gun.

      “Always was,” he said, reaching out to shake hands and grinning.

      “Ruck, this is my buddy from basic, the smarty-pants I was telling you about. Shively. The son of a slitch that knocked me out in our last red versus blue!”

      “That’s Lieutenant smarty-pants, thanks,” Shively corrected me. “It’s good to see you, Sergeant.”

      Everyone way the frag relaxed. Even Greene, kind of. As much as she ever did. Apparently, a little bit of shared metahumanity, a reminder that we were all Rangers here, and had all suffered through the same basic combat training, was just what the doctor ordered.

      I unhitched my mystery crate and sat on it, that was still secure, right? Luke and I caught up while we waited for our ranking officers to go over pass phrases, for Shively’s boss to phone it in and get confirmation, and all that fun stuff. It wasn’t official we weren’t all gonna kill each other yet. Quite. But me and Shively were doing our best to disarm everyone.

      He disarmed me, first, with some bombshell news.

      “A kid?! No kiddin’! Got one on the way already, huh?” I gave him a congratulatory punch in the shoulder. “Y’all didn’t waste any time. How’s she holding up?”

      “Ah, she’s fine, she’s fine. She suffered through the honeymoon, she’ll survive this,” he said, a flawless smile bright on his elf-handsome features. His wife was almost as good looking, despite being human. Lucas and Mariah were great, and neither of them had “suffered” a damned bit that wedding night. “And no, we didn’t waste time. As soon as I got my last big check, we went to Eibisu Fertility and got things started.”

      Eibisu Biomechanics was a custom cyberware and other augmentation corp, and they offered payment plans and at-cost rates to active-duty Rangers. I’d been there for some muscle upgrades myself, last time I’d gotten caught up on the sometimes-tardy salary we were promised. Lt. and Mrs. Shively had been there for more important stuff than that! Luke was trans, and had opted not to get some of the surgeries and treatments lots of folks did, so they’d needed outside help to get a bun in the oven. But, hot damn, a bun there was!

      “Congratulations, man, really. The kid’s lucky! They could do a lot worse.”

      Just then, his captain and my lieutenant returned. They looked relaxed enough even Greene finally slung, not just lowered, her firearm.

      “That’s all sorted, then.” Four-Paws-Laughing clapped his hands together, job well done. “Sergeant Greene, the delivery?”

      Greene shoulder-checked me off the crate, and I let her, but I scowled. She knelt next to it and punched a code in the touch-screen keypad, and there was a soft hiss as the sealed container unlocked. She lifted the lid as the Council Island Police Captain—Chief Walter Mallea, head of security for the whole island—came over to see.

      Right there, under his nose, she presented him with a frag-all big crate full of guns, blades, and grenades. Ingram Smartguns and Cougar Fineblades, to, the good stuff. Same guns Forp and Greene were carrying, same knives as we all had. This was the not-fragging-around crate of hardware, that was for sure.

      And we’d just—I’d just—smuggled it into the heart of Seattle. And now, we were showing it off to the head lawman on the island.

      “Fine work,” the security chief said, nodding. He looked Makah. The most militant of the tribes in our Council, I saw his last name was Greene, too.

      What was I in the middle of?

      “Let’s get you changed. Barracks are this way,” the chief said, but nodding to Shively to show us around, not showing us himself. He and Greene—my Greene—nodded at one another, then he turned and left. They weren’t even being subtle about this being some sort of family, or at least tribal, thing.

      I had no idea what the frag was going on, so I just followed everybody else. We got buzzed into the Council Island quarters for men and women of violence—heck, we got passcards—and then they got us all put up for the night.
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      The next morning, we had clothes waiting for us. The only stuff they had that fit me were from some of the gift shops, big-ass swim trunks and a troll-sized t-shirt that said COME SEE THE WILD SIDE on it. Council Island was a popular tourist spot for hikers and photographers, and their branded merch reflected it. Lucky me.

      After we were changed into civvies, it was time to grab some breakfast.

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” For months I’d had on-base food in the mess hall, half of which was the hyper-affordable, prepackaged stuff that had never been touched by a human hand at any point in its creation. Nuke-and-serve, lowest bidder, here’s-your-calories fare. Not here. Not these guys.

      “Salmon and poached eggs? Seriously?” I gave Shively an incredulous look.

      “Most of what we eat is leftovers from the restaurants here on the island. They cut down on waste, the Council cuts down on costs, everyone wins. Yesterday’s dinner, today’s breakfast,” he gave a shrug.

      “Oh no, the salmon’s day-old?” Ruckus snorted.

      “Get the faintin’ couches ready,” I grinned, holding up two fingers and getting seconds all in one trip.

      After that, Four-Paws-Laughing was off still being either an enigmatic, distant officer, or an inscrutable, mischievous Coyote shaman—or worse, both—and Greene was still being her quiet, surly self. Ruckus wanted to nap, so I took off and got the nickel tour from my old chummer from basic.

      Council Island was a heck of a place. It was my first time visiting it, first time in Seattle instead of skipping off the edges of it while driving to Vancouver or someplace. The Island itself was gorgeous, but I couldn’t shake it that every view of the water was actually a view of Seattle. It felt like being in the belly of the beast. I grew up in a tiny little place that wasn’t even a dot on most maps, population less than seven thousand, most of us not living in town, up in the middle of the Cascades. Mountains all around me was one thing. Buildings and cars and lights and people was a different animal.

      We stood on a beach, staring out across the water to Seattle proper. Nobody around. Plenty of room to talk.

      “City’s not so bad.” Shively shrugged. “You’ll see.”

      “I will?”

      “They…really didn’t tell you? What you’re doing here?”

      “OpSec,” it was my turn to shrug. Operational security was paramount. It was also a good excuse to keep me in the dark.

      “Or fragging with the new guy?” Shively proffered.

      “Or fragging with the new guy.” I nodded.

      “We’ve got some biz needs doing, is all. Off Island stuff. Off the books stuff. You guys only got called in ’cause we’re out of money.”

      “Yeah.” I looked around at the island paradise. “You look it.”

      “‘Discretionary funds’ budget got used up already for the year, so we had to ask Mom and Dad to send us some help.” He tried to explain it in more detail.

      My furrowed brow urged him to give me the bigger picture.

      “Look, every year we’ve got some slush fund money to throw around, hidden as community outreach stuff, grants to some of the shops, that sort of thing. Invisible cash. We use it to hire people. People to do the things we can’t, in the places we can’t go.”

      “Shadowrunners?”

      “Shadowrunners.”

      “Like in the trid shows?”

      “Yes,” he sighed, “Like in the trid shows.”

      “You’re a lieutenant in the SSC Rangers, and you hire shadowrunners.”

      “We do.”

      “Like in the trid shows.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Dash…”

      This had to be a real op, or we wouldn’t be here, but it must not be an urgent op, or we wouldn’t have taken most of a day to rest up and get oriented. I could bicker with my buddy a bit to get a rise out of him.

      I grinned, and pressed on. “Listen, whatever your Cap’n is gonna have us doing, you gotta gimme five nuyen or something, man. You’re a Mr. Johnson, officially.”

      He sighed again. “It’s all very unofficial.”

      “Naw, frag that. You’re Mr. Johnson, and I’m gonna do a shadowrun for you. You gotta pay me.”

      “Dash, this is serio—”

      “Frag you, I know it’s serious, Luke. And I’m serious. You know what I had to go through to get here? I’ll shoot whoever I gotta shoot, but, chummer, you owe me five bucks.”

      He sighed a third time. “I could pull rank, you know.”

      I crossed my arms. “I could kick your ass again, you know.”

      “I won that fight,” he snorted. It was mostly true.

      “Yeah, well, I let you win,” I said. It was not true at all.

      He’d shot me up real good point blank with simulated ammunition, gel-paint rounds, while I’d slammed him against every solid surface in the room we occupied at the time. In my defense, he had a gun and I didn’t, or I woulda thought to do that, too.

      “Fine, five bucks. But you gotta do me a solid.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Talk to your LT. Get your guy, Four-Paws, to talk to the Captain, and get me—me, not just anyone, me—assigned to your op. They’re shaking up the team soon, and stuff like this would look good to my higher ups. Could help me get a raise to help pay for this baby.”

      “Stuff like this that’s off the books?”

      “It’s not off all the books.”

      “Fine,” I held out a hand for a shake. “I’ll talk to team lead, and see what I can do.”

      I grinned as I wandered off, walking through lush, magically-pristine, wilderness to go find my commanding officer. “But you still owe me five bucks.”

      I promised Four-Paws-Laughing a nuyen to get in on a joke, and he accepted immediately, no questions asked. He’s a clever guy, my lieutenant, but sometimes that’s not the same as wise.

      Anyway, done deal. It was easy enough for him to spit the right lingo, talk about that promising young Shively fellow, mention that his team was already well acquainted with him, ask for an elf as our local liaison to round out the team’s metavariety, the works. Their captain ate it up—or maybe Four-Paws-Laughing offered him a nuyen, or maybe they made a deal—and that evening, when it was time for our mission briefing, Lieutenant Shively had the floor.
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      We rolled out in a Bulldog step-van, waved right past the pillbox on I-90, headed east toward the mainland. Specifically, for Puyallup and some of the worst Barrens the Seattle Metroplex had to offer.

      I rode in the back with Ruckus, Greene, Four-Paws-Laughing, and nervous energy. Shively was up front, behind the wheel. We weren’t expecting any need for a wheelman, but he’d passed combat driving courses, and the van had a bit of extra armor that would help out if things got violent.

      Or, rather, if things got violent out here, on the road. We knew for damned sure things were going to be violent inside, once we got there. That was the whole plan, after all. Violence was why we were here. Violence we were going to carry out, but also violence already done, victims already dead and gone.

      
        
        “The Silent P’s are a blood-soaked street gang, always decked out in white and gold, who run a good chunk of a bad place. Puyallup’s full of Barrens, the Barrens are full of ghettos, and one of those ghettos is Tarislar, full of elves.”

        

      

      That’s why Shively was behind the wheel. If we had to talk to anyone in the neighborhood, they’d only see his elven ass, none of us round-ears or trogs huddled in the back. Shively was staying put unless things went very against expectations, though. He was officially still on the Island. Unless it would mean saving one of our lives or his, he wasn’t getting out from behind the wheel, or do anything illegal himself. He was just going for a drive, then sitting in a van for a while. He would—officially—skirt the spirit of the laws, but had no plans to break them.

      Breaking them was for the rest of us.

      
        
        “We’ve had problems with a few gangs over the years, but this isn’t that. The P’s didn’t storm the Island and start killing people. No, they got people to go to them to die. We’ve lost two people to their sweet-talking, their good looks, and their Better-Than-Life chips just this year. They’re desperate to recruit elves, and the ones in Tarislar are a resource other gangs are actively pursuing. The end result is that they’ve tried to start picking them up wherever they can get ’em, and they found some with us.”

        

      

      We were all in civvies, more or less. None of us were wearing official Salish-Shidhe Council military gear, that was for sure. We’d left our armor, our dog tags, even our underpants back on the Island.

      Everything we wore and wielded was contraband, seized at one time or another by the Rangers and Council Island Police that manned the checkpoints heading onto the island. Even our earbuds were off-the-rack Radio Shack trash taken from some hikers who’d been caught trying to take rocks home and lost their electronics as punishment.

      The only shirt I had to wear was that God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou damned WILD SIDE t-shirt, which didn’t feel terribly covert to me, so I was stuck wearing a heavy plate carrier left free to chafe against my bare upper body. Body armor, we could adjust the straps to make it fit, but not a fraggin’ shirt. So that was me, for this black op; no shirt, armored vest, go-fast sneakers, and swim trunks. It was a look. I’d topped it off with a long piece of flower-print muumuu, folded and lashed around my neck like a shemagh. Why the frag not?

      Ruckus had a thinner vest than mine, thin enough he wore it under his Seattle Timberwolves shirt. He’d also grabbed some cargo pants that had what might have been a ketchup stain on them. Greene was looking sour in another thin vest under a loose button-up and a pair of jeans. Four-Paws-Laughing had a whole damned ensemble put together, classic black t, well-fitted blue jeans, dapper red bandana, and a bulky armored jacket that may’ve been real leather. His scavenging skills were something to aspire to.

      
        
        “Our first victim was a thirty-two-year-old, Salish, male. Lifelong addict, of one type or another. He wasn’t a bad man, but he wasn’t very good at just being. When we heard where he went, and how he died, we weren’t happy, but we weren’t fragging surprised, either.”

        “Latest loss was six days ago, though. Fifteen-year-old girl. Bored family member who felt like the island was a prison, and just wanted out. She ran away with her boyfriend. Her body got dumped at our eastern checkpoint two days later.”

        

      

      Our guns were all seized, too, old iron people had tried to smuggle onto the Island. Shively’d promised the Island Police armorer had gone over them, but Ruckus just made a face at him as we all started stripping them down and looking ’em over with our own two hands, cleaning and griping as we went. When Shively and I first met, I’d been awful at this sort of thing. Once I realized how very literally my life and the life of the Rangers next to me relied on being thorough and attentive to details? Maintenance got a lot less boring, and a lot more mission-critical.

      Ruck and I had blocky AK-97’s. He had seniority, so he got the one that had an aftermarket smartgun box slapped on the side, I was stuck with iron sights and a bolted-on laser, instead of getting to use my new smartlink. Dang it. The grip wasn’t troll-modified, either, so my hands felt big and clumsy on it. I’d had plenty of practice, though. At the ranges we were planning to fight, I was gonna be just fine.

      Greene had a Remington 950 bolt-action, a rifle probably brought onto the Island for poaching more than picking a fight. She wasn’t crazy about the glass on it, but the scope would do for taking shots from across the street while the rest of us went in.

      Four-Paws-Laughing had snagged himself a Roomsweeper sawed-off and called it a day. He was plenty fierce with a firearm, but it wasn’t his gun that made the shaman dangerous.

      
        
        “The girl is—or rather, she was—Chief Moses’ niece.”

        

      

      We were all locked and loaded, laced up, ready to put boots to ass. It was a kill mission, straight and ugly. Killing a lifelong alcoholic and general addict was bad enough, plenty bad, awful. But seducing away, hooking, and overdosing a family member of the Salish-Shidhe ambassador to Seattle?

      That was only ending in blood. Theirs.

      
        
        “We’ve got a local contact who’ll guide us to the Silent P’s biggest safehouse while another arranges for some of their muscle to be away. They’ll call in a dummy tip about a rival gang on their turf, we know from experience that’s two trucks full of their guns, gone on patrol. That’s our window.”

        “Their current leader is expected to be here, along with one of their major BTL burners and, last we heard, their favorite in-house smuggler, too. Those high value targets are detailed below, none of them are the run-and-gun type who’ll leave the club to respond to the bad intel. We’re black on all three, and anyone who gets in your way. Say again, we’re black on all three HVTs and any resistance. Black.”

        

      

      Shively rolled our Bulldog through streets that made me hate the fact that windows—armored and tinted or not—existed. Nobody out there could see in here, but, frag it, I could see out, and loathed everything I laid my eyes on.

      Everything was grayed from smog, gaudy from layers of warring gang tags, sooty and filthy and rusted. The people looked broken, spirits and bodies, both. The background noises were godawful to my country boy ears, even after these five years away from home; too-loud engines, clashing radios propped up in apartment windows, gunfire in the distance, crying babies nobody cared about.

      “Cities ain’t right, man,” I shook my head, only half-aware I was speaking aloud. “Too many people, too little space. All right angles. Can’t dig it. Can’t dig it at all.”

      Ruck quirked up a smile my way, Greene shook her head in disgust, Forp gave me a wry smirk.

      My hands were shaking. I wasn’t afraid, I was just…shaking. I glared down at them, betrayed, but every time I glanced up and looked outside, I felt a jolt like electricity through me. Electricity, and disgust.

      
        
        “Estimates on the Silent P’s are…less than impressive. They’re scattered around multiple safehouses and Better-Than-Life dens, along with their lowest-level thugs normally keeping busy working their corners twenty-four/seven. We’re estimating eight to ten hostiles, counting HVTs, max. It is our official estimation that you’re more than up to the task.”

        “That’s it. Roll to the local, follow directions to the P’s house, show ’em there’s a new sheriff in town, and come home. Simple, ugly, and necessary. Any questions? Good. Then let’s go.”

        

      

      “Adrenaline,” Four-Paws-Laughing said, no smile on his face but the one you might see on a grandfather.

      “Wh…what?”

      “It’s adrenaline,” he nodded to my hands. “It’s not fear. You’re not scared, you’re hyped up on it. When was the last time you came to a city the size of the Metroplex?”

      That was easy as hell. “Never.”

      “When was the last time you came to a city anywhere near it?”

      “Spokane.”

      He snorted. “Spokane ain’t shit, son. Puyallup alone has, hell, probably three times the people of Spokane. But, sure. Spokane’s the best you got. And remind me, what did we do during that visit to Spokane, Sergeant?”

      My trigger finger twitched.

      He nodded knowingly, looking smug. “And what do you do, most of the time you’re in a crowded environment, full of ninety-degree angles, with walls covered in graffiti, and lots of broken windows?”

      Shoot houses. Practice ranges. Run-and-gun routines. Evaluations that decided my career, my place in the pecking order, my ability to stay part of this warrior brotherhood.

      I nodded. Message received.

      “Relax, Red Clay. Relax. We’re not on a range, there’s no timer. We’re not doing what we did in Spokane.” He glanced outside, just as the van started to slow.

      “Yet.”

      I heard the sounds of outside grow louder, suddenly, and saw Shively’s window was down. I looked to the front of the van and saw him, left hand on the wheel, right hand holding a blocky Ares autopistol down between the seats. He nodded at the passenger side door, and a moment later the door opened, and a woman climbed into the van. An elven woman. An unhealthy-looking elven woman.

      “It’s okay,” she leaned about halfway out the window, then stuck her tongue about halfway down a fella’s throat. He was an elf, too, and looked in about the same shape as her. Disheveled. Bags under their eyes. Probably didn’t smell mountain-spring fresh. They both looked good, but in a late 80s, heroin-chic sort of way. They both looked young, real young, but it was hard to tell with elves.

      “I’ll be back soon, baby.”

      I eyed him out the window as we started rolling again, and saw nothing in his eyes but meanness and hunger as he stared at the van pulling away from him.

      “You the guy?” She sounded nervous.

      “You get in the van, then ask that?” Shively shook his head. Great survival instincts, this one. Maybe she was high right now. “But yeah, I’m the guy.”

      “And you got the stuff?”

      “Wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

      “Can I se—”

      “You can see it when we see what we’re after.”

      “Yeah, okay.” She sulked in the passenger seat, scratching at her arm. She was a street angel, all done up in denim on denim, jeans for days, and a shirt as tight as her hunky boyfriend’s had been. But she didn’t look well. “It’s this way. Two blocks, then a left. Take a right after that, then it’s three blocks down, I think.”

      Four-Paws-Laughing was slumping like he did when his spirit left his body. Shaman had a trick where they could just…leave. Fly free. They had to work to fly back, and their body was vulnerable as all hell while they was gone, but it was still a hell of a thing.

      I tried to still my hands—fragging cities, man, they just weren’t natural!—while we rode. Shively followed instructions, driving casual. No hurry. We weren’t on our way to save anybody, and the Silent P’s weren’t going anywhere.

      “She thinks right,” Forp said softly, then coughed, sat up straighter, and drew in a deeper breath. “I count nine. Dark auras. Bad background.”

      I didn’t understand all the mojo, and I didn’t claim to, but I knew bright auras were healthier, and that “background count” had something to do with the…the…vibe of a place. I didn’t imagine the background in Puyallup could be anything but bad, but if that particular building was even worse, I was suddenly glad not to be a shaman who could go swimming in it.

      “Make the call.” Shively nodded to our elven passenger, who thumbed awkwardly at her phone, sending a text that should have sent their heavies on a tailchaser.

      All of us readying to go inside did last-minute checks, pulling back slides to make sure we had a round chambered, checking our second magazines—not that we hoped to need them—were secure wherever we’d tucked them, and checking our pockets for two patches apiece. We went everywhere, and I do mean everywhere, with one trauma patch and one stim patch in each of our back pockets. Left butt cheek carried a trauma patch, a last-ditch adrenaline-filled cocktail that spiked a needle of life back into a dying person’s heart and gave them one last chance to not kick off the Reaper. Right butt cheek carried a milder stim, but still a strong one. Enough to jolt you awake and keep you that way for a while. Both were for getting a wounded buddy on their feet and able to move. Both were good luck, and we hoped not to need ’em.

      “We’re here,” the passenger-elf said unnecessarily. The place was covered with so much white and gold paint there was no mistaking it for anywhere but the masturbatorily-decorated headquarters of a gang with a white and gold paint fetish and a much-too-high opinion of itself.

      Shively rolled the van to a stop, rolled down his window to keep a better eye out, and drummed a quick rat-a-tat-tat with his fingers on the door. Greene nodded and climbed out the driver side back door, then trotted away from the van, away from Silent P’s headquarters, and towards the apartment building opposite it. We started rolling again once she was inside, and circled the block once. Just before we eased back into place right in front of their stupid little gang clubhouse, we got a crackle in our earbuds.

      “Actual, this is Evergreen One. Ready.”

      “One, this is Evergreen actual. Roger that,” Four-Paws-Laughing nodded to the rest of us. “Entry in three.”

      Ruckus tugged a flat-rolled cap down low, revealing a ski mask. Forp pulled up his bandana to cover his mouth and nose, and I did the same with my gaily colored yellow-on-blue faux-shemagh. Ruck opened the door, and out we went.

      “Two.”

      Ugly. Dirty. Simple. Sending a message, and doing it through speed of action and enthusiasm of violence. No silencers. No stealth. Let it look like a messy gangland op, let some other outfit claim credit, we didn’t care.

      We were here for blood, plain and simple.

      “Evergreen’s a go,” Forp said, right before Ruckus’ boot hit the front door.

      Inside, everything went just as planned. Four-Paws-Laughing would mutter a quick instruction, and Ruck would swivel, AK muzzle leading the way into a room, and fire a few bursts. I’d move up past him in the hallway, covering until Ruckus hollered a muffled “clear,” and then Forp would lead us down to another room, and it would be my turn to go in.

      We moved quickly, efficiently. Our movements were crisp and precise, guns held level and ready, turning them to plane as we hit a corner or a doorway, sights always lined up, stock always snug against our shoulder, and always, always, ready to fire.

      It wasn’t a dynamic range, no. It was easier. These guys were high as kites, strung out, sickly. They were bullies, not warriors. Hell, half of them didn’t even know we were real until we killed them. Only two got shots off, and both missed by a mile. Greene got one kill from across the street, right before I burst into that particular room. She did half my work for me, and I knew I’d hear about it later.

      Four-Paws-Laughing’s combat detection spells guided us through it like we had a map, and then -- suddenly—we were done. Honestly, it was boring. Routine. A bit of guilt gnawed at my gut, truth be told, about gunning down folks that helpless, thugs that outclassed.

      I rubbed dirt in the moral wound and soldiered on; Salish Boat Service meant ugly work, and I’d known that going in.

      “Actual, One. Movement outside. Two enemy technicals, south.” My troll-slow thoughts were interrupted by Greene, over comms.

      Forp frowned. We hustled. We’d expected to have a little longer before the trucks of bad guys got back.

      “One, Actual. Delay them.”

      Greene answered by shooting. We heard her big Remington echo up and down the block as we ran for the front door.

      We stepped out into an urban war zone and—how fragged up am I?—it made me less anxious than the drive through the city or the target practice inside had.

      Criss-crossed in the street out front were a pair of technicals, or light, improvised fighting vehicles. Military-built vehicle with armor plating and a big gun? That’s a troop transport, military truck, recon vehicle, whatever. We’ve got a bunch of names for those. Civilian truck with a leadspitter on a homemade swivel mount instead of roof lights? That’s a technical.

      One was a piece-of-crap GAZ pick-up, the other an old Ford sport-utility vehicle that had been carved into a convertible. Both of ’em had white-and-gold clad gunners standing in the back with Ingram Valiants, the world’s most common machine gun, pointed in our general direction. Both of them also had a single hole in their windshield right in front of the driver’s seats, where Greene had done her bloody work already. One Valiant angled and fired at us, one generally toward Greene’s rooftop.

      I say generally toward because it couldn’t point that high on the jury-rigged piece of crap mount that held it in place, so it was just spitting lead at the brick and the nearest apartment windows, indiscriminately but enthusiastically.

      The other was hosing down the front of their HQ—on account of us standing there—but luckily with about the same level of accuracy.

      Ruck and I both leveled our AKs and started firing, semi-auto, quick shots as we advanced toward the nearest, best cover. No ragged, messy bursts like we’d used inside. Double taps at best. Aimed fire. Quick, but accurate.

      The machine gunner threatening us fell in a spray of blood, dragging on the trigger as he spun, gun swinging wide, still firing. There was another crack of thunder from Greene’s bolt-action, and the gunner hosing down the apartments below her fell back with half his head gone.

      Unfortunately, they had a back stock of other pointy-eared pricks ready to either climb up and take the trigger or just piling out of their trucks and dumping a random-ass assortment of flashy urban small arms fire our way. High on combat drugs and youth, eager to blast their way to glory and a street rep.

      Fortunately, they were awful shots, wearing light armor. We weren’t. Well, not the awful shot part.

      I took a knee behind a graffiti-abused mailbox of all things—official UCAS federal property, built like a tank—and started to squeeze off shots, just like I was trained to do, and had done before. My laser dot danced from target to target, and I just applied a little pressure to the trigger, then did it again. Ruckus crouched behind the engine and front wheel well of a Silent P tagged sedan, and let them shoot up their own car trying to get him. Four-Paws-Laughing was gone—Invisibility spell—but suddenly Silent P shooters smart enough to duck behind their own low-rider pick-up fell sideways, blasted from point-blank shotgun fire.

      In just a few seconds, we had them pinned down and, hopefully, rethinking their life choices. Things looked okay.

      Just a few seconds after that, things looked way worse.

      “Moving!” I hollered, then started to run as Ruckus covered me. I bounded up to the van, slid to a stop next to it—frag, frag, frag, that hurt, I was in swim trunks, not even long pants, much less anything with kneepads—and then started covering him, and it was Ruck’s turn to sprint.

      Greene vanished from her upstairs perch with a hurried, “Actual, One. Dropping. See you around back,” and we lost our fire support from on high. That was all right, we didn’t need it.

      We hauled the doors open, climbed in, heard and felt Four-Paws-Laughing do the same, and then, just as his Invisibility spell faded, so did our sunny dispositions.

      “Frag! Oh frag! Oh frag, man, frag!” Our elven passenger was freaking out, and for good reason.

      Shively was hit. Bad. A one-in-a-million ricochet, dumbest fragging thing ever, some stray Ingram round that hit the apartment on the driver’s side of the street just wrong, then flew in and popped him in the fragging eye. Right in it.

      He was telling his body to get the truck into gear and floor it, but he had lost a lot of blood already, and was losing more. Ruck grabbed him by the jacket and hauled him bodily into the back of the van, Four-Paws-Laughing started to chant and pour mana into him, and I was left with their three bodies between me and the already-cramped front of the van. I wasn’t sure all of me could fit behind the wheel even if they weren’t in the way.

      I had to let Forp figure it out. My job was in my hands.

      I swung the rear door of the Bulldog open and started shooting. Another of them had just popped up to a machine gun point, so I whacked-a-mole and sent him stumbling backward, surprised and disappointed with the pair of bullet holes that suddenly appeared in his chest. I shifted my aim here and there, robotically, pulling the trigger twice at each location. Sometimes I just pounded rounds into cover, but that was enough. Even my misses kept the elves ducking low, even my grazes gave their street-tough egos an excuse to yell that they were hit, and to duck out of the fight.

      The difference between them and us, especially as we fought in ragged-ass contraband streetwear, wasn’t a difference of equipment, or even just of skill. It was in mindset. They were being roughed up by skilled shooters, kicked in the teeth on their own turf, embarrassed and picked off in equal measure. They didn’t want to be there.

      After my training, I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

      The van lurched into motion so suddenly I almost fell out the back. I braced myself with my shoulder, though, and reached out with one troll-long arm to pull the armored door shut.

      “Which way?” The blond elf up front asked, her hands sure on the wheel, looking a hundred, maybe a million, times more comfortable on the driver’s side than she had in the passenger seat.

      “Two sharp lefts,” Forp said, unflappable. “Midway down the block, blue dumpster. We’re picking up Greene.”

      The van drifted through a pair of ninety-degree turns as smooth as butter, raced down the apartment building, then slowed, didn’t stop. Ruck tugged the door open before we got to her, Greene vaulted into his grasp and got hauled in, and—almost as quickly as we’d slowed—the Bulldog was accelerating again, rushing down the street at drag-race speeds.

      A GAZ pick-up with a big fragging Ingram mounted on top of the cab rolled out into place, all white and gold paint streaked with red blood and oozing overconfidence, trying to block the end of the street.

      The Bulldog barely slowed, the elf jerked the wheel, and suddenly we were ninety degrees away, nimbly turning down a side alley I hadn’t even known existed and wouldn’t have thought our van would fit in. I heard the throaty chatter of automatic fire behind us, and knew we’d come close to testing the bulletproof glass. Testing it a lot.

      As we skimmed past a trash can and lost a rearview mirror to a dumpster, I couldn’t help but notice the driver’s side window was up, now. Smart girl.

      “Evasive as needed, then get us back to the drop-off spot,” Forp said, not looking up from the healing spell he was maintaining on Shively. “Where you agreed to meet with your friend. Figure it out.”

      She did. The girl might’ve been an addict, a snitch, and a half-dozen other awful things, but she was hell behind the wheel, and she plainly knew these streets.

      Ruck hung on for dear life and grinned a tusky, in-love grin. Greene grimly reloaded the underbarrel tube on her Remington, but didn’t complain out loud. Shively, with Forp’s red bandana wrapped crookedly around his face, red on red, snug and tight, slithered back into the front. He stayed in the passenger seat, looking disappointed.

      Four-Paws-Laughing may have settled into his seat for a nap, or might have been back on the astral. There was honestly no telling. Sometimes he just felt satisfied with his day’s work, and went to sleep early. There was a reason he’d jumped back from captain to lieutenant as many times as he had.

      “Almost there, almost got it, gonna get back soon, almost home, almost got the stuff,” our driver murmured—prayed?—under her breath as she drove. The Bulldog turned crazily and accelerated wildly a dozen more times, then, once she was sure we’d shaken them, eased back into traffic, driving softly and sweetly. She looked more anxious driving slow than she had like a bat out of hell, fingers tapping the wheel, bloodshot eyes darting from mirror to mirror.

      We pulled into a parking lot, and before we even stopped all the way, her strung-out boyfriend jerked the door open and started cussing us out.

      “That thing’s shot all to hell and whose blood is that and if she’s hurt, I’ll fuc—”

      He shut up when Greene tapped him just right on the forehead with the butt of her big bolt-action. Real wood, I think! The Remington, that is, not his head. Either way, it for sure won, and he barely held onto his big Colt autogun, a pretty thing, as he sprawled out in the rain-damp parking lot. It may’ve been the closest he’d come to a bath in a while.

      “We’re…we’re good.” Shively licked his lips, then nodded to the door for the other elf to climb out. As she did, he scooted over, back to the driver’s seat, and thumbed a button on the console. A metallic ka-chunk rang out in the back section, and a lock beneath my seat rattled a bit. I hauled the compartment open, and saw a familiar friend; my favorite waterproof crate.

      “I lugged all this stuff here, for this?” I made a face. Paying off a local?!

      “Most of it, yup,” Shively nodded grimly. I stood, grumbling, and pulled the heavy crate out. Greene’s dirty look made it clear I wasn’t going to see an inventory any time soon, to know just how much of it was still in there versus vanishing in-transit.

      “Hey. Girl. Can you even carry this?” I looked down dubiously at of the scrawny elf.

      “I, I mean, I’ll, um, I could figure it out, I guess.” Her eyes darted around the lot, suddenly wary, a squirrel that didn’t want to lose her nuts. “But, I mean, if you could, um, if you could maybe just do me a favor, man?”

      She scratched her arm, and looked over to an ugly car that fit her and her boyfriend to a T.

      “I mean, if you could just put it in the trunk, though? Since, um, since I did a little extra and all?”

      I glanced to the two lieutenants in the van. Forp didn’t respond. Shively nodded and tossed me a credstick to boot. Her hand darted out, as quick as it had been on the wheel, and she intercepted it.

      “Have some icing for that cake,” I said, nodding to the certified ’stick that held who-knows-how-much nuyen. It was coming out of Shively’s personal account, not the secret Council Island funds, but it could still be a lot of money to her. Then I heaved the crate, trusting in Greene and Ruckus to keep an eye out and cover my back, and hauled it over to her big, ugly car. A Ford. Looked like it was cobbled-together from scrapyard parts.

      “Here you go.” I hefted the crate into the trunk for her, gave it a little shake to make sure it was snug, and nodded like a dad sending his girl off to college after making sure she had a good spare tire in the trunk. As I slammed it shut, she exploded with glee.

      “We got it!” she hollered, jumping up and down, ignoring me, shrieking her man awake. He jolted up, eyes uncrossing, and lurched to his feet. He’d never dropped his gun, and first thing when he sat up, he waved it blearily around the lot.

      “Wha…We got the stuff?”

      “We got the stuff, baby, we got it!” she said like it was Christmas morning. Hell, I realized, it almost was. Just a few weeks away. “Enough to pay Dingo back and enough to have a little something left over!”

      She didn’t mention the credstick, I noticed. It had already vanished somewhere on her person. Some lucky pocket held it, close and secret, and even her boyfriend didn’t know where.

      He crowed like he’d just won the lottery, and given how little he’d worked for their payday, he might as well have. The two of them fell to arguing over who was going to get to drive, just like any bickering couple that didn’t have one of ’em covered in someone else’s blood, the other sporting a fresh concussion, and a trunk full of smuggled, illegal, military-grade weapons.

      “Fraggin’ Seattle, man.” I shook my head as I climbed back into the van.

      “Hey!” Shively hollered out the window and smacked his palm on his door, loud enough to interrupt them. Loud enough it must have done wonders for his headache. “You be good, you hear? Fly straight, okay? I’d rather not do business again.”

      The pair of elves fell all over themselves promising that those days—whatever “those” days were—were behind them, way behind ’em, out of view, gone, dust, history, forgotten. They were gonna go back to school, gonna buy better food, gonna make better choices. They were just gonna get out of this hole they were in, pay off this debt to Dingo, and then they’d be on the straight and narrow for good. You couldn’t tell one’s jabbering bulldrek from the other’s, they just spat out the empty words, as quick and sloppy as those Ingram Valiants had spat out bullets.

      Shively pulled away, shaking his head. He was a dad now. Seeing young addicts, young elven addicts, must’ve hit different. I wondered what he’d do if his own turned out like the bickering couple in the parking lot. I hoped we’d never find out. I hoped Uncle Dash would never let ’em.

      “She’s not a bad kid,” he said, all twenty-three years of him, but seeming double, maybe triple that, compared to her lean hunger, her bald-faced addiction, her street chatter and lies. The Bulldog pulled into traffic, heading for the Island.

      “Dumb name, though,” he said, shaking his head and watching the pair fade in the rearview. I never figured out which of them drove their stupid Ford out of there. “All these runners and runner wannabes, dumb names.”

      “Turbo Bunny,” he snorted. We drove away.

      Four-Paws-Laughing, I was sure, was sound asleep.
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      “This is nice! What a nice visit!” I hollered, sliding on my butt down into a ditch. Rounds flew by overhead. “The scenery is gorgeo—”

      A flash-bang went off nearby—too nearby—and left us both shaking our heads, blinking, and working our jaws to try and recover from the sudden overpressure. Ruckus and I weren’t having a great time of it.

      It was pretty scenery, though. We were northeast of Helena, just the east side of the Missouri River. It was rugged hill country, blue skies, green trees, brown scrub brush, grey stone, clear waters. Stark. Beautiful. It reminded me of home, back in the Cascades. The nearest town, Helena, was sure as hell no comfortable little Fairbairn, though. Too big for my tastes. Too damned crowded.

      Oh, plus another downside of the otherwise-lovely place was all the Sioux Wildcats shooting at us!

      Greene had been taken out early in the fight, during the initial ambush. She was on point, that was what happened. Four-Paws-Laughing had ghosted on us. He was a shaman of Coyote, that was what happened, too. And so it came to be that Ruckus and I, the two dirt-simplest, boots-on-the-ground, shooters of our fireteam, the honest, salt-of-the-earth, ork and troll, got left in a lurch, shooting it out with some top-tier operators.

      We were Rangers. That was what happened.

      We knew an assault was following that grenade, so we both bolted from our hardscrabble cover immediately, lurched up and out of our little gully and sprinted for the next little rise we saw, the next little ditch, the next downed log. The next anything to hide behind, gather ourselves, and start laying down some fire.

      The Wildcats Special Forces, though, they’re the not-fragging-around crew. Especially not when it was five of them on two of us. They kept the pressure on, kept hot on our tail, were determined not to give us that chance. When they needed to, they hurled smoke grenades between us and them, buying themselves walls of murky visibility to reposition behind, keeping our return fire from being nearly as effective as it coulda been. Then they’d burst at us with trails of smoke clinging to them, looking like ghosts, or they’d start shooting at us from somewhere meters and meters away from the smoke, the whole thing having been a ruse. Nasty characters, these Wildcats. Pretty wiz.

      It turned into the least fun, highest-pressure, game of hide-and-seek you can imagine. They rushed from firing position to firing position, snapping off shots at us every chance they got. We scrambled, rolled, darted, from cover to cover, occasionally flinging some shots back behind us to keep ’em honest.

      Me an’ Ruckus weren’t in our proper combat armor for this gig, and we felt it. We’d been recon only on this mission, running light and soft. We were in armored fatigues, digicamo-patterned in a “chocolate chip” color scheme, the browns, tans, grays, and blacks designed for desert environments. Our plate carriers and combat webbing were broad swathes of drab green across our body, slashes of color to help us blend into the foliage. In the field for two days before the ambush, we looked and felt rugged and prepared, stealthy and dangerous in equal measure.

      None of it was gonna stop a rifle round, though, or blunt the trauma of a proper grenade. I kinda missed that armor. We had bigger guns—my FN MAG 5 and Ruck’s FN HAR—compared to the Wildcats’ Colt autorifles, but they were still toting firepower aplenty to punch through our lined fatigues. Unless they hit one of our trauma plates dead on, our armor might as well not be here ’cept to look cool and provide pockets.

      If it wasn’t for the new move-by-wire we were both sporting, I think they woulda had us already. As it was, Ruck and I had a shot. Our movements were inhumanly fluid despite our stress, our reaction times were enhanced as we vaulted, tumbled, and slid, all about as gracefully as it was possible to do in this rough country. Slick new ’ware made us move like we were choreographed.

      “We’re runnin’ out of room, Dash,” Ruck grumbled as shots splashed off a tree stump he was crouched behind. He spun, half-leaned out, and laid down cover fire for me.

      I sprinted for cover, then right on cue turned that sprint into a slide, feet leading the way, rolling onto my belly as I did so—on smooth motion, me lowering my profile, spreading out down low for stability, and swinging my FN MAG 5 up into position—and laid down some solid suppressive fire. One of us tried to always shoot, the other always move. We weren’t able to turn the tables on them and establish fire superiority, they were too quick, there were too many of them. We weren’t able to stop them, not to stall them out completely and pin them down…but we could slow them. Keep them ducking, keep them missing.

      “We’re outta turf,” Ruckus said, pulling his own smooth one-eighty move, lying prone a few meters behind me, letting out quick semi-automatic fire. When we saw a target, we snapped off a shot. When we didn’t see a target, we heard them yelling and blowing on whistles from out of line-of-sight; disorienting and intimidating us, and calling more Sioux in our direction.

      “What’s the plan, Chief?” Ruck almost laughed out the title, like he always did.

      Thanks to what command called my “technical expertise with Ranger-portable firearms and aptitude for instruction with them, coupled with my experience in subject matters of unconventional warfare, operations, and intelligence fusion,” I’d recently bounced right from Staff Sergeant to Chief Warrant Officer, which pulled me sideways, plucked me only just barely outside the normal chain of command. Commissioned officers—Shively, Four-Paws-Laughing, any of ’em—outranked me, sure.

      But I outranked anyone not a commissioned officer, including more experienced non-cons like one Emil “Ruckus” Rush. Including non-cons like Greene, too. She wasn’t too happy about it. He was fine with it, but still gave me drek sometimes.

      A glance at my SUBTAL—Small Unit Battlefield Tactics Adviser Link— screen showed me a few things. First, they didn’t have scramblers up, because my embedded cyberoptic link could pull up my SUBTAL battlefield overlay. That was good. Second, Forp was still out there somewhere, even if his icon was flickering and the computer seemed uncertain of where exactly to place him on the tactical map. That was, also, good. Third and fourth, though, was that there absolutely were more Sioux headed our way, and Ruck was right. We were out of rocky hillside to fall back to.

      The Wildcats had the high ground, they had numbers, they had reinforcements coming, and our backs were to the river. Or, rather, to the crumbling cliff leading down to the river. Open ground, loose rocks and a little scrum brush, then the water. There was another cliff-drop off to the west, though. Cover. Concealment. Five meters behind us was a fifteen-meter fall, then a forty-meter run to get to the water. Five meters to our left was a fifteen-meter fall, then a gash in the hillside. Neither option sounded great, but both were what our tac-comp systems were suggesting. We both saw the same things on our tac-screen, though.

      Ruck fired a few times. “What’cha thinkin’?”

      “Both,” I said. “One goes ditch, one goes water. While they shoot at water, ditch circles around, flanks ’em.”

      A few insistent shots hit the turf near us. We angrily fired back. Ruck nodded.

      “Go get your feet wet, Chief?” he said, then rolled off to the left. Literally, rolled on his side, moving quickly and unpredictably, keeping low, trusting in his ear implants and his own SUBTAL heads-up display to compensate for what would otherwise be dangerous dizziness and disorientation.

      He was going west, to rumble down a cliff and into a gorge. That left me to keep moving the way we’d been moving—straight away from the Wildcats—and to fall down a cliff and try to make it to the water. I might’ve technically outranked him, but he had more time in-unit. I didn’t mind him taking the initiative.

      Plus, I told myself it was him admitting I was the better swimmer.

      I burned the rest of my box of ammo on full-auto, spraying heavier than normal, keeping their heads down while Ruck moved and buying myself time to turn and start sprinting, too. I heard rounds whip by overhead, saw them snap and crackle through the underbrush all around me, and then suddenly my running turned to falling. There was no dramatic moment where I stopped and considered what I was about to do, no slowing of my pace to climb down gingerly, no. I was just running, and then suddenly was out of ground to run on, and plummeted to earth like a cartoon coyote.

      Luckily, I was built fomori tough.

      I recovered from my sudden shock at being reminded gravity was serious business, and as I fell I tucked my feet together like we’d been taught in airborne and air assault school. I landed with both boots together, then, and crumpled at my knees, flung myself sideways, turned the fall into a roll. Sometimes all you can do is trust the training, trust your body, and hope for the best. Nothing broke. I stood up dusty, bruised, and tasting blood from biting the hell out of my lip, but I stood up.

      I snarled and spun as I righted myself, rushing through a reload. I was getting light on ammo—and with half our fireteam down or scattered, nobody had spares for me to bum—but I was determined not to go down to Wildcat fire with a bunch of unfired munitions on me. Frag that. If I was dropping, I was gonna drop shooting.

      “Hoka hey!” The first of them—an ork, looked young—was a little too bold and a little too eager. He only just barely skidded to a stop at the cliff’s edge.

      His blood was running hot, the chase and the hunt had riled him up, and he wanted the kill, prob’ly to impress the older Wildcats in his unit. It was understandable. I didn’t go easy on him, though. I squeezed the trigger, and watched my smartlink cycle down four rounds in the corner of my field of vision, watched the targeting pip dance across his chest, and watched him tumble from the impacts. He fell right off the side of the cliff he’d been planning to dive off, and landed in a heap.

      The Wildcats and the Rangers weren’t so different, at a glance. Not just ’cause so many of us were handsome, tusky motherfraggers, no, but in our garb, our style, our mingling of state-of-the-art milspec wear and personalized tribal flair. We weren’t just soldiers, we were warriors. Both of us. They had some of the same exact gear we did hanging off their field webbing. Gear I knew well.

      Me blasting him had slowed down the wiser, more patient members of his team, and I knew I only had a second to decide which way to go. I was hungry. Wanted to fight more than I wanted to run. I doubled back, running right up over that young Wildcat, snuggling myself up against the rocky face of the cliff.

      I planted one big boot on the small of the downed kid’s back, making sure he wasn’t a threat anymore as I angled my MAG 5 up and covered the lip of the cliff. A few rocks and pebbles drifted my way, scuffed by eager boots that had pulled up at the last second. I didn’t blink, just let them drift off the sides of my boonie cap. The Sioux were approaching warily, staying low, staring down at the waterline and the scrub brush that led to it. My SUBTAL heads-up showed them there, four of them right at the edge, whispering and using hand signals to coordinate. They thought I was hiding. They thought I might’ve gone to ground somewhere between here and the water. I knelt over the Wildcat at my feet, pulled at his combat harness a few times, and straightened back up. I pulled a pin with my tusk.

      I took in a deep breath. I let it out into the wind. I threw. I’d spent a lot of my teen years throwing stuff, and was pretty fraggin’ good at it.

      I’d timed it just right; the young Wildcat’s flash-bang went off a meter or two above the cliff’s edge, right at their eye level. I didn’t hear cries of pain or colorful curses after the clap of thunder, though, I wasn’t rewarded by hearing them yelp or howl indignantly.

      Warriors.

      I kicked up dirt as I then sprinted for the Missouri River, not bothering to serpentine, just racing in a straight line. I wasn’t trying to dodge, I was trying to beat them. I wasn’t trying to make them miss, I was trying to get where I was going before they recovered their vision enough to even take shots.

      I run a good forty. I run a really good forty.

      God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou, were they fast, though. As fast as they were tough. One started shooting, eyes still blurry from the grenade, but aggressive enough to give it a go. That, or he had cyberaudio ’ware helping him track my movements. Water splashed up ahead of me from a line of close misses, and I growled, leaned into the run, and then leaped and dove. I let the weight of my MAG 5 pull me down, and the Missouri held me in her cool arms.

      Refraction from the surface would throw their aim off, even if they thought they knew where I was. I was okay. Water was safety. I twisted as I slid deeper, orienting myself, finding solace among the sun-bleached rocks the river only partially concealed.

      I stayed low, trusted in my diver training, trusted in my lung capacity, trusted in my lifetime of swimming. I kicked off a rock and moved downriver, not letting any bubbles escape me to give me away. Downriver was away from Ruckus, which meant our fireteam was splitting up further, but also meant they couldn’t shoot at one of us without turning their back on the other.

      Sure, there were only two of us, and one was pinned down in a ditch while the other was swimming in a river, but the truth was, we had these sons’a slitches surrounded!

      I saw lights and shadows and a flash of green near the surface ahead of me, and I came up—slowly, oh-so-slowly, just getting my boonie hat, eyes, and nose above the water—in the shade of a stubborn old Rocky Mountain Juniper growing right at the river’s edge, clinging to the water and soil in equal measure, ringed and stained with high-water marks from the floods of seasons past.

      Keeping my movements painstakingly slow, I rose from the Missouri and melted into that tree as best I could, mixing my profile with its own, hugging it like one of the lovers I’d left at Bremerton before this excursion, using it for cover and concealment in equal measure.

      I caught my breath, giving the Juniper a pat-pat of thanks, whispering gratitude to the river. As I did, I scanned my SUBTAL display, and saw the red arrows of enemy markers slowly, warily, converging on the blue diamond of a friendly. Ruckus had downed one of our hunters, firing from his unexpected angle and his decent cover, but they were spreading out, now, those that remained from our initial pursuers joined by two more, survivors of some other skirmish here to help their comrades. His blue diamond shuffled and slid along the overgrown gorge that was his new home, but the red arrows were all pointed near him, and getting closer.

      A blue diamond danced, looking like a visual glitch, nearer to mine.

      I smiled.

      Invisible, Four-Paws-Laughing whispered in my ear. “How’s it going, Chief?”

      The old man had forgotten our tactical heads-ups. He was used to fragging with us from behind the safety of his spells. Instead, I got to seem unflappable.

      “Ruck needs us.” I nodded back upriver. I could imagine Forp’s shoulders slumping in disappointment at not rattling me.

      The wind kicked up. The water danced with it, and so did the branches of my new best friend, the tree. I knew this trick.

      “Alley oop,” Four-Paws-Laughing breathed, and his voice mingled with the wind that spun around me, now, spun beneath me, lifted me up like my Dad had when I was a giggling, cackling child. It was an air spirit. Called down on Sioux lands, whipped up from Sioux air, and used to fight against them. Forp had guts, just like that stubborn old Juniper.

      The spirit whisked away every trace of water from me—and the guts of my MAG 5, I knew from pleasant experience—indignantly, claiming me as its elemental own while it picked me up and carried me over the cliff’s edge, and began to fly us towards the grim array of red arrows threatening Ruck’s blue diamond. I knew the wind spirit had also wrapped me in its arms, hidden me, was concealing me as surely as the water and the tree’s shadow had. Four-Paws-Laughing taught me things about shamans and spirits that basic training surely hadn’t, nor Underwater Diving School, nor Airborne, nor Air Assault. No amount of training really got you ready to be in the field with a shaman.

      Or, unfortunately, to be in the field against them.

      A thunderbolt clawed at the sky around me, and my gentle, patron air spirit howled a jagged scream of lightning in response. It dropped me unceremoniously—frag, boots together, land, bend the knees, tuck and roll—meters above the ground and left me to my own devices. I didn’t get the satisfaction of hearing Four-Paws-Laughing thump to earth nearby, though, damn it. The spirits wrestled over the sky above me, like gods or gangs claiming turf.

      “Go!” Four-Paws-Laughing wasn’t kidding anymore. I could tell when he was really acting like an officer, and he was, now, as a Sioux Wildcat rippled into existence in front of me, a red arrow superimposed over him in my tac-map. The smug bastard wasn’t even looking my way, just drifted down to earth with his hands at his sides, staring past me, right where the invisible Forp’s order had come from.

      It was clearly shaman versus shaman time, and I didn’t want to be in the middle. By-the-book doctrine was me scrambling desperately to break line of sight, limiting the combat effectiveness of the opposing combat-spellcaster by keeping him from seeing me. Most spells required direct visual contact, and the best way to stay safe from their most damaging sorceries was to just…not be where they were looking.

      The best way, but not the only way.

      “Hut!” I yelled, and threw a looted smoke grenade right at the motherfragger’s head.

      Right at it.

      The metallic canister thunked off his dome—hah, fraggin’ shamans, they never like to wear helmets—and then spiraled to the ground, already spitting smoke. The Sioux turned his noble, sharp, features my way, and lightning crackled furiously around his eyes as he tried to glare me to death. I saw it, a ripple in the forming smoke-blossom, a pulse of pure mana coming my way, murderous magic at its most basic. He had, it turned out, taken the grenade to the skull personally.

      Forp dropped his invisibility spell as he slung himself sidelong toward me, reaching out like a stickball player, deflecting it, catching it, redirecting it. I don’t know just what he did with it next, but one way or another, no wave of power slammed into me, and the pair of them were locked in a contest of wills.

      Four-Paws-Laughing said something real loud in Lakota. I was behind on my linguistics courses, and had never been great at them, but I recognized the word “mother.”

      Welp. Time to leave them to it!

      I circled wide, moving at a move-by-wire sprint, angling my run to where the smoke was thickest and trusting my SUBTAL to guide me through it. I burst through it on the other side, wisps clinging to me, and just started firing.

      I didn’t take a knee, I didn’t look for cover in this weak-ass scrub brush, I didn’t do anything to minimize my fomori bulk. There wasn’t time. Aggression was gonna win this, not stealth, if we were gonna win it at all. The time for that was over. No more stalking. Just shooting.

      I moved while I fired, quick-walking at a forty-five-degree angle, sliding so I wouldn’t just be shooting them in the back—though I loved that—but from the side, shifting myself into an enfilade position, twisting their battle line my way and away from Ruck. He had SUBTAL, too. I was an aggressive blue diamond to him, and he could see which way the red arrows were suddenly turning. The ones that weren’t winking out. The pair of us set up a crossfire, inasmuch as outnumbered folks can.

      I had to trust in Four-Paws-Laughing to keep the shaman behind me busy. I had to trust in Ruckus to take advantage as I distracted the Wildcats. I had to trust in our training, our time in the field, our ops we’d pulled. I had to trust my team.

      I did.

      I got shot, anyways. Don’t get me wrong, trust is great, but Wildcats are fragging Wildcats.

      I blasted one off his feet in my first “hello” burst, then a second as he spun and leveled his gun—damn, move-by-wire was slicker’n hell—and I was walking my fire toward a third when I got hit. Both of us tagged each other pretty good, and we fell at the same time, teeth gritted, though my MAG 5 packed more of a punch than her Colt M22. A savage line of shots sawed across her chest. Two tight groupings of three hammered me in mine.

      I sucked in a ragged, desperate, lungful of air after the hits punched me in the chest, and fell back, landing on my ass half-tangled in a prickly, indignant, shrub bush.

      The Wildcat opposite me—she was an orkish gal, looking mean—heaved in a chestful of air as she fell, too.

      I let out a sigh as I saw one more red arrow wink out, before they turned back and Ruck’s blue diamond faded. I slumped my shoulders as Four-Paws-Laughing’s blue diamond did the same, finally, the nav-sat able to update through the tangled snarl of the shamanic war that had raged, spirit-caller on spirit-caller, behind us. The winner may have decided the whole fight. As it was, the winner was the Wildcat, and their combat shaman’s victory was just rubbing salt in the wound.

      “Exercise complete,” my earbud crackled. I saw the Wildcats all around us, including the gal who’d torso I’d splattered with gel rounds—all tilt their heads just a bit, same as I did, at the news. Cross-frequency, broadband, formal announcement hitting both branches.

      The wargame was over. Salish Boat Service Team Four had been the last to fall, but we’d fallen. The Rangers had lost, the Wildcats had won.

      Well, frag.

      “Frag,” Ruckus grumbled.

      “Frag,” Four-Paws-Laughing agreed.

      “Frag you guys,” Greene said, spiteful, having lain, “dead,” for the entire time it took the Sioux to finish the rest of us off.

      I rolled my head on my shoulders, working a crick out, as I hauled myself to my feet. The Wildcats were fist-pumping into the air, whooping cries of triumph, high-fiving and fist-bumping each other. One sang out and danced a quick little circle, beaming. The stoicism was gone in victory. They’d been utterly, eerily silent while eating a flash-bang right to their fraggin’ faces, but when it came time to rub in a victory, they got loud real fast. Fine. To the victor the smugness, and all that.

      I walked over and gave her a nod, then offered a hand up to the ork I’d knocked down last, the one who’d gotten the kill on me.

      “Wake up, little Siouxie, let’s get yo—”

      She hit my hand away and surged to her feet—tusks all up in my grill—like I’d slapped her mother. Her helmeted head butted up into my tusks and rocked me back a half-step, splitting my lip, and she followed it up with a right cross. What the frag?! I gave her a strong shove and a snarl.

      “Th’ frag offa me!” I bowed up, same as her. She landed a second good right cross even faster than my move-by-wire could slip it, but I returned it with a body shot. A hard one. Frag her, anyways! She’d eaten a burst of MAG 5 rounds, gel ammo or not, her ribs had to hurt.

      She came at me spitting and clawing like her Wildcat namesake before her teammates got her under control. Ruck and Forp put in a token effort to pull me away, too, which let me back down without being backed down.

      “Easy, easy.” The Wildcat shaman raised his hands and everyone stilled. He didn’t cast a spell, he just raised his hands. That was all it took.

      “Yo, ‘easy’ her ass,” I snarled. “Hell, slitch, I was just try’na be—“

      She cut me off, and not in English, and pulled at the soldiers around here again. My Lakota wasn’t any less rusty since hearing Four-Paws-Laughing insult their shaman, but I, again, made out the word “mother” from her curses at me. I snarled, and Ruckus and Forp had to work a little harder to keep me from surging forward, too. My mother was a touchy subject.

      “That’s enough!” Their shaman did something that time besides just raise his hands. I saw his braids, and those of a good many nearby Wildcats, dance in the wind. The sky overhead darkened with his disposition. This was his home, every centimeter of it.

      “These people are our guests, Sergeant Yellow Dog.” He said her rank the same exact way Four-Paws-Laughing could make “Chief” drip with disdain when he was talking down to me. “The exercise is over! I’m sure the Chief Warrant Officer didn’t mean any offense.”

      “I was just tryna be nice, damn! Help her up, was all, since the exerci—!”

      “I don’t need your help, you Salish-Shit motherfragger. And I’m Blackfoot, slitch, you say Sioux like that again, and I’ll take your ‘nice’ and stick it right up your a—”
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      Fourteen hours later, a raucous rooster woke me up just like in an old movie. My head was killing me. My guts were churning. My tongue felt like hair was growing on it. My mouth was full of the warring aftertastes of beer, base-brewed rotgut hooch, cheap tobacco, greasy food, rowdy singalongs…and a few Wildcats.

      I sat up from a tangled mess of limbs, all of them strong, tattooed, and sprawled out. My head didn’t quite split right open as I sat up, and neither of ’em died from it, either. Quite. Yellow Dog groaned and hid her head under a pillow. Bear Puncher had been surprisingly spry and surprisingly pleasant since I’d shot him and made him fall off a fragging cliff, but now, hung-over, he swiped at me and mumbled curses as I disturbed the bed. We were, all of us, wrapped in sun-kissed dark skin now mottled with ugly bruises and a scattering of new tattoos.

      It had been a wild night.

      I un-wrestled the both of them, slipping free of the pair of orks, and staggered to the cramped little bathroom of the trailer I half-remembered entering under cover of darkness. It was an ancient Airstream, a half-sleek, half-chubby, round little ball of metal plating, squatting a hundred meters away from the on-base housing the Wildcats used. There were a dozen more of them, and a few different types of trailers, to boot, scattered around. Just barely, just legally, off-base.

      SpecOps, man, we get a little leeway. I didn’t doubt they all still had squared-away quarters in the right place, crisp uniforms and neatly made beds and all the rest…they just also had their own little houses on the prairie. “Little” was the important word, though. None of us three were exactly petite, Bear Puncher came the closest, but I’d lay money on this trailer not having been made with two orks and a troll in mind. If we hadn’t got along so good, there was no way we woulda fit in that bed.

      After a quick, cramped shower, I sat, nude, at a tiny little fold-out table that made me feel like I was squatting in an elementary school. I thumbed through my pocket secretary as Dog slipped past me to take her turn in the bathroom. Sure enough, I had messages from Four-Paws-Laughing, seven reminders of where to be, and when, for the closing ceremony. He’d given up on keeping track of us after the pent-up energy of the war games, all our officers had, they just let us scatter and then told us when to be back.

      Sure enough, I also had the official communique tallying up the results of this Ranger/Wildcat wargame.

      5%.

      “Holy drek.”

      I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. 5%!

      We’d scored just 5% lower than them for the combined exercises. The Wildcats. We’d run their obstacle courses, fired on their marksmanship ranges, fought using their rules with pugil sticks and mixed-martial-arts gloves, and then we’d waged their little battle, on their turf, a skirmish between long-range-patrol forces. And we’d gotten with 5% of beating them!

      The Wildcats. In their own fraggin’ home, we’d gotten within spitting distance.

      I smiled, no matter how it made my split lip ache. I didn’t say a word about it as Yellow Dog made coffee and Puncher stumbled into the bathroom for a shower. I knew they’d see their close victory as an insult, an offense, a loss. I’d learned a little bit about their prickly pride since yesterday afternoon. I’d learned a little about a lot of things.

      “We got ’bout an hour,” I mumbled instead, tossing my pocket secretary onto the little table and scooping up their biggest coffee mug with a grateful nod to Dog.

      “That’s not enough time,” she said, hauling on Bear Puncher’s pants, then scowling and giving me a heck of a view while she searched for hers. We hadn’t exactly been careful with our clothes last night.

      “I’ll be quick,” I promised, just like lovers always like to hear.

      She rolled her eyes and shimmied into her trousers. I gave up, not pushing my luck. Puncher got a smack on the ass from me as he reached for my pants from the tangled mess on the floor—“They’re not even the same camo!”—but before too long we all had something like uniforms on again.

      We swapped a few little things, wordlessly. I gave Bear Puncher a bracelet I’d received from an elder after my basic training, and he gave me a dusty bandana mottled with an old bloodstain. Dog and I traded knives, my recently issued state-of-the-art Cougar Fineblade for her scuffed old Ka-Bar with a city of Cheyenne keychain dangling from the base of the hilt. We smiled a little. We didn’t say much. We didn’t talk about futures, or pasts, or anything else. We all knew what it had been.
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      I hitched a ride in Bear Puncher’s Jeep, and we split up to find our commanding officers amidst the hustle and bustle of swarming Rangers and Wildcats. We were all either pleasantly, or unpleasantly, sore. We were all hung over. The officers’ lounge hadn’t been a quiet place of peaceful contemplation last night, any more than the civilian bars we enlisted scrubs had invaded.

      We fell into ranks on the tarmac, and a few officers got up to say some dumb drek none of us cared about. Native American Nation stuff, fancy words, brotherhood of warriors, spirit of cooperation, blah blah blah. We didn’t need to hear it, we’d felt it. What we needed was to get off the damned tarmac and back into the—wait, what?

      “—hereby state that so impressive was your performance, each of you are hereby honorary members of the Sioux Defense Force Special Forces, the Wildcats! We spoke with Colonel Leaping Salmon—” he name-dropped our CO as I squinted up at the Wildcat Colonel on stage, not sure if I was hearing him right, “—and it’s agreed, Ranger Command will henceforth and forevermore allow those of you in attendance the right to add a Wildcat unit designation patch to each of your uniforms, for the duration of your military careers. Hoka Hey?”

      “HOKA HEY!” the return call thundered out.

      I grinned like a dummy, and I wasn’t the only Ranger doing so. Holy crap. We were gonna drink for free on this exercise for fragging ever. Not a one of us would pay for a beer anywhere near a Ranger base again. Hot damn!

      Hell of a week!
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      “Hell of a week.” I grinned as Ruckus and I ducked low, avoiding incoming fire. We were both behind a downed log, an old beast, thick and sturdy and giving us solid cover. We were still plenty nimble and quick in our full recon milspec armor, and we’d practiced plenty at moving in it.

      “Good shots, these fraggin’ guys. Pretty woods, though.”

      It was true. The nation-state-formerly-known-as-Oregon was as lush and green as anyone could hope for. Or, at least, it was beneath the blanket of pure, white snow that wrapped everything.

      We were in the rugged foothills around Mount Hood, and we were loving it. Colonel Leaping Salmon had had his pick of wargame exercises after our infamous duel with the Wildcats, and when he’d eventually capitulated and agreed to test us against the Tír Tairngire Ghosts, he’d been able to call the ball. No summertime skirmish, this. Dead of winter. Roughing it. We pulled the often-urban Ghosts out of their cities and into the woods, and instead of fighting them in a recon match-up, we were strictly playing Geek The Mage First, which was basically Capture The Flag, but more dangerous.

      The Ghosts’ objective was taking down our most powerful spellslinger in the field, Four-Paws-Laughing, now a captain, not a lieutenant, but who knew for how long? He had to stay at home base, known coordinates, in a small lodge he’d assembled instead of taking part in our first few exercises. He’d put it as far up the mountain as he was allowed to, at the very edge of the exercise area. Let them climb. Let them work for it.

      Our objective was one Major Greenspirit. Major Simon Greenspirit, who gave every impression of being a world-class douchecanoe, was not to be confused with Lieutenant Alexander Greenspirit. His younger brother’d seemed like a decent enough guy when some of us had gone out for drinks after hours. We’d had a thirst-inducing couple of days of confidence courses, footraces, dynamic shooting range competitions, and unarmed combat exhibition matches where they tried very hard to impress us with some made-up Carromeleg martial art of theirs.

      Alexander had struck me as a very-much-decent-enough guy, wink, wink, nudge, nudge, unless I was misreading a few signals. Hell, maybe I was. For all I knew, Tír elves flirted in an entirely different way than I was used to. How did I know the lingering eye contact and knee-on-knee contact in the booth hadn’t bee—

      A fireball spell whooshed at us, rippling and roiling, a fountain of flame out of nowhere. Snow flash-fried to steam in an eyeblink, the sturdy old pine we were using for cover smoldered, instantly dry, and both of us scrambled to get as low as we could, shielding our faces from the sudden burst of heat.

      “These elves’re playin’ a little rough, Chief.” I couldn’t see his face behind his faceplate, but I could practically hear Ruck’s grin, pleased with how they’d just raised the bar for acceptable physicality.

      We both watched a pair of red arrows coming our way in our SUBTAL displays, boots-on-the-ground following up their arcane assault. Just like we tossed a flash-bang or frag grenade into a room before storming it, they had their ways, too. Simon Greenspirit wasn't the only spellcaster in their ranks. Not by a long shot. They had to run at us uphill though, and in snow, and wearing armor of their own. We had time to track them. We still had the upper hand.

      One elf leaped, deer-nimble, up and over our log like a hurdler. It had never occurred to the Ghost we might still be there, the elf had just assumed we’d been cowed by their sorcery and would have turned tail and ran. I don’t know what kinda orks and trolls they were used to fighting, but Ruck and me weren’t them.

      Ruckus opened up with his FN HAR, point blank, and slammed a long burst into the elf from below, then the side, then behind, as the Ghost vaulted. Unlike our summertime exercise with the Wildcats, we weren’t going in light and lean, and neither were they. We were, all of us, in head-to-toe armor, our recon milspec outfits covered in a digital snow-cam pattern, theirs rippling with ruthenium polymers that made the Ghosts…well…ghost-like. When powered up, their armor projected an image of whatever was on the other side of it, making them semi-transparent, fuzzy around the edges, just blurs of danger instead of clean targets. Supplemented by cold-weather cloaks made of the same stuff, they were probably plenty dangerous in the blink-of-an-eye, room-to-room, combat they trained for the most.

      It was a slick trick for urban combat, sure, and no doubt it bought them time against CalFree rebels and domestic troubles. The Ghosts were a SWAT team as much as a spec-ops unit, and cities were their hunting grounds. But against us, with our infrared eyes, our cyberoptic upgrades, our helmet faceplates thick with electronics, our small unit link-ups, and the crunch of snow underfoot? It was a little less impressive a trick.

      The armor meant both sides were playing rougher, though. We weren’t using a good faith, “tag, you’re down” system like we’d used with the Wildcats. As per agreements made by our commanders prior to the war game, we were fighting to submission. The elves were sure our spirits would break before theirs, so if we fought until you had to cower and surrender, they’d recover the advantage they’d lost by agreeing to fight here in the snow-covered mountains, right?

      Wrong.

      All they’d done, decking themselves out in armor and swearing to go down fighting, had slipped us halfway off our leashes.

      Ruck kept shooting as the elf twisted, fell, and grunted in pain. Hit, hit, hit, hit, he pounded the Ghost into the snow with a stream of autofire, fat gel-paint rounds from his heavy-caliber FN HAR. The Ghosts had another disadvantage against us; their favored issue weapons, HK 227s, were quick, nimble, accurate as hell, and smooth-shooting submachineguns. Even bulked up with suppressors—another stealth trick, they liked that—their submachineguns were short and fast-on-target compared to ours. But, also, they were just glorified pistols. They spat 9mm gel rounds at us, with our metahuman bulk and all our armor. It took a lot of their faux 9mm rounds to hurt us, and it was going to take a lot more to get us to admit we were hurt.

      We, meanwhile, had our sturdy, long-barreled, full-powered, heavy caliber FN rifles. Or, in my case, my trusty MAG 5, which was an FN rifle that worked out and did steroids.

      I didn’t use it, though. I heard the footsteps coming, then heard the skitter as the second Ghost tried to stop, seeing his teammate’s fate. He skidded in the snow, a tall, lean, ripple in the air, and started to swing his HK up.

      I lunged over the log, fomori-long arms and fomori-strong, and heaved him bodily off his feet. Up and over and I took three steps to build up speed and then boom, swung him down hard. Hard. The snow exploded out with the impact, and I just started punching, pistoning my arm up and down methodically.

      Mine gave up faster than Ruck’s did. I knew I’d be able to give him crap for it for years, me hitting harder than his rifle.

      Surrendering Ghosts rippled into reality, powering down their ruthenium polymer displays as they made whatever noises they could make to get us to stop. Mine promptly got to work cursing me melodically in what had to be Sperethiel, their homemade elven language, when he saw he’d lost to a troll. My size and the horns peeking out from my helmet gave me away, but it wasn’t until I removed my faceplate to suck down some water, post-fight, that the tone of his cursing shifted.

      I distinctly heard “fomori” and “fomorian” in his singsong list of insults, so I squinted his way and gave him a little shake.

      “English, motherfragger. Do you speak it?” My battered prisoner of war shut his mouth and narrowed his eyes. I knew full well he did, but if he wanted to pretend otherwise, fine. His partner, though, who Ruck had emptied almost a whole a magazine of 7.62mm into him point blank, was willing to open up.

      “He says you are a fomori,” she said, speaking slowly, like I was a child. “He wonders how stupid you are, and wants to know, do you even know what a fomori is?”

      Ruck and I exchanged glances. I thought about really, really playing dumb, and pretending to think I was a dwarf or something. Instead, I nodded. Ruck left me to the conversation and set himself up on security, scanning with his eyes, his helmet optics, and our SUBTAL system, and checking in on the rest of our team.

      “He says it is because you are a fomori that you withstood his sphere of burning. He says you are cloaked in ancient protections against harmful magic. He says if you were not blessed by the sidhe thus, his spell would surely have withered your fragile spirit and ugly body.” The vengeful mage kept spitting venom my way, but the girl—was she younger? Who can tell with elves?!—seemed to take some small pleasure in translating. I think she was hoping I’d keep hitting him.

      Maybe elven arrogance even rubbed some other elves the wrong way.

      “What’s he mean? I’m with the Salish-Shidhe, yeah, but our Captain didn’t bless me or anything, before w—”

      More curses pouring out like music. More translating.

      “He says you are as ignorant as you are ugly.” I had it on good authority I wasn’t the latter, by most standards. I’d been wrong, as a kid, it turned out. “He says you know nothing of your heritage, and that the favor of the Tuatha Dé Danaan is wasted on your brutish, hairy, self.”

      “Tell him if he wants to see how hairy I am, he’s gonna have to be way nicer to me.” None of what he was saying made sense to me, so I was tired of the conversation.

      Oh yeah, he understood English, all right.

      With another curse, the elven mage lunged at me, taking a swing. Idiot. I palmed his face, leveraged it down, and slammed him headfirst into the snow again, pinning him. Ruck never twitched. The other elf never moved.

      “Ah, ah, ah. You’re down, friend. You take another aggressive action—if that’s what you meant that to be—and you’ll start losing your team points.” I pulled my hand back, wagged a finger at him, then tapped the side of my helmet, near my temple. We had our faceplate optics recording, and some of us had cybereye upgrades taking video, too. Everything in these sort of exercises was recorded, so that officers could break down the play tapes like coaches did, after a game.

      Sometimes those recordings were used to get folks into trouble. There was a reason it took ’em the better part of a day to finish tallying up scores and final grades, no matter how clear-cut a war game like this seemed to be.

      He brooded arrogantly, or gave it a valiant try. It’s hard to do anything arrogantly when you’ve just had your face rubbed into the ground like a bad dog.

      “We’re clear.” Ruck nodded at me. “These were the last few playing safety. All other known Ghosts away from the Major are engaged, and we’ve got confirmed reports their spirits are busy, too. These guys can’t run uphill for shit, Greene’s taking heads, brother. We got us a clear shot.”

      “Straight to Greenspirit?”

      He nodded again. “These two were half of his personal detail. He’s only got two more. Straight to Greenspirit.”

      I fixed my faceplate back into place and tossed my half-empty canteen down to the pair of Ghosts. Used to shorter-range, shorter-time-in-field urban ops, neither of ’em had brought one. Maybe they’d be too racist to drink from it. If so, let ’em eat fragging snow.

      The junior officer nodded up at me, her face looking almost grateful, almost civil. The mage spat at the canteen and missed. His loss. All this running around, he’d miss that hydration soon.

      Ruck and I took off. Despite our terminology, we didn’t go straight to Greenspirit. We knew where his HQ was, but we didn’t travel in straight lines when we could help it. As far as I could tell, he’d picked their base location based on what looked prettiest. It was a gorgeous little grove, had a road leading straight to it from down-mountain, and was right next to a beautifully rushing river. He had a field lodge in that little grove, and we could’ve knifed through the woods right at it, come at it with a downhill sprint pushing us on, assaulted it by hook or by crook, no matter the two guards.

      We could’ve, but we didn’t.

      The two of us went due south instead, and slipped on our bellies into the Sandy River, like a pair of oversized otters or—like our Combat Diver Battalion unit flash—particularly lethal beavers. The Salish Boat Service recon armor included a small, pressurized oxygen tank, but Ruck and I only had to pull from it very, very periodically. We’d both passed our combat diving tests, had both shown how far we could go, how easily, without needing a breath. This time, we had the Sandy guiding us downstream, too, carrying our little blue SUBTAL diamond-icons right towards Greenspirit’s field lodge, the red circle all us Rangers were fighting to take.

      We emerged not fifty meters from our target. A pair of red arrows flanked it, but both of them were pointed at the tree line, dead away from us, towards the ongoing fight. What Ghosts came into the wilderness like this did so hunting smugglers, poachers, and other invaders, volunteering alongside their Border Patrol. They were used to being here, these two. They were alert, they were close to the lodge for cover, they were sweeping back and forth, eyes up, wary.

      But they weren’t watching the river.

      Ruck and I eased up out of the water, oh-so-slowly, crawling like sea monsters, a centimeter at a time. No splashes, no dripping, no footsteps. No giveaway.

      Ruckus balanced his FN HAR by the magazine, using it like an impromptu bipod, freeing up his left hand for a quick countdown. He pointed to himself, then the red arrow—the back of a rippling, stealthed Tír Ghost—on the right. That left me the other one. He held up three fingers. He held up two fingers.

      We fired in unison. Headshot bursts. Helmets be damned, the kinetic force of a round like we had, it poleaxed you. Unsuspecting, not bracing for any sort of impact, not even able to roll with it, they dropped. We lifted to our feet and glided forward, Ruck’s muzzle rising to cover the lodge door as he angled off to our right. The prick inside might’ve heard us take out his guards, but he still had to step into our line of fire if he wanted to do anything about it. I went straight on, my FN MAG 5 pointed at the opposite end of the field lodge.

      “Field lodge.” Huh. I’d seen Captain Four-Paws-Laughing’s, and the greying Salish shaman’s looked like the words “field lodge” made me feel it should look. His was made from downed branches, tucked around one another, a little beaver lodge, round, snug, warm, and with armfuls of snow shoveled atop it. The inside had some magic drek going on, sure, but his lodge itself was in the field, of the field. It fit in, a low mound, a snowbank, a part of the mountainside. Curved edges, round, like a living thing and part of nature.

      This was a fraggin’ trailer. Not like the one I’d grown up in back when I’d been a Riggins hitting puberty in Fairbairn, in the Cascades, no. Not like the sun-bleached, weathered, comfy little frag-hole I’d fallen into with a pair of Wildcats in Montana, neither. This was a blocked off, windowless, radar-eating-paint-covered, matte black rectangle hauled up here by a blocky four-by-four still parked nearby, ready to bring him back home and get a coffee on the way. This was some more urban SWAT bullshit, not anything that belonged anywhere halfway up a fraggin’ mountain.

      The outside was chased in subtle runes, silvery paint clashing with the black of the trailer’s body. Not a single window, just one door. No sound from inside, but a confirmed thermal image; no, wait, not just that, it was heated. I spotted the blocky rectangle of melted snow around the base of the thing at around the same time I realized how uniformly warm it was on the infrared.

      I shook my head and sighed.

      These motherfraggers might’ve torn us new hoopholes in downtown Portland, or Cara’Sir, or whatever they called the place. Sure. Good. Let ’em keep it. I didn’t want city streets, anyhow. I wanted this. Open country. Here? Here was my house, and these Ghosts being good shots, being high speed go-getters, and having a few magic tricks, that wasn’t doing them frag-all in my house. They didn’t belong here. They didn’t want to be here.

      I triggered my helmet’s short-ranged comms—our eyes still on the trailer’s only exit—and whispered a plan to Ruckus. He nodded immediately. Our SUBTAL showed a few of their red arrows leaving others behind to “die,” peeling away from the ongoing gunfight to come back this way. I imagined I could hear Greenspirit within the trailer, shrieking at them, ordering them to get back here and protect him.

      That didn’t mean we were scared, it just meant we didn’t have all day.

      I handed Ruck my MAG 5, and he hefted it, synced up his smartlink, and nodded. He slid further to the right, staring dead-on at the trailer door, and dropped to one knee, then outright prone. With my machine gun shouldered and ready, braced by the bipod, he was as steady a firing platform as he was gonna get. I slung his FN HAR against my back, out of the way.

      I smiled in my helmet and tackled into the trailer again, harder, pretending it was—like many of the things I’d hit over the years—Ol’ Red, the towering red cedar I’d used as a tackle dummy for years. I thought I heard indignant yelps from inside, thumping sounds, glass breaking. When I wanted to hit hard, I hit hard.

      After it was rocked to an angle by that bone-shaking first hit, I dug down deep, boot treads digging into the snowless grass underfoot, both of my big fomori hands grabbing the bottom edge of the trailer, and I heaved.

      The whole field lodge tumbled onto its side, an assortment of shattering noises accompanying the satisfying crunch. A heartbeat later, the door opened, and a snarling, helmetless, Tír Ghost Major emerged with a sidearm in his hand and a no-doubt-impressive amount of spell energy swirling around his head, burning runes searing power into the air, ready to be unleashed.

      Ruck leaned on the trigger and a stream of gel rounds hammered the elf back inside as a protective spell flared, then shattered into sparking, fading pieces. The big ork’s whole prone body steadied the recoil, keeping the gun level, just shooting and shooting and shooting. My MAG 5 had a full ammo bag attached to its belt feed mechanism, and there was nowhere for the elf to dodge to. Ruckus could do this all day.

      In the end, Simon Greenspirit never said he surrendered to us. It wasn’t in him to lift his hands and give up, wasn’t in him to speak to us directly—an ork and a fomori, sidhe-blessed or not—and concede defeat. It wasn’t in him to make eye contact with us and admit we’d beaten him.

      But the word spread to his Ghosts, no doubt via a mindlink or some other magical communication, and soon every red arrow on our tactical uplink display winked out. War game over. We won. Even before sundown, we’d completed the exercise. The mountain was ours.

      Ruck and I traded our guns back, headware and helmets crackling with confirmations from other joyous fireteams.

      I grinned, and we fist bumped.
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      I woke up fourteen hours later, startled back into consciousness by what was no doubt meant to be a lovely, gentle, chiming sound. I was tangled in silver silk sheets in a sleek, understated, white-on-gray bedroom. The chiming and a soft, rippling, blue-white glow came from a nightstand display, broadcasting a charming little bubbling brook onto the wall-mounted display slate above it, all natural beauty mingling seamlessly with high-tech convenience. There was no waking up to a harsh sunrise, here, no cock-a-doodle-doo grating on your nerves. Everything about the room spoke of elegance, wealth, comfort. Luxury. Harmony.

      Greenspirit—Alexander Greenspirit, the golden-locked younger brother of the good major—emerged from his bathroom, toweling his honey-yellow curls dry and leaving said towel slung over his shoulders. He wasn’t wearing anything else. Alexander was an adept, I’d learned, he didn’t rely on cyberware like most of us. He didn’t have spontaneous tattoos or the augmentation scars that I, Punching Bear, and Yellow Dog did, he was smoother, softer. And he was pale, so very pale, compared to us. Head to toe, he was white and gold, yet so very unlike the absurd imagery of the Silent P’s. No, he was a different type. He made me think of milk and honey. He was lean. Slender. Athletic, but built like a swimmer, not a brawler.

      “Morning, Chief,” he said, giving me a smile like the sunrise.

      I liked swimmers.

      “Morning,” I rumbled, stretching. I smiled back at him. That morning, I was a sidhe-blessed fomori, indeed.

      We had a breakfast of steel-cut oats, a dab of butter, and a sprinkle of cream and real sweeteners; milk and honey, indeed. Everything was organic, or claimed to be. It reminded me more of growing up rural than it did of eating my way through a Ranger base’s mess hall, so that was something, I guess.

      “Well, I think that went swimmingly,” he said, smiling my way over a steaming mug. Tea, not coffee.

      “Yeah, I had a good time, too,” I smiled back.

      “I meant the exercise.”

      “Oh, we exercised.”

      “Dashiell,” he shook his head at me, but still smiled. “The war game. It went about as well as we could have hoped.”

      The junior Greenspirit had survived, even gotten two kills. The elder Greenspirit, of course, had not, and some thoughtless soul had accidentally clipped the video of his ignoble demise and sloppily sent it out to an exercise-wide digital mail titled “COUNTING COUP LOL.” Ruckus, said thoughtless soul, would face some sort of little disciplinary board for it, but there was no way the colonel and the rest of Ranger Command would come down on him very hard. Not with the pounding we’d given the Ghosts.

      “Y’all would have done better in the city,” I said, trying to soften the sting of their defeat, sipping some tea. I didn’t know what kind it was, but it was good. “I think you were just out of your element a bit, is all. Too much time minding Princes, not enough on the border.”

      “Oh, that.” He waved carelessly. “Yes, of course, that, too. But I meant the caliber of soldier we brought. These trainees weren’t bad, but they did—”

      “Trainees?”

      He looked at me, eyebrows raised.

      “Yes. Did you not know? Nearly half of our forces were recycled Ghost trainees, replacing their final field tests with this…” he gestured airily, meant to take in the mountain in the distance, “…exercise.”

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” I sat up straight, glowering.

      “I’m afraid not, my dear.”

      “And the other half?”

      “Hmm?”

      “The other half,” I pressed. “You ain’t no trainee, that brother of yours, neither. Who were the other half?”

      “Ah.” He set his tea down, sensing my anger. Quick on the uptake. Quicker’n me, sometimes. “Disciplinary measures. I was insubordinate to a superior officer—to my brother, as it turned out—and needed to work off some demerits. He was also here as punishment, no doubt that’s why he, I believe the phrase is, ‘phoned it in,’ rather than taking a more active hand in the proceedings. I believe he had no intention of emerging from his lodge until you offended him. Oh! Yes, of course, I also believe you met a spellcaster acquaintance of mine, he rather enjoys pyrotechnics? That one had some use of force complaint hanging over his head. The girl with him was a trainee, but, yes, he was an actual Ghost. A Paladin, too.”

      “Paladin, huh? What’s the difference?” I squinted. All this elfy crap had never made sense to me.

      “Well, what’s the difference between a Ranger, and a…Special Boat Soldier, isn’t it?” He played dumb. Or did he think it was flirting? Or did he think he was mocking me?

      “Salish Boat Service,” I said, not bristling. Not flirting.

      “Just so.” He nodded. “There are Rangers, and then there are Rangers, are there not? All Ghosts are Paladins—oath-sworn and loyal to a Prince or a cause—but not all Paladins are Ghosts. Some aren’t even soldiers! We have Paladin doctors, professors, all of that. But the Paladins who are Ghosts, the Paladins who are sworn to the security of the country or to the militant service of some Prince?”

      He nodded again.

      “They are special animals, indeed.”

      “Special animals with use of force complaints?”

      “Several.” Alexander rolled his eyes and made a face. His opinion of his peer wasn’t much higher than mine. “Not counting the complaints from celé, that is.”

      “Sell-eh?”

      “Celé.” He wrinkled his nose at my accent. “Non-elves.”

      I squinted. “How many complaints he got from sell-eh?”

      Alexander waved again and shrugged. “They don’t get recorded, unless it’s someone of note. A diplomat or executive or something.”

      “And your brother?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Your brother. Major Greenspirit. Why was he here? Him, leading a bunch of recruits and troublemakers, instead of nova-hot doorkickers, spellslingers, and nametakers?”

      “Ah. Yes. His was…a complaint from someone of note.” Alexander sighed. I didn’t know if the conversation was boring him, disgusting him, or both. Or was it just talking about his brother at all? “Some executive from some company or another laid hands upon my brother’s sworn Prince.”

      “Attacked him?”

      “Her,” he corrected, politely. “Prince Ni’Fairra, Prince Jenna Ni’Fairra. And no…” Alexander pursed his lips, and his beautiful face let slip a frown as he remembered. “She was not attacked. He shook her hand. But without her leave.”

      “Your brother was mad that a corpo salesman shook a politician’s hand, so he went after the guy? What, he rough him up? Zap him? What was the complaint for?”

      “The complaint was for...a maiming, I believe was the precise term they used.”

      Alexander looked down at his tea and watched it cool. I wondered just how “insubordinate” he’d been with his brother. I wondered what he’d said or done that had gotten him into enough trouble the Princes had sent him to get beat up by the likes of us.

      “Simon calcified him.” He went on, more softly. “A complex, awful spell. ‘Petrify,’ I believe the English translation would be. He is, even among the Ghosts, a master of such magics. My brother turned the man into a calcium carbonate statue of himself, shattered the hand that had touched his beloved Prince Ni’Fairra, and then relaxed the spell.”

      I gulped down the last of my tea so I wouldn’t sputter it out with a cough. Maybe the machine gun hadn’t been overkill. Greenspirit nodded, and mustered up a sad, beautiful, smile for me.

      My brain didn’t know which to dwell on; what a piece of drek Alex’s big brother was, or that such a piece of drek was tolerated and celebrated, or that the Ghosts had insulted us by rigging their team to fail. They’d put in a safety mechanism, they’d given themselves a built-in excuse for when we kicked their hoops. They hadn’t brought their a-game, and they wanted us to look bad for not sandbagging it just like they had.

      “But enough about such unpleasant business,” Alex smiled. “Enough about my brother, and Ghosts, and Paladins, and…all the rest.” He stood up, nodded at the state of our finished breakfast, and smiled again, more sincerely. "I believe we have a closing ceremony to get to, do we not?”

      I gave him one more kiss on those golden curls after we were dressed—him looking razor-sharp in Ghost dress blacks, me still in my field uniform, sans weapons—and hitched another ride.

      He, being an officer, did not drive a humble Jeep like my Wildcats had. He didn’t drive at all. His family had provided a chauffeur for getting around town when it wasn’t official business. I’d never wedged myself into the back of a limousine before, and I almost sat there with my chin on my knees, but it was worth it for that trip. We chatted a little, he reached out to hold my hand from the opposite seat, and I think he spent the whole drive with his evergreen eyes glued to my face, memorizing me. We knew this wouldn’t, couldn’t, ever happen again.

      The limousine glided to a halt, and I let Alexander gracefully slip out before I even turned to try. Move-by-wire be damned, there was no graceful way for me to climb out a human-sized door on a low-slung limousine, so I artlessly twisted, clambered, and eventually backed my way out. Butt-first, lookin’ cool.

      I figured we were at the far end of some parking lot. I figured maybe we’d sneak in one last smooch before heading to the Portland training center, staggering our approaches by a few minutes, then get down to the sublevel parking lot we were assembling in. I figured wrong.

      I turned around, hands at the small of my back, groaning and stretching, to find the earliest arrivals, Ghost and Ranger alike, milling around and tensely socializing. All of them. Staring at us. We were in the sublevel parking lot. His driver had pulled right up to it.

      Alexander looked, for a heartbeat, every bit as taken aback as me. He’d been paying no more attention than I had.

      He flashed a sunny smile, though, recovered from his stupor, predictably, much faster than I did. If he was going to get stared at, he was going to own it. He started toward his Ghosts like he hadn’t a care in the world. Elves can pull that sort of thing.

      “What the fuck did you do?“ Four-Paws-Laughing rushed me like an avalanche, every inch the officer, no hint of Coyote shaman to be seen. Greene followed in his wake, furious-looking, eager to tear me a new one. Ruckus came with them, but looked more ready to high-five me than anything else.

      The elder Greenspirit, meanwhile, had raged right up to Alexander, as well, flanked by a pair of grim Ghosts. He was all red in the face, melodious cursing flowing from his mouth like a stream. Every centimeter of him was the furious big brother chastising a younger sibling. I wondered just who in the Greenspirit family paid the chauffeur. I wondered just who had told the driver to serve us up like this.

      “I just got a ride, Captain, that’s all,” I pretended I was a good liar. “He was getting breakfast, I was getting breakfast, we ran int—“

      “Warrant Officer, you think every single one of us is stupid?” I knew I was in trouble when he threw my rank at me.

      “No?”

      Ruck snorted. Four-Paws-Laughing didn’t laugh. He didn’t even miss a beat.

      “I know you got them fancy new muscles, Red Clay, but I promise you that if I get you back to Salish territory, you’re gonna do push-ups ’til them arms fall clean off.”

      “C’mon, Cap’n,” I frowned. “This isn’t basic, you’re not gonna make me—“

      Wait, “if?” Had he said if?

      “Cap’n, what’s—?”

      I heard the cursing grow louder, off to the side. I couldn’t see what was going on, with my fireteam gathered around me to nominally make this a private ass-chewing, but it sure sounded like the Greenspirit boys weren’t getting along over there.

      “Listen, just shut your mouth until I can get you out of here.”

      “What…?” That sounded serious. “Captain, Four-Paws-Laughing, look, sir, come on, nothing happened…”

      “Stop lying, Red Clay, or I swear to God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou, blood’ll be spilled over this.” His voice was earnest, low. Afraid? “MPs might be coming. Tír MPs.”

      I felt a chill roll through me. Military police? Over what?!

      “Captain, what’s—?”

      “Major Greenspirit filed a complaint overnight. Command to Command. Said you got his brother drunk, then took advantage of him. Assaulted him. Says you defiled him.”

      Major Greenspirit was over there, yelling, just out of my line of sight. Lieutenant Greenspirit was, too, Alexander raising his voice, shouting back angrily in that stupid elven language I couldn’t understand.

      “Woah, hold on, Cap’n, tha—”

      “He sent security camera footage of the two of you leaving whatever club that was. You were carrying him. And he was in no state to drive.”

      “Hell, I was in no state to drive!” I foggily remembered it. It had happened after a lot of wine. “I carried him as a joke, it had been his idea! Like, scoop up the bride and carry her over the mantle, or whatever? Just, y’know, I carried him into the back of the cab, instead of—“

      “Stop talking until we figure this out.” Captain Four-Paws-Laughing looked at me, eye to eye, more serious than I’d seen him in a dozen firefights. “Just stop ta—”

      “Captain, look we were both there by choi—”

      “Dash!”

      Alexander shouldered past Greene and Ruckus to break into our circle, his green eyes wide, his cheeks flushed red with anger and indignation.

      “Dashiell! Tell him!” He waved behind him in the general direction of his brother, then reached out to grab me by the arm. “If my brother won’t listen to me, maybe he’ll listen to y—”

      Simon Greenspirit shouted something in Sperethiel. Alexander’s green eyes widened, too far. His mouth opened in a surprised “oh.” His grip on my arm tightened as held on for dear life.

      Then he melted.

      There was no other word for it. The technical classification of the spell, according to serious hermetic scholars, is, honestly, “turn to goo.” That’s it. That’s what it’s called, because that’s what it does. It just fraggin’ melts people.

      It started on his shoulder, where Simon grabbed him. Where Simon, his own brother, grabbed him to pull him away from me, and then decided to also channel in some twisted mana. Sweet Alex just stopped being a solid and turned into a liquid.

      Simon was yelling something in Sperethiel—something about me not touching Alexander, never mind how it had actually happened—and Alexander just…melted.

      I gaped as Alex puddled at my feet—milk and honey—and then Simon kicked the pool of sludge. Kicked it sideways, sliding his boot across it, shoveling it into a sidelong kick. He scattered Alexander with that kick, spread him out, splashed him into pieces.

      Then Greenspirit looked me dead in the eyes, turned one clawing hand into a fist in front of my face, and relaxed the spell.

      Oh, no.

      “You motherfra—” I went for his throat with my left hand, lifting him by it, holding him off the ground as I tried to squeeze his head off. My right balled into a fist and started punching. I don’t know what I yelled. I don’t care. I don’t know how many times I hit him. I wanted him dead. I wanted him dead, and I didn’t want to look down at what was left of Alex.

      They tried to stop me, but I had the blessings of the sidhe. I had the favor of the Tuatha Dé Danann. I was a fomori, cloaked in ancient protections against harmful magics.

      Captain Four-Paws-Laughing, veteran Salish Ranger combat shaman, worked as hard as he could to knock me out before I got myself killed. Spell after spell, the hard stuff. The good stuff. Initiate-grade mojo, hitting me as powerfully as he could.

      But I still came real, real close to killing Greenspirit before the darkness overtook me.
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      “Holy hell…”

      Shively stared at me, wide-eyed, across several bottles of beer. We were on his balcony, on-base housing, back at Bremerton Naval Base. His new eye looked great. Matched the old one. Good for him.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying not to slur. My bottles weren’t the same as his. Strongbeer was just what it sounded like, beer, but worse for you. I was drinking poison. A lot of it. “Yeah. Holy hell.”

      “I mean, drek, word got around about some kind of incident, but…” He shook his head, gawking at me. “They didn’t exactly share the details.”

      “Yeah,” I said again, slumping. I finished my drink, then threw the bottle off the balcony. He started to complain, then stopped real quick.

      “Look, Red Clay, we can beat this. Four-Paws-Laughing, me, hell, even Webb would still speak up for you.” He name-dropped one of our old drill instructors, the former Navy SEAL who’d led me down this path.

      “Nothin’ to beat,” I shook my head. “Frag ’em. Deal already got made. Due to the nature of the infraction being, ah, ‘circumstances beyond my control,’ they’re letting me finish up my ten years. But then a general discharge. Quiet. No pension, but no prison time either.”

      “Prison time? What the hell for?”

      “My dick started an international incident, Luke.” I tried not to say it like he was stupid, but he felt pretty stupid to me right then. “And then I, very clearly, tried my best to kill a superior officer in our host country during a cross-unit training exercise. Real good. In front of everybody.”

      “He’d just committed—Dash, come on, you can’t be serious? They’re really pinning this on you? Everyone saw you attack him, sure, but right after he committed fratricide, man. He killed your—”

      “They was talkin’ treason. The elves.” I forgot Shively was an elf. He knew what I meant. “They say, uh, it’s ‘any action that causes harm, or has the potential to do so, to the nation-state.’ The way the elves were calling it, I had sure as drek caused harm. Said I shamed and insulted the noble and prominent Greenspirit family, that I’d forced his brother into an act of bestiality, Shive. Said I ruined him. Said everything that son of a slitch did to Alex was justified. Family honor stuff.”

      I was drunker’n hell. I wanted to be drunker still.

      “So, yeah. Four got me the hell out of there, once they let him. Three days later.” I held up my latest bottle, high, trying to get the last few drops out. Fragger. Already empty. “Elves probably could’ve started shooting the lot of us, or vice versa, but they didn’t. Their side was busy with their precious major, I guess. Or their Princes were busy calling our brass and already talking drek.”

      I sighed.

      “I never got to say anything to anybody. I was out cold in a Tír holding cell while they downloaded my cyberoptic recordings and watched me have sex with Alex. Imagine that? Some Tír and some Salish brass, side by side, staring at it frame by frame like a fragging porno, and arguing about consent and drek?”

      I whipped my bottle off the balcony, in what felt like maybe the general direction of the Bremerton brig. The balcony didn’t face the ocean, so I was close. Maybe. “And when they let me go, I got a ride north in chains, and I waited in the brig, here. Waited to die or whatever. Figured it might be some prisoner-on-prisoner stuff, an accident, y’scan?”

      I shrugged philosophically. “But then I didn’t. They gimme some paperwork to sign, instead.”

      “So. A discharge, end of service. You’re…we’re…holy hell, it has been ten years, hasn’t it?”

      “Almost.” I made a face. “They’re gonna make me work the nastiest, drek-eating, duty they can, but, yeah. I’m out, soon. They just want it over with. They just want me gone.”

      “Look,” he leaned my way, flesh-and-blood eye intense, cyberoptic even moreso. “You’re drunk right now, but listen to me, okay?”

      I shrugged again. Didn’t have nowhere else to be.

      “I’m going back to the Island. Mariah, the kids, they’re staying here.” Kids. Two, that’s right. I was the godfather, to boot. The oldest was a boy, a four-year-old running around asking the world every question he could think of, and asking Uncle Dash most of those questions twice. The youngest was all of a week old, a tiny little baby girl. Both of ’em were elves. Beautiful kids. Luke and Mariah’d done real good, while I was off…doing real bad.

      “But, look, I’ll be right across the Sound, and I’ll be a captain. The captain. Right hand to the security chief. The safety of the whole island’s gonna be on me, day to day.”

      I lifted a bottle to toast him, then scowled. Another empty.

      “Shh, listen.” He shook his head before I could complain. “So, right. You’re out soon. Got any plans?”

      “Die somewhere, I guess,” I shrugged. “Maybe back home.”

      That’d be as good an end to my story as any other, right? I’d tied up my whole identity in being a Fairbairn Blackbird, then I’d had to flee that. I’d spent the last ten years trying to be a Ranger, and now that was ditching me, too. Why not go home, see if I could pop Old Man Bigtop’s head off for what he’d done to my Daddy and Granddaddy before his boys killed me, too?

      “He meant that much to you?” Shively’s eyes softened. A friend, for a minute, not an officer. Not a hotshot captain, star on the rise.

      “Naw, not that kind of Romeo and Juliet death, or nothing,” I shook my head, feeling like a bear. “He was nice, but…no. Not over Alex, really. Over…”

      I just waved, taking in Bremerton. “This. Over losing all this.”

      Shively frowned. Maybe he was imagining what his life would be life if the Rangers had kicked him to the curb all of a sudden.

      “Okay, Red Clay. Dash. Can I suggest an alternative? I’m going to head up the CI police, basically. There’s a world of difference between being somewhere halfway down that chain of command, and being the number two guy, running the day-to-day. You remember that fund I told you about? Every year, some invisible money, able to be spent on…favors? From Seattle locals?”

      “The shadowrunners, yeah,” I looked at him fuzzily.

      “What if I pay it to you.” He was earnest. Serious. So intense I tried to sober up, a little. “Divide it up, I take the annual budget and make it into, say, fifteen shares, and I’ll give you a twelfth of it at a time, every month. Some of it goes to keeping you in an apartment somewere in the Metroplex, close by, the rest is yours, every month. I hold onto the last chunk of it as an emergency reserve if it’s needed, or to slip in under budget at year’s end and look good.”

      “You’ll get a salary. Every month. Steady pay, better than you get now. And in return, you…do what I need you to do, if I need something.”

      I snorted.

      “I ain’t a shadowrunner. And besides, you still owe me five buc—”

      “Why not?”

      “Whu?”

      “Why aren’t you a shadowrunner?”

      I wanted to say because I was a Ranger. Salish Boat Service. I was a soldier. A combat diver. Part of a team. Part of a family. Part of our nation. Part of something honorable. I was part of something bigger than me.

      But wait—I wasn’t. Or, at least, I wouldn’t be very, very soon.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said tiredly.

      “Do,” he said. “Just think about it, alright? You could…solve a lot of problems for me, Dash. For our people.”

      “Frag our people, frag me, frag you,” I said tiredly, throwing another bottle off the balcony. “And frag Simon Greenspirit.”
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      Everyone called Seattle the Wild fragging West, and everybody thought they were the damned cowboy. They all thought their set of wheels was the fastest horse in town, they all thought their wires or boosts made their gun the quickest, they all thought they were the hero, the mysterious badass, the special shadowrunner nobody could catch. Every two-bit hood thought they had nothing but potential and a bright, wealthy, future ahead of ’em. They all thought they were untouchable.

      I’d spent about the year reaching out and touching the ones that had wronged Council Island.

      The Road Ragers were an up-and-coming Seattle go-gang. Really invested in their wheels, really invested in their rep, really invested in their hyperviolent fun. So invested, in fact, that they’d pulled a big job. They wanted to be seen. They wanted to be noticed. They wanted their name to ring out throughout the whole Sprawl, by doing the impossible.

      So, the Ragers rolled right up on Council Island. Stole a dump truck and rammed it through the checkpoint, just floored it down the highway, no subtlety, no tricks. Hyperviolence. Shock and awe.

      Shively had been eating, birthday dinner with his little boy. The kid was turning five, wanted some Just-Men-Time for his birthday, he was tired of being stuck at home with his mom bossing him around and his baby sister getting all the attention. So the little man got to spend the day with his dad, looking at the paracritters, naming all the flowers and plants he found, then having a ritzy dinner at CI’s fanciest restaurant. But then, this. They were in the middle of bringing out his cake—they had diplomats singing his Happy Birthdays for him, this kid’s a charmer—and then the gunfire started.

      The Road Ragers had gotten ahold of a couple big guns, and were just having a good ol’ time, taking potshots. High out of their gourds, blasting anyone who caught their eye.

      Seven people died before Shively and his cops got things under control. Luke killed two of them himself, with his concealed carry piece. Left his little boy in the middle of her birthday dinner ’cause daddy had go…fraggin’…shoot some lunatics.

      That was a week ago.

      Today, first thing this morning, real dramatic-like at dawn, Captain Shively of the CIP handed their prisoners over to Lone Star, who had the contract for citywide security. Because their little rampage had started with the carjacking of a city-contracted waste disposal vehicle (under Lone Star’s nominal protection), had continued while doing damage to vehicles on the public highway (under Lone Star’s nominal protection), and had fired their first several shots from that highway onto Salish-Shidhe territory…Lone Star wanted ’em. Really, really, badly. Shively handing them over first thing in the morning was the only little slice of get-back he could get.

      “At least I made the bastards get out of bed,” he said, skipping a stone. It eventually fell into the sludge this close to shore on Puget Sound. On the Seattle side of the lake, the pollution literally just stacked up. Foam, centimeters thick, barely wobbled with the waves.

      “Yeah.” I nodded, looking over the files on the burner pocket secretary he’d given me. “At least that.”

      “Chief Mallea, he said it was some trade deal thing. Some negotiation with Ares is in the works, coming down from command? Council-level stuff? So we had to play nice with Lone Star, to show Ares we could be civil to their worst rival, and…and…I don’t know, man. It’s like we were negging Ares.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “You didn’t see the look on their faces, Dash. As we handed these punks over. Lone Star just walked them in cuffs over to their side of the border on I-90, then let them go. Their lawyer was there, practically licking his lips.”

      One of the Ragers had rich family and was slumming it, or something. Either way, the whole week they’d spent on Council Island, this lawyer came out of nowhere and started in with the loopholes, the paperwork, and the legal threats to Lone Star.

      End result? Lone Star let ’em off the hook. Families were grieving, and these pricks were free.

      I stared long and hard at the lawyer’s picture. “Him, too?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      “No.” He shook his head, then threw another rock out into the foam. “No, just them. Just the Ragers. Just the ones that did it.”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll get it done. My people can handle it.”

      “I can send you extr—”

      “Luke, no. You’re paid up, ’cept for that fiver you still owe me. Plus we did a side thing last month, so, really, we’re fine. I’m on retainer, remember?”

      He smiled, just a little. “All right. Thanks, Dash. I just want them to know…”

      “That they can’t get away with it. I know,” I nodded. “I know. He, uh, he…okay?”

      It took him a second to switch gears, then he nodded. I was the kid’s godfather, the least I could do was ask. Screw the biz, I had to know.

      “Yeah. He didn’t see anything, I don’t think. The staff there are beyond amazing. They didn’t let him near a window, kept him there, kept him safe. I’ve got to take you back there, the in-house place at the Inn, it’s great.”

      “Yeah. But not today,” I said, stuffing the burner pocket secretary into my pocket. It had one number in it, his. The pocsec would be used once, today. Then maybe it’d get skipped out onto some foam, too.

      He reached out to shake my hand.

      “Not today.” He nodded.

      He got back in his car—a practical, safe, affordable, environmentally friendly sedan, the type of thing a very mature, responsible dad drives—and rolled out. I let out a sharp whistle, then picked up a rock of my own to zip out into the water.

      Less than a minute later, my people were there.

      Stone Horse was the best of them. She’d been a friend since basic combat training, a decade earlier. I looked and felt older, she looked the same as the day we met. I say “met,” but I was an even bigger dummy a decade ago. I hadn’t even learned her name all through BCT. Peggy. Peggy Stone Horse. Now that I knew it, I had to be careful not to use it. She called me Chief. I called her Mare, instead. Everyone needed a street name, nobody ever questioned it. She was a heck of a driver, and a wicked shot with a combat drone. Ranger-trained in both, and with ten years of experience in the field before she’d mustered out with a sad little severance package. She didn’t have a Wildcat patch, which I reminded her any time she complained about pay, but she was still pretty great.

      Mare was a dwarf, Salish through and through. She’d had a half-dozen little brothers and sisters when we first met, her family had added two more since then. She’d fallen into this life with me ’cause it paid better than the Rangers had, and she liked to spoil the little ones. She was a hell of a big sister, souped up and customized every piece of electronics she ever gave ’em.

      She was a little sore at me, just now, though. She knew Shively as well as I did, and wanted to say hi, check on him, check on the family. We had to keep up a wall, though. Too many of us standing around talking to him, in broad daylight, and things’d get out. It wouldn’t look like just biz.

      And “just biz” was how I wanted it to look.

      Next up, tech support. Frostbyte wasn’t so bad, for a pale-as-hell Tír elf with glow in the dark blue hair. He was on the outs with the pointy-eared nation-state as much as I was—he actually had been charged with treason, and formally exiled—so we had that in common, at least. He wasn’t an elven supremacist, but he was raised by elven supremacists, and some of that took a while to get out of your system. It took him three jobs to honestly believe I was the one in charge, not Mare. Three whole jobs where he thought the clever dwarf was playing a trick on him, ho ho ho, and look, the troll is in on it!

      He had his blindspots, and in those minute angles he was dumber’n a box of rocks, sure. But most of the time, the rest of the time, on the clock time, he was one of the smartest people I’d ever seen. Knew the Matrix inside out, upside down, and every other way. He was extravagantly proud of his Fuchi Cyber-7, and any chance he had to name drop the model number just like that, he did so.

      He could ride bareback, too, though, diving into the ’trix with just his program carriers when he had to. Frostbyte was cool under pressure, good at his job, and getting to be halfway decent with a pistol, thanks to yours truly. Hell, he’d even started to wear a dumb little hoodie-vest-thing, just to cover up his hair, when we had to go sneakin’ somewhere. He was an asset, and, frankly, his lack of street smarts and the alienation he felt in Seattle was a good thing for us. Made him more likely to stay loyal, less likely to fall in with the Silent P’s or the Ancients or someone.

      And, lastly, came Four-Paws-Laughing.

      My former captain, drummed back down to lieutenant after the scandal that hit on his watch, had retired a year after I did. His time with the Rangers had turned sour by what he’d seen, and his time taking the system seriously was well behind him after Simon Greenspirit committed murder in broad daylight between the best of two nations’ nationalized military police, and got off scot-free.

      He was a civilian now and, near as I could tell, still drinking as heavily as I had been when I went over the Tír situation with Shively over a year ago. Four-Paws-Laughing spent his days in a bottle and entertaining tourists on Council Island. When we needed him, he spent his nights with us, on the streets, in the shadows. Slinging spirits, doing what he still knew how to do.

      Something inside Forp was broken, and I couldn’t leave him alone with it. The nights he knew we’d have to call on his magic, he sobered up. I liked to see him sober. I liked to see him looking and acting and feeling whole. I liked to tell myself that whatever was wrong with him wasn’t my fault, and liked even more to tell myself I was helping him out.

      Muscle, machine, matrix, magic. We had all our bases covered. Lots of crews ramped up the firepower and liked to have a fifth member, or even a sixth. Some even had someone dedicated to just talking circles around Mr. Johnson and trying to get more pay out of ’em. We didn’t have that problem, since we just took a check from Shively and picked up side gigs that felt like bonuses. We didn’t need some cut-rate razorboy rounding out the team, either. I handled most of the violence that needed to be hands-on, and in a pinch, Mare and Forp were absolutely capable of some trigger-time, too. Four of us was fine. Four of us was enough.

      The Road Ragers took a hit that night. Everything went exactly according to plan, for once. Frostbyte spent the day hitting up local criminal bulletin boards and posting rewards for bits and bytes of information until we had a solid hit on where to find them. Then, he hacked into their meager security systems and turned them against them. Coupled with an astral recon from Forp, we knew just where to go, just where to find them, just how many of them there were. I went in with a Steel Lynx gundrone, a lethal little piece of hardware Mare controlled from safely out front.

      We used gel rounds.

      This time.

      This wasn’t a kill-sweep mission, it was a bag and tag. Everyone got knocked the frag out, zip-tied, identities got confirmed, and then it was hoods-on for the ones on the list. The rest of the Ragers we just rolled, stole some stuff from, stockpiled their ammo, kept their guns for backups or to sell on Byte’s bulletin boards along with anything else they had worth taking. Hell, when we rolled out, it was with one of their cars and a new Harley, easy-peasy. Frostbyte would make us a few thousand nuyen.

      We even took home a dog! Four-Paws-Laughing picked up this fuzzy little puppy that came trotting out of this reeking biker-boy’s closet, wagging up at us happy as could be while we fired our last few shots at the psychos. Not scared of the gunfire, not barking at us, nothing. He was a filthy little thing, and skinny as hell. Soft, though. Forp insisted on keeping him, since we were keeping all this stuff the rest of us wanted, guns and a car and all that. I let him. Why not? Forp would take better care of it than these pricks. We left six of them lying there, out cold, zip-tied. They’d live. Their pride would take a hit, and their street cred, but we didn’t kill ’em. Not like with the Silent P’s.

      The ones we’d bagged, though? They got tranq patched to make sure they stayed good and out, and then they got loaded into the back of a beater pick-up we’d bought for about three grand, cash on the barrel. Then Mare drove it, and I rode shotgun, and Frostbyte and Forp (and the puppy) went on home or wherever they went when we didn’t work.

      The two of us rolled that clunker right up I-5, out of Seattle territory—UCAS turf—and back home, or rather “home,” to Salish-Shidhe Council territory. Native land. We took ’em to Bellingham, four thrill-killers under a bungeed-town tarp, we parked the truck in the lot we’d been told to park the truck in, and we left. We grabbed us some homestyle food, rode a bus back to Seattle, and that was that. Job done. Justice served, or something like it. Plus, we got a dog!

      I don’t know how long those boys got locked up for, and I don’t care to know. I hope the answer is “as long as those families were grieving.”

      Mare and I talked on the ride. I cherished that trip. There was something magical about late-night driving—even with a truck bed full of hoopholes—that I’d always loved. Being a little speck of light sliding through the dark, like a spaceship or a submarine or something. What was in your headlights was the only thing you could see, the only thing that mattered, once you were out far enough from a city. I’d always felt something special in that sort of solitude, something like loneliness but also a closeness to whoever I was riding with. It was messed up, maybe, to have a real heart-to-heart with an old friend while hauling some kidnapping victims across national borders to see ’em locked away indefinitely but, well, messed up was my schtick.

      I couldn’t remember one word of that conversation we had, but I remembered loving it.

      Then we got home, though, and we got back to work. Dangerous work. Heady work. Once we were back in the sprawl, we were Chief and Mare, not Red Clay and Stone Horse.

      I was a shadowrunner in those days, through and through. Had been for a year and a half, even if I told myself it was a side gig, even if I told myself I was just spinning my wheels while I was on retainer for Shively and Council Island.

      You can only pretend to be something for so long before you are that something.
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      Seattle in the early ’50s was a mess, but a tremendous mess filled with opportunities aplenty for shadowrunners. We had some good times and some bad, we made some money and we lost it, I got some upgrades and replaced ’em.

      It was a wild time, a wild place, a big, bold, adventure in a life full of ’em. The food was awful, the stink of the city grated on me, but the life itself wasn’t so bad. The handful of us were my core crew, we lived off the steady money coming in from CI, we made extra off the jobs other folks brought to us, and we had ourselves a decent little rep.

      We were reliable, if not top-tier, and that was enough for us. We thought of ourselves as part-timers, anyways. Substitute teachers, not tenure-track professors, right? We only took jobs every two or three months, because we only had to. Shadowrunning pays pretty well, and it pays even better if your expenses are handled for you. I didn’t need cut-rate fixer trash IDs, I had a pitch-perfect fake SIN supplied by Council Island authorities. I didn’t need shady back-alley street docs, I had access to Eibisu Biomechanics thanks to fake ambassadorial privilege, on demand. I didn’t need to arm up through unreliable criminal arms dealers, I had the Salish-Shidhe Council/Makah pipeline, eager to arm up any Indigenous urban troublemakers. Hell, I was part of that SSC/Makah pipeline, when the price was right. Times were good. We had the best of both worlds going for us.

      We rotated in a few hired hands when we needed them, did a few runs that took us out of the Sprawl, I got a few scars. We always ended up back in Seattle, though, for years. Frostbyte fell in with Neo-Anarchists pretty hardcore, and started to leave the sprawl with ’em, so we had to find a replacement decker. Eventually we phased Four-Paws-Laughing out entirely, too. He was getting too old, his heart wasn’t in it, and I didn’t like taking him into the field. He was being harder on himself for slowing down than I was, I wanted to keep him just as astral overwatch, but he saw some kind of look in my eyes once and quit. He couldn’t handle me being worried about him, so he retired. He hung out on the Island. A lot. Played mascot there, kind of, and tour guide.

      We all had our own things going. I threw five-digit amounts of nuyen into the Ork Underground, once, following Four’s advice on his way out the door. He told me I should be more “grounded,” told me I’d feel better if I made an effort to connect to my trollish, not just Native, roots. I co-founded a gym down in the dark, pitched in with a tusker named Wing. We set us up an Ork Underground joint called Sticks and Stones, where you could heave iron or fight to your heart’s content. I never made much money off it, but it felt good to see young orks and trolls learning how to fight right, and I tutored some wrestling and stuff from time to time. It was nice, giving back to a community. Having the opportunity to feel like part of something.

      Seattle had plenty of opportunities, sure. But Seattle couldn’t last, not for me. I never did learn to like cities. I tolerated ’em at best. I had to stretch my legs. It didn’t take long before I was restless as hell, especially after we started to bring in replacements for half the damned team. My heart wasn’t in it, and after a while my head wasn’t, either. Anyone can tell you, there’s nothing more dangerous in the kitchen or the field than a dull knife. Something needed to change, or I was gonna get me, or someone I cared about, killed.

      Mare had an idea. She knew people. People who’d gone semi-legit from the shadows, people who’d taken licensed, legal merc-work. The rigger community was a small one; expensive tech, invasive chrome, easy to make a name for yourself. She was in good with plenty of pilots and drivers still working for the Salish, but she’d also had a few friends leave the Rangers earlier and sign on with merc outfits. Private paramilitary contract work was basically shadowrunning, but more legit. More organized. Better benefits, better gear. She freelanced for merc outfits from op to op, slinging a drone this way or that, or playing driver or pilot as needed.

      “Just think about it, huh?” she asked me, the two of us standing in a Seattle parking lot late at night. In the background, Dante’s Inferno burned on eternally. We’d just wrapped up a deal, just gotten a credstick, just finished another job. I should’ve been over the moon at our payday, but I wasn’t, and she sensed it. We lingered after the rest of the crew split, hanging out like teenagers not wanting a date to end.

      I’d had a shot with her, a long time ago, and I’d let it slip. Dumb ass. Too late to actually take her on dates, now, I figured.

      “Think about it? Every time I think too much, it feels like I frag up,” I sighed. “Remember basic? Me trying to learn to shoot?”

      She fought a giggle. “You were awful.”

      “Yeah, and you know why? I kept thinking about what y’all were telling me. I kept thinking about it. Trying to do it right, instead of just doing it.”

      “So fine, don’t think about it,” she smiled. “Just take my advice.”

      I snorted again, crossed my arms. “When I don’t think about things, they go pretty bad, too.” Milk and honey. She’d heard the story from me plenty of times, and from Four, to boot.

      She shook her head. “You know that wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yeah? Well, it sure didn’t happen because I thought too much.” I scowled. “I don’t know, Mare.”

      “Peggy,” she corrected with a smile, reaching up to take my hand. “Nobody else is here. Just…call me Peggy, Dash?”

      I smiled and gave her hand a squeeze. It always felt tiny, but it always felt strong. The small and the tall, that was us. The opposites. I’d been the big one, doing the heavy lifting, ever since confidence courses back at Yakima, all those years ago.

      I was the big one, but I’d made some bigger frag-ups, for sure. Size wasn’t everything.

      “Fine. Put me in touch with ’em, Peg. You got my LTG number, go ahead and share it. Let me hear the sales pitch. I’ll listen, I promise. Open mind, open heart. Just…open eyes, too, y’know?”

      Then I got a call. That’s when I learned about the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers, El Cuadrilla. I got the call from the man himself, Juan Samuel Pererya, callsign Matador. When I told Frostbyte over a call and asked him for some legwork, he geeked out and filled up my inbox with some bulletin board thing Matador had published. Shadowrunner website stuff, but a good read.

      “Fields of Fire,” it was called. Catchy name. Matador had a set of rules, a code, and he tried to share it with other shadowrunners, mercs, and wannabes. The world could use a little more professionalism. It made me feel good about the gig. Parts of it went on a little long, but in a reassuring, calming way. I fell asleep reading it, in fact.
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      A couple sleeps later, I woke up in a brightly painted hotel room on the Afghanistan/Tajikistan border. Base camp. We’d rented out a whole guesthouse, which I knew was gonna be my last warm bed for a while, so I’d made warmer by sharing it with a new friend. Sergeant Mattis Fonte was support staff, not core combat personnel, so it wasn’t technically breaking the boss’ not-quite-rule about fraternization. They were from Matador’s native Lisbon, and rumor around the 77th was he could get a little protective of his locals.

      Something something something I was keeping their morale up? Ah, well. If I had to get fired, at least I’d have fun first. Mattis was a charmer, and they sported the bull’s head logo of the Seventy-Seventh on the side of their neck. I’d been enjoying the unit so far, but I hadn’t gotten any ink. Yet.

      I stepped out into the street and headed to the boss’ command tent. Even when we had proper quarters, he liked to feel like his boots were on the ground. He’d waved away a hotel room of his own, because he knew we were leaving it all behind soon, and didn’t want to be more comfortable than any of his soldiers.

      The air was cleaner than I’d breathed in a long time. Afghanistan, Badakhshan Province, Ishkashim. Or, technically, right then I was in Ishkoshim, the Tajik half of the town, on the Tajik side of the river. They’d been linked by a bridge across the Panj River for about fifty years, and it was Afghanistan we were officially deploying in. We were high in the mountains, where the earth met the sky, and where Afghanistan meets three other countries. Vulnerable. Lotta history.

      And someone’d gone and found a fraggin’ orichalchum mine within spitting distance of the place.

      The Seventy-Seventh were on-site to reinforce, through violence if necessary, a mining conglomerate’s claim. Our base camp was about twenty clicks away, in the nearest village which luckily also had the nearest—albeit tiny—airstrip. The town was as far as all the support gear, support staff, hot food, and all the rest could go. It was gonna be infantry-only taking the hike up into the mountains proper, and that’s where I came in.

      Matador valued my time spent mountaineering, as a young civvie as well as a Salish Ranger both, and he needed that for this op. I was never sure if I’d’ve gotten the gig if he hadn’t had a contract for Afghanistan in his sights right when Mare convinced me to call, but what mattered was that he had, and I did, so here I was.

      Ishkashim was a comparatively poor, rural community populated by a fiercely religious populace who had generationally been given good reasons to be suspicious of outsiders, situated on a river, surrounded by mountains, not terribly far from potentially-pretty-fragging-hostile neighbor-states that contributed to a long history of violence, isolated from your own country’s nominal seats of technology and power, and as such more trusting in superstition and tradition than the word of their supposed national leaders.

      So I was basically back home.

      Fairbairn, Salish-Shidhe Council, back most of the way ’round the world, was held in the arms of the Cascade Mountains instead of the Hindu Kush, but…frag it. Change the language, swap out the religion, add a little football for him, and I could’a seen my Granddaddy Riggins sitting not far from here, munching on a Moon Pie, fitting right in. The mean old coot hadn’t lived a day in his life on a paved road, nor anywhere near sea level. Neither would most of these folks.

      It made me like the place.

      “Chief.” Matador nodded to me as I entered, and waved off my salute. Everyone knew not to salute an officer in the field, but this was base camp, and indoors, to boot; he just wasn’t big on the formalities, cared more about my briefing.

      “You’ll be trailblazing for us.” He ran a palm across the map, an old-fashioned paper one, then stabbed it with a fingertip. “We know the initial find was made here, partway up the Kuh-e Chuk Shakh.

      “We know another conglomerate’s got troops in the region. They came in from the south, though, last seen in Zebak, rolling heavy through the mountain passes. Locals say they had APCs, at the least.” He didn’t sound scared, but he didn’t sound exactly excited, either. Armored personnel carriers ran a wide gamut. They might be rickety old trucks that some back-country farmer mistook for tanks. They might be tanks with just a few extra infantry inside. Hell, they might just be tanks.

      When in doubt, I trusted a rural Afghani to know one vehicle from another, though. These people had seen their share of wars over the years. My money was on actual APCs. That was still heavier than what we were bringing. Our only wheels were going to be a few dirt bikes.

      His finger traced a line. “If I was bringing armor in, I’d try this pass. If I was bringing armor in and I liked to stay behind with it, then my field camp would be about here.”

      I nodded. “They could’ve tried this way, too, but…yeah. Shortest distance, similar climb. If they’re lazy, you’re spot on.”

      “Not lazy, just bad.” His features clouded. “How much did you learn about our unit’s history?”

      I shrugged. Homework had never been my strong suit. He might be disappointed at my honesty, but it was sure as hell better’n lying to him.

      “A few years back, we had a…disagreement…with another outfit.” “Outfit” meant mercs. “Unit” would have meant regular military. “Navarre’s Jackals. They were being cruel, inefficient, and messy. I called their CO on it, and he threw paperwork at me. A complaint was made to the New European Economic Community, and the NEEC tried their best to kill our rep until they realized his charges were bulldrek.”

      “I’m gonna guess you aren’t telling me all this just ’cause there’s a quiz later.” I tested a smile.

      He returned it, luckily. Hard to tell, with a new CO.

      “I’m afraid not. The vehicles that were spotted had their livery. I think we’re up against Navarre’s Jackals again, formally funded by a rival company, and no doubt planning to shoot first, ask questions later, tell lies after the fact.”

      “And they’ve got APCs and we don’t.”

      He nodded. “And they’ve got APCs and we don’t.”

      “If he heard you were here.” I raised an eyebrow and tossed my head. Ishkashim, with its little learning center, its gaily painted guesthouses, its marketplace and tiny airport. “If he heard we were here, the Seven-Seven, would he stay up that hill?”

      Or would he roll right down it like an avalanche, and be cruel, inefficient, and messy, all over this nice little town? I didn’t have to ask it out loud.

      “I suspect he would not stay up that hill, no. He would call it a recon in force. He would claim we shot first. He would point to our prior NEEC-compromised status, and in the meantime quite a few civilians would die.”

      I nodded. “Right. Well. Guess that’s why we’re packing up and moving out before more transpo gets here, huh?”

      “It is. If they’re going to hear about us, if they’re going to find us, I want them to find us up there. Not down here.”

      Matador, Juan Samuel Pererya, was a good guy. A good officer. I made a mental note to pick Mare up a thank-you gift before we flew out of here.

      “I’ll get eyes on ’em, sir. And I’ll talk the rest of y’all right up that mountain, some way they won’t see coming.”
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      And that’s exactly what I did.

      Two Jackal sentries lay dead, one with an ice axe in his skull, the other with a neat, monofilament-sharp line drawn about halfway through his throat by my new Fineblade. I’d been quick and quiet and brutal, and they’d been stupid. Easy as pie.

      Taking them down had been easier than the climb, and thanks to my new enhanced articulation and a few new muscular upgrades, the climb had been nothing but a pleasant challenge. Even the altitude—we were about 5,000 meters up—wasn’t too bad despite all that Seattle living I’d had, seaside. Some new ’ware increased the tidal volume of my diaphragm, while the new synthacardium lining to my ticker worked overtime for me. I was breathing easier than ever, holding my breath longer than ever, and generally feeling great. I felt sixteen again. Bioware was slick.

      These two chucklefrags might as well not’ve even been here. They’d both been up here griping about the cold so damn loud I was surprised Matador couldn’t hear ’em all the way back down the mountain, and they’d neglected to set a security and keep a lookout anywhere but back down the mountain pass they’d rolled in on. If someone rolled heavy armor up their tailpipe towards the Jackals’ camp, they wouldn’t need these two to spot it coming. If someone went up that pass with anything less than heavy armor, the Jackals’ would tear ’em to bits. Matador was right. This unit was just…bad. Going through the motions. I’d seen it before, in gangs and shadowrunners that relied on brutality to win the day, not skill. Cruelty and a big gun could get you pretty far these days.

      I settled in and got comfy there in their little ledge-camp; anyone looking this way was expecting to see some thermal signatures at range, so there was no reason not to hang out. I ate their chem-pack heated Salisbury steaks, warmed myself with their little chem-packs tucked snug into my comfortable places, and raided the rest of their stuff while radioing down to the boss.

      The Jackals weren’t traveling light or skimping on expenses, that was for damned sure. The pair had top of the line Predator IIs with reactive trigger upgrades for sidearms, plus compact, lightweight, and suppressed HK MP-5 TX subguns for the climb itself. Then, in a cargo container rigged to a pulley, they’d hauled up a Great Dragon ATGM tripod in case armor did come rolling up towards their bosses, along with a light M-12 mortar rig in case infantry came knocking, instead. Plus all these wiz little heating chem-packs! Cozy.

      Matador had the Seven-Seven running a little leaner, notwithstanding personal purchases like some of my recent augmentations. Standard issue for us was the AK-98, a sturdy, reliable, un-sexy upgrade to the classic twentieth century everyman’s rifle. I was toting an AK RPK in the field, myself, a Kalashnikov-based light machine gun, to make life easier on the unit armorers and show some solidarity. They preferred personal weapons to be limited to sidearms and knives and such, and I was fine with complying. We weren’t the first soldiers to come into this country with AKs, and I doubted we’d be the last.

      I had a hell of a view from this lovely not-quite-peak. My monocular gave me a crystal-clear look at the pass they’d arrived by, but also a crystal-clear look at the Jackals’ camp, all churned-up and muddy from tank treads and sons of slitches, and a crystal-clear look at the single Devil Rat armored personnel carrier they’d sent out on patrol returning empty-handed.

      I called down to Matador—well, to Captain Tomasso, his XO—and kept them all up to date on hostile movements. They called back and kept me up to date on friendly movements, checking in with the route I’d blazed them. It was a heck of a hike, but it was a hike, not a climb, and I felt like I’d done some solid trailblazing. It had been a few years since I’d done pathfinding work, and it felt good.

      Being part of a unit, I realized, felt good. Not a little team of colorful professional criminals, no, but a unit. Something bigger.

      “Huh,” I puffed out, adjusting my goggles and sweeping the Jackals’ camp with my glass again. “Thin air’s got me thinkin’ too damned hard.”

      “One to Nest, say again?” crackled over the radio. Captain Tomasso, our XO, checking up on me.

      “Nest to Ranger One, nothing, Captain, just a big, dumb troll talking to himself.”

      “Roger that, One. But go easy on yourself. You’re not that big.” He thought he was hilarious.

      I shook my head ruefully and started to put the radio away, then squinted. Another look through my mono had me sitting up straight, scowling.

      “One, Nest. Armor’s fixing to move, heading south. Six of ’em.” The Seven-Seven were to the camp’s east, a line drawn through the snow as they trudged uphill. They hadn’t been spotted, at least. These APCs weren’t rolling straight for them, on the offensive, protecting their turf.

      “Roger that, Nest. We’ll keep eyes up.”

      The perch I was on didn’t let me see as far to the south as I’d like. Once they left the pass I was overlooking, I wouldn’t be able to keep eyes-on. The bastards might turn right at the end of the pass, swing southeast back toward Zebak. Hell, it might’ve just been a supply run. The problem was that they might turn left instead, and roll right up to where, if they had good eyes, they’d see the disturbed snow the 77th Independent Rangers were leaving in their wake. I had to trust in the Rangers as a unit, trust in whatever riggers they had running recon drones, trust in Matador. Trust in the warning I’d been able to give. Hell, just trust in the luck of the coin toss about which way they’d turn.

      Luck wasn’t with us, though.

      Twenty minutes later, I saw the APCs chugging up the mountain behind my unit. They weren’t making fantastic time—and I knew they couldn’t get all the way to the mine, or anywhere near it, along that path, there’s a reason the Rangers were walking—but they’d overtake the snow-struggling infantry soon. I’d found ’em a good path, but the mountains of Afghanistan don’t frag around.

      Before I called it in, though, I saw the Rangers had spotted them. Matador found them good ground, and I watched them, ant-sized from my perch, spreading out. Textbook. Good formation, holding rocky high ground, covering the LAV-98’s only route from multiple angles. I saw a handful of special weapon teams ranging far and wide from the main body of light infantry, heading to even higher ground. They’d do what they could. The Rangers would be fighting the best possible way—downhill—and that meant a lot in a scrap like this.

      Still and all, I was on the bench, and hated it. Always had. Sitting on the sidelines while my teammates took hits was just about the worst feeling in the world.

      My rangefinder marked it as nearly double the range of the Great Dragon launcher to shoot anywhere near my guys and the ATVs they’d engage with, and the small crate of ammo for the mortar marked them as a split of white phosphorous and anti-personnel; nice guys. They’d rain hell on soft targets, but even if I managed to miraculously hit one of their LAVs from here—with them only barely within the technical range of the indirect-fire weapon—I’d barely scuff the paint.

      I swung my mono around and tagged the range to the Jackals’ camp.

      I grinned.

      Frag ’em. I might not be able to hit the Jackals in the field, but I could sure reach out and touch the ones left behind. They had two APCs left in reserve, and a few sloppy rows of cold-weather field tents where their comms were being coordinated, medics were prepping to take on casualties, and mechanics were getting ready to kvetch about their precious Devil Rats getting all beat up.

      I was over three thousand meters away, so my RPK was still nothin’ but a paperweight, but that meant all their bulldrek would be, too, as long as I kept ’em away from their own double-bank of mortars. They’d have a hell of a time getting any other Grand Dragons down there to lock onto me, and at ranges like this, they’d need a solid tone to have any sort of chance.

      I heard shooting start behind me, and I forced myself to ignore it. I took one deep breath—icy cold, a dull ache in my lungs, but so clean my heart almost stopped—and let it out into the wind.

      I got to work.

      In the end, I learned it ain’t much fun to throw the sky at folks who can’t shoot back. Having the high ground with a bigger gun, that’s one thing. Reaching out and raking folks with an LMG when they all got rifles? That’s playing the same game, at least. That’s playing in the same league. You had an edge, but it was a fight. This? This was more like taking out the Silent P’s while they were high; I knew they were bad dudes, and I knew they had it coming, but it felt like stepping on bugs.

      I lobbed willy-petes towards their mortar nests, first. Two ranging shots got me real damned close, then I tagged ’em clean, and started to blanket the area. Nothing else they had could hit me, and none of ’em were out to run into a fraggin’ field of white phosphorous, even before the second explosions started from a lucky round finding their ammo. I scattered a few in the general direction of their parked APCs as a similar deterrent, but one of the fraggers must’ve had someone onboard or right by it when the rain started to fall. One of their Devil Rat LAVs was a-chuggin’ and a-movin’ right through the shotgun blast of incendiaries I’d spread around, and was, sure enough, moving my way.

      I squinted through my monocular, and frowned. Clicked the range button to double check. Got to work with the Grand Dragon.

      Now, I’m not the expert a proper specialist in this kind of weaponry is, but they are man-portable, devastatingly powerful, and covered by the wide array of training I’d gotten prior to earning the right to call myself an expert in unconventional warfare.

      So where I’m going with this is that it wasn’t pure, dumb luck that let me hit the Devil Rat with a Great Dragon Anti-Tank Guided Missile. It was a long shot, yes, straining the range of the armor-piercing warhead. But it was also me, who’s not half-bad at this sort of thing, and it was also a stationary target.

      Yeah, the stationary one. The parked one. The empty one. Nothing on the moving Devil Rat could reach out and touch me up here, and if the driver’s big plan was to go racing after the other eight and dive into the fight with Matador and the dudes, dudettes, and duderinos of the 77th Independent Rangers, well, by the time they showed up, things’d be decided either way.

      So I blew holy hell out of the parked one. Had to set the tone and make an example.

      Then I started back in on the mortar, chucking fragmentation-heavy anti-personnel rounds. They were your standard high explosive rounds, but with a lesser amount of direct concussive explosion, and a bit more by way of really small pieces of metal moving real, real fast. I knew those small pieces would be shredding their insulated tents, and rattling the poor buggers still in them. I also knew, right then, that whoever was driving their lone Devil Rat was probably trying to get those very same command-tent and support-staff and tactical-reserve buggers on the horn, along with reaching out to the two knuckleheads supposed to be up here, to double check and see just how many missiles were on this perch.

      I never quite aimed for their tents. I stayed content to scatter shrapnel in the areas around them, to keep the Jackals pinned down, keep their support staff inside, scared, but alive. Part of Matador’s code was “I value all human life.” I don’t know if the boss’ words were growing on me, or if his code in Fields of Fire just put words to what was already in me, but I agreed. I never had any qualms about killing when I had to, but I didn’t go out of my way to do it, and I’d never been a fan of killing helpless targets. Right now, I had the support staff of Navarre’s Jackals hiding scared out of their gourds, too rattled to do their jobs. That was enough. I didn’t have to butcher ’em.

      Matador’s high-ground emplacements—not me, his actual fire teams, snipers, and Arbelast II MAW launchers he’d deployed on his flanks—had made brutal, short work of Navarre’s APCs. The Rangers were getting pinned down by the bigger guns on the Devil Rats, but in there, among the rocks as they were, most of them were able to just hunker down and ride it out.

      We lost troops, yeah, when the Jackals assaulted the rocks a few times, but we pushed them back. We drank to our dead when the time was right, but the thing was, before the stubborn bastard conceded, Navarre’s Jackals had lost all but about a quarter of their forces. Every single APC got cracked open before all was said and done, and it wasn’t until his command element was under direct fire—from three directions—that Navarre himself surrendered.

      In the end, the Rangers beat the snot out of the Jackals and took their fraggin’ lunch money. I heard about it all later, in a grand, dramatic story shared by Mattis Fonte over shots of Ginjinha, a cherry-sweet liqeur, and Medronho, a fruit brandy that packed about the punch that Great Dragon did. The Rangers knew how to party when the time for partying was upon them; and having decimated the Jackals, it was, once the mine was secured and our employer satisfied, party time.

      Me? I’d just been chuckin’ rocks at the hornet’s nest while all the hornets were away, getting zapped by an exterminator.

      Still and all, Matador was pleased with my work. That was fair, the way I saw it, ’cause I was pleased with his. After the victory, the Seven-Seven’s stock rose, so to speak. Matador started recruiting harder. We hopped the globe for a little bit, picking up strays and integrating folks into the unit.

      I was, mostly, left to my own devices. I helped train gunners, scouts, divers, and climbers. I played OpFor—the bad guys—in field training exercises, testing new recruits and keeping support staff sharp. I occasionally got integrated into a four-shooter fireteam for one op or another, but mostly I played solo.

      Matador gave me room to stretch my legs, and let me do what I did. Me and the Seven-Seven, we gave each other enough space to get along just fine. I extended my contract.

      In a life where I knew I’d fragged up plenty—made bad decisions, made a decision too slowly, or made no decision at all—signing up with the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers wasn’t a regret I had. They were a solid outfit, and I was pleased to be a part of ’em.
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      “Thanks for the invite to Denver. Nice place.” I wiggled in the backseat of a Land Rover, getting comfortable. Again. We’d been riding in the thing for about only ten kilometers since finishing dinner, and we were in traffic for our fourth secure checkpoint. Denver was a mess, a ’burg sliced up like a sloppy pizza, a half dozen different countries all rubbing up against each other.

      “Really relaxing. Friendly people.”

      The Afro-Indigenous ork sitting next to me rolled her eyes and smacked me on the arm. It felt good, fraggin’ around with a friend. I’d missed her. It had been too long.

      I was in a 77th Ranger light field uniform, evergreen-dark fatigues with rank and unit patches and just the lightest of armor woven into them. They helped me look sharp and dangerous, but without a vest or plate carrier they weren’t comfortably bulky and protective when checkpoint guard after checkpoint guard leveled an assault rifle my way to check our credentials.

      She was in Salish Ranger dress uniform, as befit an officer. The most prominent patch she wore was the bright-eyed raven that designated her as a member of SSC Ranger Intelligence. She was a captain now. She’d been mustanged up out of the enlisted ranks after an impressive several years of service. Looking at her, all these years out of Yakima, she looked old. Older than she should. Orks and trolls, sometimes we burn out fast.

      Nobody called her Thunder Tiny anymore, like we had in basic. She was Captain Rebecca Blue Robe, now, through and through.

      We’d initially met up under the pretense of a Sioux Nation fundraiser honoring their veterans and their military allies. The Wildcat flash on my uniform had gotten me a few dirty looks. I’d ignored them and let the assembled officers explain the unique situation to their hotheaded adjutants and other proud guests. I’d seen lots of faces go pale, all night long, and lots of folks quickly look anywhere but at me. They were too proud to apologize, but they were smart enough to be ashamed.

      That part had been nice.

      Nicer than this long-hoop drive in security-snarled traffic. My doc said my high blood pressure wasn’t uncommon in homo sapien ingentis, and that it was exacerbated by some of my bioware augs. All I knew was sometimes I had killer headaches, and that this—being in a city, moving this slowly, being stuck in all this traffic—wasn’t doing it any favors.

      “You get used to the checkpoints,” she smiled reassuringly.

      “Or you stay in your zone?” I offered.

      “Or you stay in your zone.” She nodded. “But I just had to let you try Grassroots while you were in town. It’s worth the trip.”

      The restaurant we’d visited as a personal afterparty had been pretty stellar. Worth the drive to the CAS sector, even if we had been the only Natives in sight. It had been too long since I sat down with an old friend over a good meal.

      It’d been even longer since neither of us had had to pay for it.

      “What’d you have on her?” I lifted an eyebrow. Ms. Gaudette, the owner, had come out absolutely fawning over us, introduced us to their chef, insisted on serving us a dessert sampler, and then refused payment for the meal.

      “That would be telling.” My friend winked at me, every centimeter the smug intelligence agent, all grown-up with her bundle of secrets, not at all the muddy, bloody, sweaty girl I’d gone to basic with.

      In a world where everything was going to drek—a dragon elected UCAS President, that President assassinated the very day he was sworn in, the whole damned continent shaking up as a result—it was nice to just ride in the back of a fancy set of wheels with a friend and a belly full of food.

      But I was here on work. Part of our long, tortured route was throwing off potential tails in this intrigue-riddled city. Part of it was changing credentials from one zone to the next, establishing paper trails that led everywhere but where I was going.

      “Speaking of telling.” I gave her a pointed look. Headache be damned, I had some reading to do, and a job to read about.

      “I suppose it’s time.” She nodded again, then used a thumb-swipe to unlock a secure compartment in the back of the Land Rover. I saw the grip of a pistol in there, and was completely unsurprised. She pulled out a pocket secretary, instead. The pistol was for other visitors.

      “Details are on there. When you read up on it, you’ll see why I asked for you specifically. If you can’t do it—if you won’t do it—I’ll understand, but I had to give you the right to refuse. I had to give you the first opportunity.”

      My brow furrowed, and I started reading. The Land Rover rolled, slowly, around town. We were moving, but idly, wheels spinning, going nowhere in particular. My answer, my decision to take this contract (technically, the Seven-Seven deciding to take this contract, or not), would determine where we were actually driving to.

      We might head back to the Sioux section, where Captain Blue Robe was liaising. The Salish-Shidhe had good relations with the Sioux Nation, and wanted to keep it that way. Intelligence sharing was one of the best strategies for doing that. If I said no, we’d return to her nice townhome, we’d stay up late drinking a little too much and boring her charming wife with our stories, and I’d be on my way out of Denver after a day or two.

      I narrowed my eyes, scrolling slowly over the data.

      “I take only jobs I believe in,” Matador’s Code went. I’d first read it scrolling through that Fields of Fire doc he’d written. As I read over this mission spec, I heard those words, as though he’d read them aloud to me.

      I glanced up at Blue Robe, and she nodded grimly.

      “We can’t let the smugglers keep getting away with it. Not this, not this much. It’ll be a joint op, since both the Sioux and the SSC are impacted. One Wildcat, two Rangers. Sioux honor can be satisfied, but the SSC will have an active hand and have to clean up their own mess, since it’s on their territory.”

      She flicked her gaze back down, not wanting to make me read the whole thing just yet.

      “You’ll be in charge, though. The Seventy-Seventh will, if you accept the role as contracted, call the shots. The assembled team will follow you, and your orders, in the field.” She smiled, only just a little. “So one Wildcat, two Rangers, and one…Rangercat.”

      I snorted a hair at the joke, but nodded and kept scrolling. Kept reading. Kept searching the mission parameters like I was scanning hostile territory, looking for a trap, looking for the loophole. I didn’t find any. It looked clean. It looked safe. It looked good.

      “How many strings did you have to pull for this, Beck?” I looked up at her.

      “Not as many as you’d think,” she said with as winsome a smile as you’d ever find on an orkish gal. She wasn’t much good at batting her eyelashes and looking innocent, not like kids could manage—not with almost twenty years of working intelligence—but she could look trustworthy, still. Affable. Honest. I didn’t think she was playing me, though. I really didn’t.

      “They want this done, Red Clay. The powers that be, they want a message sent. Say yes, and you’ll spend twenty-four hours in a hangar. You’ll get to know your team, we’ll get whatever gear you ask for, we’ve got a secure line you can use to update the Seven-Seven, and then you and your team fly out. Ten days or less from the moment you lift off, they want a call that this is over.”

      I nodded.

      “Head for the airport, then. I’m in.”
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      A sleep and a half later, I woke up in the belly of a Titan. The C-260 Titan Medium Transport was maybe history’s least comfortable, least aerodynamic, least fuel-efficient aircraft ever designed, but on the upside it was ugly as sin, too. This particular one was dripping with radar-eating paint, though, a solid ECM/ECCM suite, and enough other hardware it wasn’t my job to understand that meant it was, functionally, invisible.

      “We’re almost to the jump zone, sir!” the screaming-in-my-face support crewman told me. He wasn’t a proper Jump Master, since we weren’t on a proper mission.

      I nodded, not at all taking his volume personally; he had a job to do, and that job was waking up a heavily armed fomori. Good on ’im. Odds were decent the turbulence would have gotten me up, though. The air above the Cascades was as rocky as the terrain below us.

      I looked over at the rest of my squad, but they’d either not slept at all or been awakened before their Chief.

      Sergeant White Smoke was a Salish Ranger, working in Intelligence under Rebecca. She’d put him on the team, which I took as a solid few marks in his favor. On the one hand, the human looked fit enough, and there was no way basic training’s “Thunder Tiny” would put a helpless nerd in the field. On the other, I knew he’d also handle our electronics work, plus securing the documents we came across, handling data manipulation as needed, and reporting back to SSC command via secure channels. Smart and tough, good to have.

      Sergeant Drummond was our other Ranger, also human, but looked like he hit the gym trying to become an ork. He was a wolfshead Ranger, through and through, with a record full of optional infantry training programs and a recent combat medic certification. Drummond struck me as a no-frills triggerman, inheritor to the North American continent’s generations of grunts, devil dogs, door-kickers, corpsmen, and operators. He was here for the fight, and that was it. Good. I liked a simple instrument.

      Sergeant Yellow Dog was on loan from the Sioux Wildcats. She was a Blackfoot Lakota and an ork. We’d already met back in ’47, first by shooting each other, later by…not. We’d run into each other a few times since then. Everyone and their granny knew what the Wildcats could do, and what she was bringing to this mission. She was also hell behind the wheel, had completed several SDF vehicular training programs, and—according to her records, which I got to peruse—had initially joined the Sioux Defense Force as the alternative to a long stint in juvie for grand theft auto. Perfect. Genuinely perfect. We might need those hotwiring skills.

      White Smoke’s pack had spy drones and comms gear. Drummond carried a medkit and some explosives. Yellow Dog carried back-ups and spares for everyone, so it was a bit of everything—same as me—even if she did sneer a little as she took the extra weight from the humans.

      None of us were in fatigues. None of us were toting Salish-Shidhe or Sioux Defense Force hardware. Not the uniforms, not the guns, not the knives, not the grenades, not even the knapsacks. We were going in outfitted from sporting goods stores with purchases made in the CAS and UCAS sectors of Denver, up to and including our parachutes. I’d selected every piece, after some input from the squad, and been very specific with the shopping list we gave to Blue Robe’s adjutant. We were going in generic. All off-brand stuff, nothing standard-issue for either of our nations. Generic, but lethal.

      Luckily, CAS and UCAS stores weren’t exactly fainting maidens that shied away from guns and other military and paramilitary goodies. White Smoke had an MA 2100 rifle, a solid, rugged, sniping rig. The other two had reliable, modular, dirt-cheap Colt M-23s, both with a few goodies added on as aftermarket extras. I had the most popular light machine gun in the world, an Ares MP, bought with scrip, no questions asked. We all had a couple knives, too, some “emergency roadside assistance” smoke grenades, and White Smoke had a goofy tactical tomahawk he’d insisted on buying for luck, marketed as an “entry tool.” Anything else we’d need, we’d have to find and take.

      A red light illuminated the rear cabin of the Titan. We were close.

      “Ready up,” got everyone on their feet. We shuffled into place, checking one-another’s parachutes. They’d been rigged by the best, but you still had to look out for one another. Each of us yanked on straps, adjusted, tightened, tugged, jerked, fitted ’em just right.

      The Titan shuddered as the rear door swung open, and the rush of wind filled the cabin.

      “Twenty seconds ’til you’re off my plane, gentlemen!” the crewman said, trying to sound jovial.

      Yellow Dog’s goggles did nothing to blunt the glare she sent his way, and he withered.

      “And, um, and…”

      “Ten seconds!” I hollered, saving his life. Calling Yellow Dog a lady might’ve gotten him thrown out alongside us. “Go on green!”

      Everyone flashed thumbs ups.

      It was a quick, quiet jump. Bog-standard stuff. Not trimming the trees and flying low to avoid radar—the Titan handled that for us—but not a HALO or HAHO jump, either, climbing high, scraping the sky. We didn’t need to be five or six or ten thousand meters up for this.

      We just leaped. I cycled through my vision mods as I fell, arms and legs splayed out, swimming in the air and controlling my descent. I hadn’t ever seen it from up here, and I wanted to take my time, savor the moment. I wanted to see the territory from above. Like a god, or a dragon.

      Drummond tucked in his arms and legs and dove headfirst, knifing through the air below the rest of us, “woo-hoo’ing” aloud.

      Moments later, as we deployed our parachutes, I enjoyed the array of curses, exclamations, and laughter that crackled in my second-rate earbud. Each of us went sailing down beneath the rebel-flag-inspired dumpster fire of the Confederated American States flag. All the stars and bars, red, white, and blue, unfurled over our heads like the wings of rural-American angels.

      “Th’ frag is this, Red Clay?” Yellow Dog asked aloud over comms, bolder and surlier than the other two.

      I shifted my weight and my angle, prolonging my flight, arresting my fall. I wanted to savor this view. I wanted to savor this mission.

      “Welcome to Fairbairn, boys and girls,” I said, staring down as the lights of my childhood home glowed in the distance, and the nearby mountainsides and woods held the winking lights of some trailer or cabin or winding-road pick-up’s headlights. Fairbairn, Kittitas County, Cascade Ork turf, Salish-Shidhe Council.

      Home, sweet home.

      “Thought I’d give you a taste before we landed.”

      Someone had been very naughty, indeed. Smugglers rolling into Denver, out from Seattle, had been picked up with cargo holds full of people. People, and parts of people. Organlegging, slave-trading. Bad juju. Sioux authorities wanted to put a stop to it, and that meant working backward from the smuggling coyotes to their dealers to everyone else profiting from the trade. They’d hit a Denver safehouse, made a few kills, and made a few arrests.

      Three of the four dead men were named Bigtop.

      Bigtop, like the mayor of my hometown, like Johnny Bigtop, his brother, who owned half the businesses in town, like Buddy Bigtop, who handled local law enforcement. Like Bigtop Mines one through seven, carving into the mountains, clawing up silver and zinc.

      Like Wesley Bigtop, Old Man Bigtop, who sat at the top of the pyramid scheme and oversaw his sons and daughters, his grandchildren, and their spouses, as they ran this valley into the ground and soaked up the blood money. Like the Bigtops who’d killed my Daddy, and his daddy, and who’d made me leave in the first place.

      The Salish-Shidhe Council had looked the other way for too long. If the Cascade Orks wanted to smuggle, and profit off smuggling, that was one thing. But their refusal to act on this—organlegging, selling immigrants and missing persons—was a bridge too far.

      They say you can never go home again.

      I was about to.
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      Seattle again, years later.

      “This damned city,” I was on I-90 just at the edge of Council Island, standing on top of the low-slung pillbox bunker the Council Island Police used as a security checkpoint. I had my FN MAG 5—it’s what I kept in this safehouse—up on one shoulder, right arm lazily hanging on the stock, bulk of the gun stretching out behind me, counterbalancing. Loose. Relaxed. Waiting. Exasperated.

      The highway in front of us looked like a junkyard. Only a dozen vehicles were in sight, all of them shot to hell, on fire, or both. Windows shattered, smoke pouring out of them, smoldering wrecks, some catty-corner, some sideways, only the barest handful pointed like a car ought to be pointed on an interstate.

      I wasn’t looking at the cars, though. I was looking past them.

      Seattle was on fire. Bellevue, Renton, Redmond. Everywhere was glowing the same, it seemed. Everywhere. Everywhere in this damned city was always lit, yes, but not nearly so much of it was glowing this golden-orange, from below. Whole chunks of the Metroplex were lacking power, in fact, so that the only lights in these riotous streets were from the flames, or from flashlights, headlights, and muzzle flashes. I’d seen it lit up like that before, decades earlier, as the Night of Rage burned down most of my world.

      It had all started, this time, because people were…changing. Like I had, when I was a kid, kind of. Goblinization was what had hit me, and hit me like a tac nuke. I’d grown from a scrawny round-ear into a full-on fomori, painfully. You don’t change like that without it costing.

      Something new was hitting these people, though. They were getting feathers, scales, or fur, they were gaining and losing fraggin’ eyes, limbs were twisting and changing. It wasn’t goblinization. What was it? Nobody really knew. They knew folks were changing, knew it looked painful, knew just enough to be afraid. So because they were afraid, and didn’t really know more than that, and because they lived in Seattle, they were angry. Lashing out. Rioting. Burning it down.

      “Just can’t stay away from us, huh?” Shively stood next to the pillbox, reloading his FN HAR. He and the rest of the Council Island Police had busted out their big guns, not just sidearms…a day and a half ago.

      We were both in civvies, with some tac-gear slapped on. His men were mobilized, but spread across the island, watching the perimeter, monitoring for opportunistic poachers out to take advantage of the chaos. Shively’d assigned the two of us to the highway, trusting us more than some of his less-seasoned recruits. High on Long Haul, we hadn’t closed our eyes for nearly two straight days, we had barely left our post. I’d pissed off the side of I-90 while he’d shaken his head and called me a child.

      “Seattle, man. I picked a hell of a time to visit, didn’t I? And a hell of a reason.” I shook my head in disgust. “What’s wrong with this place, Shively?”

      “Right now? Some kind of…disease, they say.”

      “Diseases don’t do this,” I spat east towards the smoldering mainland. “People do this. SHOOK be damned.”

      “SURGE,” he corrected, racking the slide on his rifle. “Sudden Recessive Genetic Expression.”

      “Whatever. None of those even start with a ‘u.’”

      “Radio says it started at a hospital.”

      “SHOOK?”

      “The riots, when they kicked off.” He didn’t rise to my bait and correct me a second time. “Said it was molotovs at a hospital.”

      “What kinda city tries to burn down a fraggin’ hospital, man?” I looked at him, dead on, wanting to know.

      “You never did like it here. Not really. I’m not sure I do, either, off the island.”

      “Speaking of which…you wanna leave?” I lifted an eyebrow. I hadn’t made him the offer yet, technically. He knew it was coming, though. He knew I had to ask.

      “I can’t, Dash. I can’t drop all this. I can’t leave the SSC. Not when things are heating up like they are.”

      “Heating up” was putting it mildly. In May, the Tsimshian bastards, our neighbors to the north, had attacked. Not just skirmish-at-the-border shit like we’d been doing for decades, but no, blitzkrieg style. Rolled hard. They’d wedged themselves deep into Salish turf, faster than we could respond, thanks in no small part to hardware provided to them by Mitsuhama Computer Technologies, their long-time investors.

      When they got their asses handed to ’em at the Battle of Revelstoke, though, just when they started to pull back? Then, they’d gone and done it. Chemical weapons. Or biological. Or magical. Something nasty. Something lethal.

      Over a thousand Salish Rangers dead. Triple-digits on civilians. All that just from that last, war-crime attack. All that wasn’t even counting the rest of the fighting.

      I was trying to get my friends away from it all. I was trying to recruit for the 77th Independent Rangers, trying to help my new unit and look after my old buddies. That’s why I’d come to the Island. Hell, that’s why I’d come to Seattle at all.

      “I get it,” I said, but it came out a sigh. Shively wasn’t the only one saying no. “You do what you’ve got to do.”

      “I don’t blame you, though. I want you to know that, Dash. I don’t hold it against you, asking around, trying to sign folks up.” He squinted at the darkness. “I know it took a lot for you to ask.”

      I shrugged. Compliments made me squirm, sometimes.

      “Seattle was never your home, just a place you worked. Hey,” he said, nodding down the highway, “You see ’em?”

      “Never quite was home, no,” I agreed, tossing my machine gun off my shoulder with a shrug. “And yeah, I see ’em.”

      Shively lifted a megaphone and projected his command voice at the slow-rolling city bus coming this way. It had seen better days. The whole damned city had. Most of the side windows seemed to be busted out, and I saw several arms, holding several guns, hanging out in the air.

      “TURN. AROUND. NOW. UNLESS YOU ARE A CITIZEN OF THE SALISH-SHIDHE OR AN ALLIED NATIVE AMERICAN NATION, DO NOT APPROACH, OR YOU WILL BE FIRED UPON.”

      The bus idled. Didn’t reverse, though. Just rolled to a stop. A few of the arms hanging out the windows began to pound the side of the bus impatiently, egging the driver on.

      The Seattle Metroplex Guard normally, theoretically, helped with security here on I-90. They normally had their own checkpoints, since Council Island was, after all, a foreign country. They normally had their own troops here, their own guns, their own rule of law.

      Normally.

      The Seattle Metroplex Guard wasn’t here right now. They were everywhere else, not gathered in number anywhere, and as such they were, functionally, nowhere else at all. Lone Star’s bullies in blue were worthless, too, they’d all withdrawn to protect Ares properties only, or so the rumors said. Someone in FDC or where-the-hell-ever had made the call, and the UCAS Army boys and girls from Fort Lewis had taken to the streets, tanks, and APCs and all. Things were a mess. The big boys were busy in the rich part of towns. Council Island was on its own.

      “TURN. AROUND. NOW. THIS IS YOUR LAST WARNING.” Shively was a good guy. He was putting forth a genuine effort at not having to gun any more of these losers down.

      I might as well help.

      I shouldered my machine gun, then thumbed to life the completely unnecessary laser sight attached to the railing. My smartlink was more accurate, easier for me to spot thanks to my image link cybernetics, and provided me with a bevy of additional options and advantages that a simple red laser dot didn’t.

      But people couldn’t tell when you pointed a smartlink at them.

      There was enough smoke rising from the charred-out husks of prior cars that the crimson beam coming from my leveled MAG 5 pointed at the driver of the bus like the accusatory finger of an angry god. The dot danced only just a bit as I gave an exaggerated, “your move,” shrug.

      I heard a far-off beeping sound as the bus’s driver, whoever they were, put it in reverse and it began to back away.

      I shot Shively a wink as I flipped the laser off, and hefted my weapon up to rest casually on my shoulder. “See? Diplomacy, Lucas. I know how to fraggin’ do it.”

      “At least you didn’t just start shooting this time.” He gave an exasperated head shake.

      By way of answer, I just glared at him and poked one finger at the bullet hole in my armored jacket not far from my heart. If it wasn’t for a sewn-in trauma plate and the thinner armored vest I had on beneath, I’d’ve taken a pretty gnarly hit. The drekhead had shot first, no matter what Shively thought he’d seen.

      I sat down on my ass, legs hanging over the edge of the pillbox, and sighed.

      “So. He said no?” Luke asked.

      “No. Or, yeah? I mean, yes, Four-Paws-Laughing said no,” I shrugged, MAG 5 rising and falling. “I had to ask, man. And I had to ask him face to face. I think he’d do okay there with us, being a Ranger again. The Seven-Seven, it almost reminds me of our Rangers, back in the day. Matador’s a heck of a guy. The old man could do a lot worse.”

      “Yeah, but the way he sees it, he could do a lot better, too. He doesn’t want back in. Not as a soldier, not as a merc, not as a ’runner. He just wants to be left alone, and teach.”

      “Teach?” I snorted. “That’s what he’s calling it? Driving everyone on the island nuts with magical pranks, he calls it teaching?”

      “Teaching humility, he says.” Shive fought a smile. He must have seen hoity-toity diplomats get an impromptu lecture a time or two. “And teaching compassion.”

      “Four? Humility and compassion?” I lifted an eyebrow. I didn’t think of grizzled, retired Ranger officers as…that.

      “He’s a different guy, man. He really is. You’ve been gone a long time. He’s slowed down, he’s mellowed out. Stopped drinking, started smoking. World of difference. And you talk about him like he was a monster before,” Shively laughed and shook his head. “You know that dog, from the Ragers thing? He gave it to Mariah, like a week later. Snowball, the kids named it. Cute mutt. It was nice of him. I’m telling you, time has changed him.”

      “Yeah, or this city made him crazy. Crazier.” I hadn’t known that about the pup. I’d clean forgotten, truth be told. That was decent of him, I guess.

      “I appreciate you sticking around, even though he said no,” Shively said, looking my way. His voice was lower, no bulldrek, no teasing. “I mean it, Dash. Thanks for this.”

      “Shut up. You still owe me five bucks, I can’t let this city kill you. Plus Mariah and the kids are here, man.” I shook my head. I swear, his kids had the worst damned luck when it came to birthdays. He had to stop bringing them to the Island like it was a nice vacation. “What kinda drekky godfather would Uncle Dash be if he took off while all this crazy was going on all around ’em, instead of helping out?”

      “Plus…where would you go?” he flashed that elf-perfect smile. He had a point. Once you were in a big city during a crisis, you stayed there.

      “That too.” Honest answer? A boat, prob’ly. That was the emergency plan if the checkpoints were overrun, for the folks back on the Island. Rioters didn’t walk on water. We could fit a lot of people on the resupply boats on the Island, hopefully get ‘em back to Bremerton or at least just bob around in the water for a few days until things calmed down.

      “Hey.” I sighed and nodded down the road. “You see ’em?”

      “I see ’em,” Shively nodded. He went for the megaphone again. “TURN. AROUND. NOW.”

      I squinted. This wasn’t a bus, but it was still plenty big. Couldn’t make out details with their high beams on, my flare compensation and low-light were playing merry hell with each other. It was a hell of a truck, though. Big one, broad across the grill. A semi? It rolled to a stop.

      “UNLESS YOU ARE A CITIZEN OF THE SALISH-SHIDHE OR AN ALLIED NATIVE AMERICAN NATION, DO NOT APPROACH, OR YOU WILL BE FIRED UPON.”

      The headlights winked out, leaving the electronics in my eyes to compensate, overcompensate, adjust. When I zoomed back in, shades of green and everything just a hair grainy, I saw the front-end of the truck clearly for the first time. Looked like a GMC, 4201. Big engine.

      “Hey,” I growled. “What th’ frag?”

      There was a woman, a troll by the look of her what was left, chained upside down, wrists and ankles, lashed to the grill. Clothes were in bloody shreds. Her horns were gone. Her body shook as the engine revved.

      “Shive…” I got to my feet, teeth bared.

      The tortured woman screamed as the engine roared again, burning her. She wasn’t…

      “Hold your fire,” he said sideways to me. I knew the rules of engagement, I just hated ‘em. Then, louder, into his megaphone, “BACK UP. NOW. OR YOU WILL BE FIRED UPON!”

      “Shively, she ain’t dead, man. Look at her. We gotta—“

      The engine rumbled again, low and mean. Then the headlights flashed back on, trying to dazzle us as the big machine started to roar and chug our way.

      I breathed. Shively spoke.

      “Light…”

      I poured a burst into the windshield just in front of the driver’s seat.

      “…them…”

      I flicked my smartlink targeting pip a meter or so to the left, saw a heat blur in the passenger seat, and poured some lead into them, too.

      “…up!”

      Shively finished giving the order.

      Even as the truck sputtered to idling and slowed, the driver dead, drekheads started to pile out. It must have been new recruits, wannabes, and probies behind the wheel, because it took me three bursts to drop the next one prick coming our way.

      A whole pack of cyberpsychos was coming our way, chrome glinting, backlit by their semi-truck’s big headlights. They were a mob all in black leather and mohawks, made of rattling chains, implanted nails, and cruelty. Sparks flew as they raked nearby cars in passing, taloned hands gouging just to be gouging.

      “Night Hunters,” Shively said, dropping the megaphone and starting to place single, accurate shots. You didn’t talk to Night Hunters.

      The drone-mounted Panther Assault Cannon in the pillbox began to open up, relying on auto-targeting software to track and fire. I’m good with my MAG 5—Chief Warrant Officer good with it, Chief Warrant Officer good plus years in the field, in fact—and it packs a hell of a punch. In a ’burg like Seattle, in mountains, clearing ships at sea, in deserts, in forests, a MAG 5 or roughly equivalent weapon had almost always been more than enough for me and for the mission. I’m not knocking ’em. I’m not feeling inadequate. I’m not!

      But. Man, when a PAC starts to spit out those superplastexplosive warheads, every shot shaking you to your bones no matter how near or far you are from it, just the force of it firing setting your fillings to rattling? When you see one of those stupid-heavy rounds it fires smacking clean through heavy composite plating, or making an awful mess of a softer target than the anti-material weapon was designed for?

      It’s hard not to feel a little jealous. I was used to always being the biggest swingin’ stick on the field. While our friendly Panther was roaring, though, I was, hands down, playing second fiddle.

      We killed almost a third of the laughing, howling lunatics as they rushed us, and they never broke stride. The Night Hunters’ propensity for hyperviolence—not just regular old violence—worked against them, at range. Their taste for chains and implanted blades, their love of tearing metahumans apart with their own two spurs, gave us the advantage on firepower. At range.

      I pounded a seventh with a point-blank burst as I roared defiantly in his—her? their?—face and saw sparks and coolant, not blood, spray out their back from a half-dozen through-and-throughs. The thrill-ganger fell to the tarmac, I called it a win. Shively backed up three steps, putting me solidly out front just before they hit us, and squeezed off another calm, accurate shot.

      The Night Hunters’ taste for dermal plating, chem-boosted reflexes, and myomer strands replacing their natural muscles would handily neutralize our firepower advantage once they were in close. As we gunned them down, lighting up the late-night interstate, for a moment I felt like we were in a movie. Every stuttering muzzle-flash frame showed them coming closer, closer. We were the heroes in a schlocky sci-fi piece. Something where swarms of aliens rushed at brave Star Commandos, but the line held.

      I remembered who was behind us, down on the Island. The line had to hold.

      One leaped at me, and I stepped forward to meet the charge and jabbed him hard in the sternum with the barrel of my long gun. Bones cracked and the cyberjob’s forward momentum was lost, legs still moving but head and neck and shoulders stopping like he’d hit a brick wall. His limbs flailed to try and compensate, inhumanly quick, inhumanly flexible, but then I emptied my MAG 5 into his chest and dropped it, going for my Cougar Fineblade. It was time for in-close work. My trusty FN’s barrel was too long, it’d be clumsy in this tight. It was time for knife work.

      The rest were on me just as the blade cleared the sheath. I had to show them I was strong, too. I was quick. I was brutal. I had a claw, too, and I’d been using it, and blades like it, for a long time. I wasn’t soft meta meat for them. Shively wasn’t, either. We were trained veterans, they were just psycho kids having fun.

      We fought, tooth and nail.

      Shively stood atop that pillbox and methodically fired as long as he could before leaping in with his own combat knife and a shock baton. The Panther Assault Cannon in the pillbox robotically finished its belt of ammunition, which had started the night—started the month, in fact—with a hundred of the massive rounds ready to go. I don’t know how many hearts my blade burst, how many skulls it opened, how many ribs it sheared through to rend and rive what few natural human organs the Night Hunters still had in them.

      We killed eighteen of them, between us. Twenty-six if you counted the ones that never got close. Twenty-eight, with the drivers. In one night, we took out nearly half the Night Hunters. They got us good, though. Or me, at least. My armored jacket was in tatters, the securetech vest I had on beneath it was shredded. I was bleeding from a dozen or a hundred shallow cuts, almost-dodges, didn’t-quite-misses. Mostly spurs, some hand razors, one set of perfectly normal-looking human tooth marks oozing blood on my forearm. I picked up my MAG 5 from under two and a half corpses and sat my ass on the edge of the pillbox to catch my breath, reload with the last thirty-rounder I had, and bleed a little bit.

      All I could do was trust in my ’ware. Platelets, trauma dampers, mega-calcium bone density deposits for increased durability. I’d invested a lot in myself, and re-invested with regular upgrades when I could. Nights like this, I got my money’s worth.

      Shively found the woman, dead of blood loss by the time we could get to her, and swept the truck for more threats. He never told me how young the killbois behind the wheel had been, those first two I’d shot. That was the nicest thing he ever did for me, I think, never telling me that.

      While I leaned against that pillbox, Shively stood for a tired moment next to that hijacked big-rig covered in and full of death, and suddenly the both of us saw headlights.

      His long, lean silhouette got lit up by three pairs of faintly yellow lights, then by a swiveling driver’s-side external spotlight, then a second and a third. If pick-ups and patrol cars made babies, these drekheads’ wheels would be the outcome. Shively turned to face them dead on, took several steps towards them and away from the nearest cover, and lifted his rifle to the low-ready.

      Their engines rumbled softly. Smoke wafted everywhere. Flies buzzed.

      “Git,” Luke said, and tossed his head. No megaphone. No identifying himself. Just contempt. Like they were stray dogs.

      I sighed, heaved myself off the pillbox, wobbled a little, and began to walk that way. I worked a kink out of my neck as I did so, rolling it from side to side. This was going to suck. One of the spotlights swung towards me, but I squinted and kept walking into the glare. Another one slowly swept the road.

      “You Injuns is killin’ us!” a man shrieked. “With your SURGE virus!”

      I saw men in the back of the trucks. Men with rifles and shotguns. Confused men with UCAS, and American, and Confederate flags. Confused men, but also angry. Frightened men. Men listening to too many news stations and too little science, men hearing conflicting reports and serious-sounding rumors about this new affliction, men who wanted to do something—anything—to make themselves feel like they were heroes, helping people. SURGE, be it germ, virus, chemical weapon, mutation, or magic, was too big for them, or, in a way, too small. SURGE wasn’t something they could see and shoot at. They needed a target. They needed to feel useful.

      But instead of being useful by gathering these resources and doing anything to help people on their long drive here from whatever God, Gaia, and Gitche-Manitou-forsaken suburb they called home…they’d come here. Looking for a thing they could understand. Looking for something big enough for them to see, but small enough for them to bully. Looking for something, someone, they could shoot at.

      “So, listen up! You let us onto your island, you prove to us your medical facilities ain’t churning out no damned SURGE, and you do it right now!”

      I saw Shively sigh and slump a little. Everything he said next was calm, tired, matter-of-fact. There was no officer-trained command voice in it, no bravado, no attempt to impress through volume. He sounded tired. Bored. Just another day at the office. Just dealing with one last customer that had walked in right before closing.

      “You are approaching Salish-Shidhe Council land. If any of you are Salish-Shidhe, or allied Native American Nation, citizens, turn off your engines, turn off your headlights, get out, and approach in a calm and orderly manner. If you aren’t, you back up, then you turn around, then you get the hell away from this island, or we’ll shoot you dead.”

      One of the spotlights centered on the wreckage of the Night Hunters as Shive stared, flatly, up at three trucks full of angry, armed, men. That spotlight shook a little.

      “Don’t make me count,” Captain Lucas Shively, Salish Ranger, said it low and mean while straightening up, thumbing the fire selector on his rifle, and tilting his chin up.

      By the time I walked up to him, they were just brake lights fading into the distance. He stepped to my side, so that I’d be turned away from the Night Hunter truck to talk to him. We got halfway back to the checkpoint when I realized he was chuckling.

      It didn’t make any damned sense, me clawed and bit halfway to hell, aching, exhausted, bleeding, but I did, too. Couldn’t stop laughing, once he started.

      We had to stop, one bullet-riddled car away from the pillbox, and lean against it, we were laughing so fragging hard. Wheezing-hard laughter. Crying-hard. I didn’t know what was so funny, I just knew he was laughing, and it was so fragged up—the Metroplex, the world, SURGE, everything—that I had to laugh, too, because whatever it was that was cracking him up must have been hilarious.

      We caught our breath, and gathered ourselves, just enough. He finally got control of himself enough and held his FN up, angled so I could see it. I sputtered one last snort, then looked down, rapt. He racked the slide and it locked back on an empty chamber. He racked it again, and again, and again. The empty magazine, being empty, never shoved the next round up there.

      Unloaded.

      It had been unloaded, and he didn’t have a single magazine left on his vest. Didn’t have a single round on him, and he’d…and he’d said…

      “‘Git,’ you said,” I tried to deepen my voice and mock his serious expression, but I also tried to giggle at the same time, and I also still hurt all over. My belly spasmed, and my face hurt from smiling so hard. “You looked at ’em, Luke, and you fragging said ‘git.’”

      We started laughing again, like idiots.

      I had no idea how long it took us to finish that walk back to the pillbox, nor how long it took for a few uninjured Council Island cops to arrive with a status report on the other checkpoint. They brought news about their own SURGE-afflicted citizenry, some extra ammunition, and water we gulped down immediately.

      No idea at all how long it really took. That night took forever, and it felt like that guffawing, giggling walk back from The Git Trucks took half of it.

      But we made it. Shively an’ me, we made it.
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      The Salish-Shidhe Council border with Tsimshian lands was, like so many other borders I’d seen over the years, a beautiful place with an ugly history. Looking down on it from up high enough, all you saw was green, as far as the eye could see, punctuated here and there by splashes of sapphire-blue waters.

      But the scars were there, when you squinted a bit. Huge swathes of forest cut down by MCT interests, new-growth patches here and there where nature was trying to rebuild after a skirmish-started wildfire, the cleared-away kill zone you flew over at the border itself and the fire-cleared Zero Zones around MCT facilities.

      Mother Earth could soak up the blood, but she couldn’t heal all the scars.

      I sat in the gut of another Titan—a newer model, Salish-Shidhe Council’s own—and folded the satellite map. I’d see it all soon enough, with my own two eyes. I had the coordinates I needed memorized, memorized. I had my headware. I had my tac systems. I’d be fine.

      Shively was there, all suited up in full Ranger armor. I wondered how long it’d been since he’d worn it. I was in digicam winter fatigues, layers of cloth and ballistic fibers that’d help with warmth, camouflage, and me surviving most small arms fire. He could waltz through that same small arms fire unharmed, all gussied up like he was.

      The Rangers seated in a neat row on his side of the Titan were all done up for a fight. Some had face paint on while they cat-napped, some had painted the outer carapace of their armor instead, so their enemies would see it. Everyone was harnessed up, parachute ready, eager to go. The ones that were asleep could still jump at a moment’s notice. The ones that were awake looked anxious and angry in equal measure. The longer it had been since the Tsimshian invasion last year, the longer the country spent on clean-up and getting tribal councilors to work together to release reports to the public, the higher the official body count grew, the angrier the people got. The SSC Rangers were flying into Tsimshian land for some get-back.

      The 77th Independent Rangers—two fireteams of us, me and seven other stone-cold killers—were flying into Tsimshian land for some get-back, too. We mercs were all done up in solid combat gear, but nothing as fancy the regular troops had. We were just as eager, though, just as surly. All strapped up, all ready to rock and roll, all eager to leap out the back of this bird and get to killin’. We were on our way to one of several facilities that, according to Intelligence, might’ve been linked to the attack last year. Sweep time. We were a kill team, black and lethal.

      I didn’t like how the teams were split, though, how we were eyeballing each other across the middle of the plane. There were hotheaded triggermen on both sides of the aisles who were, it seemed, starting to stare down each other during this joint operation, just ’cause they had nowhere else to look. Maybe a little mingling between their leaders would do the trick.

      I undid my harness and stood up, nodding Shively’s way. He was in charge of the mission, I was serving as something of an XO despite my 77th status. He’d asked for me on this. After last year, how could I say no? How could Picador, the 77th’s new CO?

      “How things looking?” I asked him.

      “On track, Chief. We’ll be over our jump site in twenty minutes, maybe a little less. The route we’re taking is roundabout, but what we know of their security and AA positions, it’s the way to go.” Anti-aircraft fire did tend to wreck a plane ride.

      “I mean with your guys, gals, and go-getters,” I nodded to his row of Rangers. “Solid? Anyone I should know about?”

      “Solid,” he said, confidently. “Nobody’s gonna crack, but…they’re not going to be in a prisoner-taking mood, either, Dash.”

      I nodded.

      “Aitken’s from the Kootenai tribe. He’s the last of his family,” Shively said, grimly. Hundreds of Kootenai had died in that Tsimshian border attack. All of them civilians. “See Saunders, there? Family was in Revelstoke. Tank round hit their apartment.”

      “And Crowe, of course,” he nodded to the Rangers’ only troll.

      I squinted.

      “Is that our Crowe?” I lifted an eyebrow Shively’s way.

      “Aw, frag. You hadn’t heard?” He shook his head. “No. Johnny was at Revelstoke. Sergeant First Class, he’d been doing good. Was leading a counterattack when the chems hit. KIA. That’s his kid brother, Nathan.”

      John Crowe had been Shively’s right hand all through basic combat training, back at Yakima. I’d had to choke him out once, but he’d been a good sport about it. His brother was the spitting image of him, except for the furious intensity on his features.

      “Yeah. Yeah, couldn’t be John, of course.” I nodded. Yakima felt so long ago. ’39 was so long ago. There’s no way John Crowe would still look like John Crowe. Not us trolls, instead of elves. Hell, I sure didn’t. Didn’t look eighteen any more, didn’t feel eighteen any more.

      “It’s just me and Blue Robe,” Shively said, a little quieter. “Hickory Stick, Dirt Bike, Jenkins, St. Cloud, and John Crowe all died at Revelstoke, or just after. We’re it. Me and ‘Thunder Tiny.’ The last two who are still in, still active duty.”

      Mare and I didn’t count, natch. We’d jumped ship and changed employers, even if not quite careers. The Salish-Shidhe Rangers hadn’t counted me for a long time. It still stung a little, though. Rotation Three-Seven-Four, our class at Yakima, had started with sixty recruits. We’d graduated with thirty. There were so few of us left. What was wrong with this last handful of us, still kicking doors and pressing triggers?

      Shively read something on my face—something about age, and exhaustion, and anger—and tried to swing the conversation sideways. “Hey, it’s almost oh-one-hundred,” he said, tapping his watch.

      “Yeah? Still got a little time before we’re over the drop zone, thought you sai—”

      “No, not that,” he waved it away, then grinned. “It’s past midnight. Means it’s officially his birthday. My baby boy’s eighteen years old, Uncle Dash!”

      “No.” I recoiled, shaking my head and grinning.

      He nodded, smiling. No, beaming. It was so easy to forget, talking to Shively the elf, how many years had gone by. Damn his eternal youth.

      “He ever get a handle on what he wants to be called?”

      “He’s been running with some rougher kids,” Shively made a face. “But they mostly seem to like urban brawl, so I guess it could be worse. He loves that damned game. Wants us to call him ‘Scout’ these days.”

      I nodded, half-listening. I was doing math, which was never my strong suit. “So hol’ up, then she’s gotta be…”

      “Fourteen. Very, very fourteen,” he said. Grimly. I didn’t envy him that. The closer she got in age to the average Bremerton recruit, the closer those Bremerton recruits got to being eaten alive.

      “She insists she’s settled on her final adult name. Wants to use it to, I don’t know, rap, or dance, or something, too.”

      “Again?”

      “Again. ‘Coydog,’ this time.”

      “Eh, could be worse. But, whoa, hey, speakin’ of dogs, how’s Snowball?” I was almost worried. It felt like it’d been a long time since we’d brought that mutt home during the Road Rager raid. That was a lot in dog years.

      “Oh, the old man’s fine. Still getting around okay, still getting spoiled rotten. He’s a good boy. I think loving that mutt’s the only thing the kids agree on anymore.” He smiled. It was a good smile. A content one. Mariah and the kids were everything to him.

      We both stood there like dummies, smiling at stuff that had nothing to do with the mission. Well, scratch that. Mariah, the kids, the family back home? They were why we were here. Everyone else’s families. The Tsimshian owed the people of the Salish-Shidhe Council blood, and lots of it.

      And the Seven-Seven, too. My features clouded as I remembered that night.

      “You good?” Shively lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, I’m just thinkin’ about the five bucks you owe me…”

      “Don’t lie to your best friend.” It wasn’t part of Matador’s Code, but maybe it should’ve been.

      “And…the…I…uh…no,” I shook my head. “No, ’m’not great. Look, the Rangers—sorry, my Rangers—we lost some family, too. You know what I mean?”

      He nodded.

      “I think so. I read the report, saw the casualty numbers, but…”

      —lines of tracer fire, so many lines of it, raked our command tent. The radios were choked with people shouting contact left, right, front, contact everywhere, and then with calls for medics. Captain Tomasso, the Rangers’ XO, was lying on the ground in front of me and on the ground next to me and on the ground over there, too. So many squad support weapons, laying down so much fire, it had just been dumb luck that kept that first barrage from sawing me or Matador in half, instead of Miguel—

      “It wasn’t just the numbers. It was who died. I mean, I get it, I know it’s never just the numbers, Luke, but this…this was bad. As bad as anything I’ve seen.”

      I hadn’t been at the big fight when the Tsimshian had loosed their biological warfare agent, or their gas attack, or whatever it had been. That had been May of ’62. Seattle had gone crazy and tried to tear itself apart, September of that year. The Seventy-Seventh had been deployed to the Tsimshian border, though, in December. I’d been making one last pass at recruitments runs—that’s why I’d been in Seattle during those damned riots—and then we had this small hotspot contract. Matador had led us into the frozen north to supplement SSC forces.

      That’s where they’d hit us.

      —I leaned into it and applied pressure; Mattis was going to bleed out if I let go. Mattis was going to die if I left them, and I’d never fragging taken them on a date. Fonte always said they wanted to get dressed up, eat somewhere fancy, go out. All these years, and I’d never stepped up. Now here they were with a rifle round through-and-through punched in their neck, and it was too late for me to take them out, all I could do was hold Fonte’s little human throat in my big troll hand, and palm the wound, and pray I was stopping the blood. All I could do was stay low as tracer fire sliced through the air overhead, and trust in every infantryman’s best friend, the earth, and wait.

      Matador did what Matador did, and started to get people together, moving, working. His low voice knifed through the radio chatter and brought order to the chaos. A medic came by and relieved me, applying clot-quickening agents and proper dressing to Fonte, cool under fire. Matador stood up – in the middle of that tracer fire, just got to his feet so we couldn’t ignore him and his orders, cool as could be – and he grabbed the reins and got the Rangers to start shooting back.

      I watched the medic work on Fonte, I listened to Matador yell, and I took one, deep, breath. Then it was time to go to work. Matador could turn this thing around, if I did my part, too. We could do it. We were gonna turn this ambush inside out, I knew it, we were—

      “It was a long night, Luke. A long night.” I sighed. I looked at my row of grim-faced Rangers. They lacked the heavy, top of the line, armor that the SSC troopers had, but they didn’t lack any of their determination.

      “It was targeted. Not just because we were patrolling, not just because we were there. It was because it was us. And they started pouring that fire onto our command tent on purpose, too. Because it was him.”

      They’d gone after our CO. All of our officers, but especially him. Personally.

      —my ammo belt ran dry just as Matador led us to assault one of the enemy machinegun nests. I went in with just my sidearm and my knife, Mattis’ blood making my grip sticky. We took one nest, and raided it. Finally! I grabbed a fresh belt of ammo and busied myself reloading. Other Rangers were group near Matador as he pointed, as he led, as he gave orders, as he…

      …fell. Gone. Head a mist of pink and gray. A single shot, and it wasn’t a squad automatic that had done that.

      “Sniper!” the new officer, Lieutenant Cabrera, yelled. Picador, that was her code name. Picador. I hefted my stolen LMG. “Sniper, get down!”

      I couldn’t find the sniper. I couldn’t fin—

      I suppressed a shudder, and shook my head.

      “It was a hit, Shive. Assassination, plain and simple. We never found the shooter. Didn’t have anyone else die to a high-caliber gun like that, only found the one spent casing later. The middle of all that hellfire, and they’d had some extra killer, some contract piece of drek on scene, just to kill Pererya. Like all the other deaths were distractions. Like their lives were nothing.”

      I shook my head.

      “Both our teams are here for blood. Different amounts, maybe, and maybe our losses weren’t technically family, but…Matador, he was like a father to some of these guys. The younger ones, especially. Picador took it hard as hell, but she’s determined to turn things around.”

      That’s why she’d let me take this crew out on a revenge op. She’d been next in line, she’d taken up the mantle, and we’d all been eager to let her. We just needed someone to tell us where to go. We just needed someone to tell us who to kill.

      Out of understanding for our losses, coupled with eagerness to take us on as added support at a reasonable rate, the Council hired us again. Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers, going in alongside Salish-Shidhe Rangers, with both of us out to door-kick and line up sights until we got to the bottom of our common enemy. And I was in the middle, the only one of us with a foot in both Ranger camps.

      “We’ll be solid, though. Same as your crew,” I nodded, looking at John Crowe’s little brother. “The mission doesn’t call for prisoners. We’ve got the right people for the job.“

      Shively nodded grimly back. We did have all the right people for the job. We had a secure route that avoided the worst of the Tsimshian defenses, we had a solid plan—cooked up by Shively, refined by me—that would get us in touch with Haida National Front resistance fighters, the homegrown insurgents who’d been clawing at the belly of the Tsimshian beast for decades. We had a solid military target that we’d hit right alongside the local militiamen.

      We had everything we needed to give these bastards a black eye.

      “We’re almost to the drop zone, sir!” the Jump Master hollered. “We’re just over Mount Vreeland now!”

      Shively nodded and started to open his mouth to thank him.

      And then suddenly the interior was lit up like it was dawn, as an eye-searing beam of pure white light flashed into existence next to the plane. It was a lance of energy, like the finger of an angry god, that sliced up and through our starboard wing like it wasn’t there, and then the beam kept on going all the way to heaven.

      There was a secondary explosion a split-second later as that engine blew, filling the sky with fire and steel. The Titan shuddered, interior lights flooding red, a bevy of claxons and warning sounds roaring from the cockpit.

      “Was that a fragging laser that just hit my pla—“ the Jump Master shouted indignantly, right before another beam of light speared up through the belly of the Titan, through him, and out through the roof. He got cored like an apple in a burst of steam, and what was left of him crumpled over the red-glowing hole in his plane.

      We had to go. I lunged for the control panel, opening up the plane’s launch bay door. Major Shively yelled, trying desperately to bring some order to the sudden madness.

      “Go, go, go!” Luke got both sets of Rangers up and moving.

      Out every window, Rangers saw sleek, nimble, attack drones, all mounting FireLance laser systems, or something close to them. As the Titan began to tilt, one flew by so close we almost hit it, and I clearly made out the stylized blue starburst of Mitsuhama Computer Technologies. It fired a beam of energy right through the cabin window an instant later, through the middle of the plane and out the other side, then it swooshed away, buzzing like a bee. Someone’s helmet—with their head in it—smoked and rolled across the floor.

      “Jump, jump, jump!” Shively staggered to the rear of the plane, grabbed a handhold, and started waving pairs of soldiers out. They scrambled on the diagonal as the plane continued to tilt, running up their benches like they’d been the floor. Enlisted Rangers started to leap out in quick clusters when a finger of light knifed through the plane and sheared off the tail.

      I saw Shively’s face right before the ramp’s hydraulics exploded. We made eye contact for that fraction of a second, and then suddenly the world turned to fire and wind and a spinning steel deathtrap that wanted nothing so badly as to drag me down to die on Tsimshian soil.

      I shoved, threw, and cursed Rangers toward the opening as best I could, all of us were falling we just had to fall the right way, we just had to get out of the plane, the plane that was wildly spiraling down, so we all just needed out, out, out! John Crowe’s little brother picked up a Seven-Seven trooper bodily and heaved them toward the opening, looked my way—for approval?—and then another solid beam of light cut him and the rest of the Titan in just about half.

      Something blew up behind or above or right next to me, and I was punched away from the spinning, tumbling, scattering, wreckage.

      I was corkscrewing through the air, twisting, and felt my last meal—would it be my last meal?—heaving in my belly. I trusted in my training, angled my arms and legs, and stabilized myself. A fomori-sized X, maximum drag, I controlled my fall and turned it into a jump. In the darkness below us all, the green, blue, and brown of Tsimshian lands promised death. Rushing up at us beneath a thin layer of snow, was death. That’s it.

      Parachutes had blossomed into the night sky below me, yes, my fellow Rangers trusting in their own training, as well. The problem was that fingers of light were reaching out for them, dragging across them, shearing and burning them or, more efficiently, just cutting the suspension lines and separating Rangers from their parachute canopies, letting them fall.

      My tactical computer scrambled to keep up with the dizzying spinning, the scattering soldiers, the swarming enemies, the madness that the night had spiraled into. I tagged Shively, then oriented myself to get eyes-on. I turned my best friend and CO into my North Star.

      I got eyes on him just in time to watch a line of laser fire swipe through his parachute’s slider, only just barely missing him. His canopy shuddered and flitted away, lines severed.

      He fell.

      A finger of light seared through the night sky just in front of me, and I felt sunburned in its wake. My anti-dazzle systems struggled to compensate for the blinding intensity as I angled my body to corkscrew evasively, twisting as I fell, turning, turning. The whole time, we were dropping, our deployment window was closing, the Tsimshian nation was rushing up at us, inexorably.

      I reoriented myself on Shively, and saw his reserve ’chute deploy. Partially.

      “Streamer!” I yelled to no one at all, watching the nylon fabric flap and snap in the night wind, a tangled mess. Reserves were smaller and weaker than primary rigs, anyways, but his being snarled in the laser-melted remnants of his original lines meant he might as well have been me in the third grade, leaping off my trailer, trying to use my bedsheet to stay aloft. It was barely slowing him down.

      “No,” I snarled, tucking in my arms and legs, turning myself into a spear. No, my friend wasn’t dying like this, plucked out of the sky by some corporation’s kill-drones. My friend wasn’t getting killed by falling on Tsimshian dirt. My friend wasn’t leaving my life this way, and his kids weren’t losing their father.

      Not tonight. Not to this.

      “No!”

      I lanced through the air, as aerodynamic as a troll can be made, angling for him. He was twisting, tugging on his cables, going by-the-book to try and jostle his streamer free, and staring up at it. Staring right at it, as though he could convince it to do its job with an intense enough glare. I imagined him saying “git” to the swath of nylon, intimidating it into obedience. For a split-second, he looked past the ’chute and saw me coming. My friend smiled. All I had to do was grab him. Just grab him.

      As a young man, I’d been the sixth best wrestler in my whole weight class. I had, in two different sports, used my tackling skills to win championship rings in varsity athletics, making myself the pride of the Fairbairn Blackbirds. In the years since, I’d only gotten better. I was strong. I was big. I had augmentations and technique. I wanted, more than anything else, to grab my friend in time, to tangle his limbs with my own, to get the two of us to hold on tight enough that my parachute could save both our lives, or, failing that, at least his.

      I speared into him, shoulder leading the way. Textbook. I landed the most important tackle of my life, hit him clean, arms wrapping around him as he twisted to face me and add his own clinging limbs to the grapple. We spun, almost lost each other, but managed to grab hold. The green and blue and white of the hungry Tsimshian land spun crazily, then steadied, then continued to rush at us from below.

      Our altitude was dropping, fast. Too fast. The ground was almost on us.

      “Hang on!” he shouted, like it was all his idea.

      “Almost!”

      “Got it!” he said, as we twisted, reaching between us for stray parachute rigging, a carabiner, anything he could use to secure us to one another. His voice was loud, but calm. He wasn’t panicked. Major Lucas Shively was as cool-headed as he’d been back at Yakima, leading some drill or exercise. He was as in command as a leader should be. A father. An officer.

      He tap-tapped me, hard, an all clear. I yanked my ripcord and felt a tug as it began to deploy. Both of us grunted with the jolt, jerked in the air as it caught the wind and stopped our descent for a split-second. Then I saw a laser beam slice through the air, just over my head. Freefall again, all rushing cold wind and the hard earth rising up. No. Oh, no. I closed my fist over my reserve ’chute ripcord and pulled, pulled, pulled.

      Our last chance fluttered away from us after another swiping laser beam slashed the cords, before the reserve could even deploy.

      Oh.

      I saw nothing below us but night-dark waters, cold and impassive beneath a thin crust of ice, bringing our death to us as we hurtled towards it at two hundred kilometers an hour.

      I shut my eyes and twisted right before the impact, so that my trollish bulk might soften Luke’s fall. We were both dead men, but he had a family. He should look better.

      We hit.

      By any rational measure, the impact should have pulverized me. It didn’t.

      In any sane world, hitting the water at that speed, after a fall that high, should have killed me. It didn’t.

      In a just world, I would have liquefied as an airbag for Lucas Shively and he would have lived, if either of us could. He didn’t.

      I blacked out, of course, but some split-second later the shock of the cold water slapped me back awake. We were a tangled mess of torn and useless rigging turned sideways, a half-deployed reserve parachute, and limbs wrenched out of place. Our rigging still held, we were still joined by our harnesses, but everything was backwards, twisted, wrong. The waters were murderously cold, and clouding pink with blood.

      The sky overhead was a maddening criss-cross pattern of searing white lights, beams of pure energy killing everything they touched. Rangers fell from the sky scattered across kilometers of Tsimshian territory, hounded and cut in halves repeatedly by MCT murder-drones. Not a single whole parachute touched down, not a single airborne trooper put their boots on the earth, or came even so near as to tangle their canopy in a tree. Drones were slashing through the night sky, then swooping low, bisecting and mutilating what remains hit the ground.

      I dove. I swam. I trusted in my training, in the cold water, in the thin layer of ice we’d shattered like it wasn’t there. I was not a fully rational actor, though, and it wasn’t training alone that made me dive. I was alive by a miracle, and I needed a second one. I needed to get Luke to help, get Shively away from the drone-cursed drop zone, get my friend back to his children. I had training, and a lifetime of skills. Augmentations that promised a several-minute capacity for underwater activity, diver school, escape, evasion, and rescue training. More than that, I had instincts. I followed those instincts, on a primal level, and every part of me said to swim and be away from this place.

      I dove. I swam. For I do not know how long, I stayed low in the waters, those waters as lethally cold as the laser-drones, and all I knew was that the cold would make us harder to track, the waters would protect us, the refraction of fire from above the surface would make us harder to hit. I didn’t know how many times water had saved my life before, but I knew it would save my life again. I knew it just had. Impossibly. Miraculously.

      I dove. I swam. I swam, and I swam, and I swam, never surfacing, even after the laser-lights were gone, even after nothing was above us but the night sky, I swam. The moonlight felt too bright, the stars felt like enemies. I had always loved traveling at night, like this, in the dark. Just me and a friend or two on some lonesome country road, far enough from a city we could see the sky, filling the darkness with friendship, conversation, and love. Not tonight.

      I swam a distance that crushed the metahuman world record for long-distance swimming, a record set when a Croatian crossed the Adriatic Sea, swimming from Grado Italy to Riccione. He took fifty hours to swim it.

      I swam almost three times as far, in less time, and I did not surface once.

      As the crow flies, I came up for air fully 437 kilometers away from where we had first fallen into the water.

      We did not travel as a crow might fly.

      I swam the length of, I later learned, the Parsnip River. From its source at the base near Mount Vreeland, I followed the water in a blind, primal panic, over two hundred kilometers to Williston Lake. I still did not surface, I still did not slow. I left Williston Lake by way of the Finlay River, and I swam the four hundred kilometers of it until I ran out of water, and I crawled up through ice and into the mud and lay in the snow at the base of the Omineca Mountains, on the edge of Thutade Lake. There, like a fool, I floundered on the bank and panted as though out I was finally of breath.

      No, Lucas Shively and I didn’t travel in a straight line, didn’t fly it like a crow would. Not a crow, or a missile, or an eagle, or anything else. No straight line, but crooked, and I swam it. His corpse lashed to me, his ragdolling body slowing my travel not at all, I swam it.

      As a sea drake.

      I emerged on the muddy banks of Thutade Lake as a God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou-damned drake.

      I was huge, covered in silvery-blue scales, with a lashing tail that was reluctant to leave the water while in my powerful chest pumped a heart that longed to return to it. My neck was all wrong—fluid, strong, longer—and as I worked at the tattered remains of my jump harness until Shively’s body fell off of mine, as I tried to catch him, it was with short, powerful, draconic limbs that held him up effortlessly. I was some grotesque dragon-man, looming over the broken body of my friend, who felt so, so, light in comparison. Another corpse held to my monstrous chest.

      Just like I’d held my Daddy and Granddaddy Riggins.

      Death hit everybody close to me, it felt like. Sooner or later, following me like my own shadow, the Reaper took everyone I cared about, and found some damned way to leave me alone. My life got weirder and worse, while theirs just ended.
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      “Ah, finally! Your true form!” My XO clapped her foreclaws together and her tail lashed the air excitedly. A rush of pride, almost maternal, poured over me via the empathic link of her spell. “I wondered when it might be that I would draw closer to featuring in your tales, Chief!”

      “Yeah, a little closer.” I nodded, trying not to feel indignant at the interruption, trying not to show frustration at her whiplash of positivity against the ragged, painful memory of Luke’s death. “But you’re still a long way off, ma’am. This was 2063. I didn’t get tangled up with you and Quicksilver until...”

      She waved it off as though a decade or two was the blink of an eye. To her, maybe it was. To her, it must have been.

      “Yes, yes, but at last, paths are converging! The plot is thickening! I have so enjoyed your stories, warrior. Chief Warrant Officer Red Clay, for one of your kind, you have led an impressive life!”

      I knew she meant it as a sincere piece of praise, I could feel her honesty through the mindlink. I knew she also meant me as a drake, but she had no idea how disparaging it was, to a troll of any kind, to be called “one of the good ones.”

      “I’ve…done my best, ma’am.” I looked down, remembering old wounds, remembering old cold. Remembering the time it took me to get Luke home, and the people I’d had to kill to hook up with the Haida National Front and make it happen. It wasn’t often one got this sort of praise from a dragon, and here I was, getting it, and not wanting it.

      Mitsuhama Computer Technologies had left the Tsimshian Nation about a month after our op. Their zero-zone policy, carried out anywhere and everywhere MCT maintained a corporate presence, had ended the lives of so many people…not even six weeks before they decided the Tsimshian weren’t worth the trouble, packed up, and went home. We’d flown over some secret black site of theirs, and a month after they’d murdered the lot of us for it, they had shrugged and left anyway.

      “‘Trauma-induced adrenal response,’ I think was how Azadeh described it, later, ma’am. She and Quicksilver told me lots of drakes awakened in that way, that we have our first change in times of extreme stress, as a survival mechanism. SURGE may have had something to do with it, too, for me. Latent stuff, mana level stuff, I…I don’t know.”

      “Doctors, even Draco Foundation ones, still aren’t too sure on…” I shrugged. “…all of this.”

      “They don’t know anything about it. It’s not science, it’s life,” she said off-handedly. I imagine she’d’ve shrugged, too, if she was in metahuman form. “What matters is that you are, and how you came to be yourself. I see, now, why Quicksilver thinks so highly of you. I see what skills you bring. Records are one thing, legends are another. Yours is a story worth telling, and I am glad we have had this opportunity to share it.”

      “But tell me, Chief,” she lifted her great head and swept it from side to side, taking in our surroundings—our hangar, here in Camp Grafton—and then nodding to herself. “I know when Quicksilver, Azadeh, and I intertwined our tales with yours. Allies and mentors play important roles in a good story.”

      “But so do villains. When, exactly, was it that Simon Greenspirit came back into your legend?”
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