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Introduction

| never thought I'd live long enough to be writing memoirs. Hell, | never thought I'd learn to write well
enough to write memoirs. One of the things about associating with Doctor Raven isthat you end up doing
alot of things you never thought possible.

Inmy case, that includes surviving into my thirties.

Anyway, the adventures I've written down here al took place back in the dawn of time—back a good
gx, eight years ago. Not very long in calendar days, but alifetime when mesasured in physica therapy
sessions and recongructive surgery. Much of thiswill fed like ancient history to most of you.

I'm hoping it will seem like that to me, too, one of these days.

—Wolfgang Kies, Sesttle, 2059

Squeeze Play

Asthe door shut behind me and the bar's natural atmosphere raped my nogtrils, | had asudden urgeto
remode the place with aflame-thrower. From the outs de the boarded-over windows and plywood
framing for the wegther-beaten door suggested someone had aready tried that with "the Weed," asits
denizens affectionately caled the place. | had to agree with the name—nothing in here aload of Agent
Orange wouldn't improve. The Weed was the kind of bar that aspired to be adump when it grew up*.

I'd not liked Ronnie Killstar when I'd spoken with him to set up this meeting. After seeing the place he
chose, | liked him even less. Easy, WOIf, | reminded mysdlf. Raven gave you this job because you 've
got more control than Kid Stealth or Tom Electric. Don't let him down—you already owe him too
much.

Against my better judgment | crossed the short distance from the door to the bar. A small,
Hispanic-looking bartender wandered over to where I'd el bowed in between two other patrons. His
voice sounded like aripsaw tearing into sheet stedl. "Wadddya have?"

| squinted againgt the burning smoke from my neighbor's Saskatchewan Corona Grande and shrugged.
"What's on tap?'

The bartender shook his head.

"Great. Make it adouble”

1 0h, this is what a footnote is. Slick.
He stared blankly at my attempt a humor. "Waddaya have?" he rasped in agravel-croak.
| glanced at the cooler. "Green River Pae. No need for aglass.”

As he pulled the beer out of the cooler and brushed the ice off onto the floor, | pulled aroll of corp scrip
from my pocket. He twisted the cap off and | started pedling bills off theroll. | dowed when | got near
what the beer had to cost, then stopped when he started to move the bottle forward. He glanced up at



me, shrugged, then gave methedrink. | could have used a credstick to pay, but in aplace thisarchaic
and seedy, crumpled paper seemed the way to go.

| carried the drink toward the corner nearest the door. The beer tasted like his voice sounded, but cold,
and | set it down quickly. I did into abooth, then unzipped my leather jacket and settled in to observe
the bar and its patrons. | kept the beer in my left hand while letting my right rest near the butt of my
Beretta Viper 142

My new vantage point alowed me afuller gppreciation of the Weed's decor. The plastic baby doll heads
and high-hedled shoes hanging from the ceiling somehow made sense seen within the larger context. Most
of the light came from sputtering neon signs begging patronsto drink exotic brews the bar no longer
gocked. Slvery tinsdl and some flashing lights | eft behind during some long-ago Christmas mocked the
moribund setting, but somehow brought gaiety to the expression of the plagtic, safe-sex doll floating
above abusted pinbal machine.

The place oozed atmosphere.
| used my beer bottle to smear a Six-legged piece of that atmosphere acrossthe table.

2 Sure, the Beretta Viper 14 is old. So's gravity, but it still works. Nice thing about the Viper is that I have a

bullet, I have a target, I pull the trigger, and the gun does all the math for the hit. And with the Viper, I never
have batteries go dead on me in the middle of a firefight.

About the only normal portion of the bar lay kitty-corner across the room from my position. Three
jack-tables, the cocktail modd, sat up against thewall. Only one wirehead was using the Weed's
facilities. The trode halo circled her ebony brow, and the light from the unit's display washed in rainbow
waves over her face, but she didn't notice. Whatever graphics were flashing across the screen were for
outsder consumption only— shewas jacked in degp and playing her own little games.

| caught the scent of dead flowers al mixed up into anoxious blend that made the Weed smell worse and
was trendy enough to cost 150 nuyen amilliliter. The stink came to me about a second and a hdf before

| heard the click of Ronnie Killstar'swrist spur. Large aslife, or at least aslarge as he could muster, the
pasty-faced street samurai did into the booth across from me. Thejaundiced light from the bar skittered
acrosstherazored edge of the curved metal blade jutting out from hisright wrist, and ared light glowed
inhiseyes.

He sneered a me. "Y ou ought to get your eyes done. | can bull's-eye arat's ass at athousand metersin
the pitch dark. | saw you comeinand | saw you Sit down. | can seein here plain asday.”

That being the case, | saw no reason to mention he'd just wiped the deeve of hiswhite jacket through
cockroach paste. | sniffed at theair. "I don't need eyesto find you."

Two large men dipped from in back where Ronnie had been waiting and stood on ether side of our
booth. They were both built like those smiling Buddhartype statues you find down the coast in Tokyo
Wes, 'cept these two wore more clothes, didn't smile, and didn't ook like they'd give you good luck if
you rubbed their bdllies. Stll, if they were hanging around with Ronnie it meant they had to be
losers—which aso explained why they looked so much a home in the Weed.

Hisintimidation batteriesin place and ready to fire, Ronnie reinforced his sneer. "I didn't figure the great
Dr. Raven would trust Wolfgang Kieswith an assgnment of thisimportance.”

| smiled. "TM."
"Huh?'



| smiled more broadly. "I said, TM." Y ou forgot to add the trademark to the phrase, 'the Greet Dr.
Raven.'" | shook my head ruefully. "That'swhy he sent me. Y ou've got no manners and no sense of
propriety. Y ou wouldn't expect him to cometo a placelike this, would you?'

Clearly, any space in Ronnie's monosynaptic brain devoted to humor was overloaded by my effort. His
eyes flashed on and off as he got angry and his concentration broke. Suddenly, with ametallic snap that
sounded like apistol being cocked, a twenty-five-centimeter icepick blade shot out from between the
middle and ring fingers on hisright hand and he lunged forward. Thetip touched my throat right above
the slver wolf's-head totem | wear and drew a single drop of blood.

"I don't need your gtatic, you drekling! Raven sent word that he wanted to make a deal with LaPlante,
not the other way around. We're not doing you afavor—it's you that wants one from us." Killstar's dark
eyes narrowed. "l want Raven!"

With grest effort | killed the urge to lunge forward and bite hisface off. | swalowed hard and felt the
icepick brush againgt my Adam's apple. "1 wanted La Plante. | would suggest we're even.”

| forced my eyes open and got the surprise reaction | expected as Ronnie looked into them for the first
time. With the anger risng in me| knew they'd gone from green to silver—that changeisnot dl that rare.
Ronnie got an added treat, though, asadark circle surrounded each iriswith aKiller Ring. Your
augmented eyes may let you see in the dark, but they can't do this. It's something you've got to
have inside—it's not an option you get to tack on aftermarket.

Ronnie leaned back, but |eft the stinger extended. "Maybe we are even. What are you offering Mr. La
Pante?"

| ignored the question as adroplet of sweat burned into the pinprick at my throat. "I want proof she's il
dive"

The punk snapped his fingers and one of the Buddha brothers produced a portacomp and dipped asmall
optical disk into the unit. | took it from him and hit the Play button. The LCD screen flickered to lifeand |
saw Moira Alianha standing calmly before awall screen trideo display. She moved back and forth in
front of it, and | concentrated on how her long black hair trailed out and through the image. If they'd
recorded her moving before a blank screen, then masked in arecent program to make me think shewas
gtill dive, the process would have broken down on those fine detalls.

It looked clean to me, but | didn't want to give Ronnie the satisfaction of knowing | thought he'd done
something right. "A smchip would have been better.”

It was an effort for him to roll his cybereyesto heaven. "And we could have brought her herewith a
brass band and an army of grunges®, but we don't think we're going to recover our overhead on this one.
Satified?'

| tapped the Disconnect and pocketed the device. "She's dive."

Ronnie smiled like agambler holding four of akind. "Mister La Plante has a client who has offered usa
great ded of money for Moira Alianhawith her maidenhead intact. How can Raven make it worth our
whileto turn her over to himinstead?'

| tried to suppress the wince, but the additional construction on either side of Ronnie's smile showed me
I'd failed. Dr. Raven lost no love on Etienne LaPlante, but recovering Moiraand returning her to Tir
Tarngire meant he had to suppress hisfedings and dedl with the man. AsRonni€s smile cooled into a
smug look of superiority, | decided Kid Stealth might have been right in thefirst place: bring thewhole



crew in and take La Plante's crime empire apart.

3Yeah, I know grunge is fairly vulgar slang for ork, but the term applied to the orks who worked for La

Plante. I think he found stupid ones, then fed them paint chips to dull down any native intelligence they had.
Since he used them mostly as mobile weapon transport and trigger fingers, brains weren't vital. As we used
to joke, to work for La Plante, you took an intelligence test: if you failed you were in.

"It won't guarantee we save the girl," Doc had told him.
"Yeah," said theKid, "but itll fed gigabytes better than helping that dime.”

| rested my elbows on the table and steepled my fingers. "I have been authorized to offer you the
Fujiwara shipping schedule for the next six monthsin return for the girl. We can make the exchange
tonight.”

For dl often seconds Ronnie got that divine-revelation look on hisface. Suddenly he redlized how big a
game hewasinvolved in, and how smdl aplayer in it he was. Then his eyeshooded over asthelittle
maggot figured out how important Moira Alianha had to be for the Doctor to offer that kind of hot-byte
datafor her. A thought shot off on the wrong branch of his neura network and he began to believein his
own importance.

He scoffed at the offer and began to ease himsalf out of the booth. "Maybe. I'll talk to La Plante and let
you know. Y ou can wait here until then.”

My right leg swept out and hooked up between hislegs. | drew my knee up, jerking him and his squishy
parts against the edge of the table. That knocked the wind out of him and caused him to jackknife
forward. | grabbed ahandful of his stringy blond hair with my |eft hand and tucked the barrel of my Viper
inhisleft ear.

A Killer Ring stare kept the karmatwins at bay.

"That was awrong answer, Ronnie." | eared the hammer back on the Viper 14 even though that was
unnecessary on the double-action pistal. "Mr. LaPlante, | know you'd not be who you areif you let an
idiot like this conduct your negotiations for you without keeping tabs on him. I'd guess you've bugged Yin
and Y ang here, unlessyou tricked thisdolt into carrying a set of earson himsdf.”

A glint of gold from the cloisonne orchid pin on Ronni€'slape had given him away. "Very good, Mr. La
Plante. Y our gang'strademark pinisalistening device. | sdlute your foresight. | suggest your chauffeur
pull the limo around so we can discuss thingsin private, say, in five minutes. Well take aspin around the
block and then you'll drop me back here. If not, I'm going to decorate the Weed's ceiling with something
that'll add somered color.”

The Coors clock on thewall ticked off four and a half minutes before the door opened. The Chauffeur?,
dressed in aspiffy uniform with creases sharp enough to cut like razors, nodded to me. | patted Ronnie
patronizingly on the head. "Well haveto do this again sometime, when | have moretimeto play.”

Whatever Ronniereplied, it wasn't very politeand | put it down to hisdiscomfort as| leaned heavily on
his head while working my way out of the booth. Thetwin pillars of Eastern wisdom let me pass, and |
made it to the doorway unmolested.

| handed the Viper to The Chauffeur and stepped into the street. The white Mitsubishi Nightsky stretch
limo looked as out of place on the litter-sirewn street asawharf rat in the mayor's office, but that didn't
stop it from being there. | waited as The Chauffeur scanned me with whatever he had for eyes behind
those dark glasses of his, then amiled and entered the limo's dark interior.



Having grown up among the concrete aleys of Seettle, | thought of class as something you escaped from
during the day. Despite my absolute loathing of anything and everything Etienne La Plante did and was, |

41I've always thought The Chauffeur was a dumb street name. Usually, in street names, you want something

that suggests you're on top, like Tiger or King Cobra or something slick like that. Wolf, maybe, even. But The
Chauffeur? I guess he liked it because he thought it made him sound like he was going places.

gtill had to admit he looked classy. His double-breasted suit was cut from cloth of slver, yet—if
possible—did not ook ostentatious or flashy. His wavy white hair had been perfectly cut and combed,
giving me theimpression that 1'd stepped into a boardroom for along-planned meeting.

| settled into avelvet seat so comfortable | could have died happy init, especidly if the woman seeted
next to La Plante gave me another one of her I-want-to-have-your-baby-or-at-least-try-hard-at-it
gmiles. Inthearmrest a my left hand sat afrosted mug of beer—the haf-empty bottle next to it
proclaimed it to be Henry Weinhard's Private Reserve.

Very good, Etienne. My favorite. Isit true that you bought the brewery because you heard one of
Raven's men loved the stuff?

LaPlante refrained from offering me hisright hand, but I didn't mind. If there was any flesh and blood | eft
toit, theslver cargpace hid it completely. | noticed, as he picked up his own mug of beer, that the hand
articulated perfectly, but then he could afford perfection. I'd not heard of any assassination attempts
againg him, so | had to assume he had voluntarily maimed himsdlf.

"l would apologize, Mr. Kies, for my underling's actions but, you understand, that wasatest.” He
shrugged wearily. "After the bad blood between Dr. Raven and myself, you can hardly forgive my being
uspicious”

| gave him aquick smilethat | broadened as | looked at his companion. ™Y ou can cdl meWolf." |
directed the comment more to the woman than La Plante and waited a half-second for asmilar offer of
intimacy from the crime boss or, more specificdly, her. | continued when he ignored me—shewas just
being coy, | could tdll. "When Dr. Raven was informed that you had become the custodian for Ms.
Alianhaand was called upon by her elven guardiansto get her back, he was forced to make some
choices. | am sure you can understand that that negotiation was not the most popular course of action
suggested.” La Plante nodded sagely. "Former employees can be so, ah, vindictive, can't they?!

Sure, especially when you try to plant themin the harbor with their feet bound in a block of
cement. No one would have figured Kid Sealth would blow off his own legs to escape that little
death trap, but he did and survived. When your time comes, the timekeeper will be wearing shiny
new legs and will move faster than even you remember.

"Y ou heard our offer. Y ou get the Fujiwara shipment schedulesfor the next sx monthsin return for the
girl. Well burn you achip. We can do the exchange tonight.”

La Planté's nonchalant expression remained rooted on hisface. ™Y ou have a decker good enough to get
into Fujiwarathat quickly? Weretaking layers of protection—psychotropic 1C, defensive and offensive
knowbots, expert congtructs, you nameit. Enough ice to give anyone a case of termind frosthite.”

| smiled confidently. "This decker is so hot the only way to stop her isto dunk her in liquid nitrogen and
hit her with ahammer. Well get the schedule for you."

He hid his excitement at the offer well. "How do | know the datawill be good?’

| sat up Straight. ™Y ou have Dr. Raven'sword on it."



Where Ronnie Killstar would have answered with some inane barb, La Plante just nodded. "Very well.”
He leaned over and whispered something in the redhead's ear. As she reached over and picked up my
mug, he spoke. "Y ou've not tried your beer. | assure you it has not been tampered with."

She sipped and returned the mug to its place on the armrest. As shelicked her lips| felt an urgeto
procreate, then counted to ten—no, fifteen—to regain control. "Sorry," | said, and smiled, "but after the
Weed, drinking in herejust wouldn't be the same. Y ou understand.”" For her benefit | added, "Maybe
another time. . ."

The door opened again. La Plante's chauffeur hovered by the door with my gun in hand. "Tonight, Mr.
Kies, at warehouse building 18b, on the docks. We will give you the southern and western approaches. |
would prefer thisto be an intimate gathering.”

"My fedings exactly. Y ou bring adozen of your grungesand I'll consider it even.” | succeeded in getting
myself perched on the edge of the seat. "And leave Ronnie at home. .."

LaPlante waved my last remark off with asilvery flourish of hisright hand. " Do not concern yoursdf with
him. He has been assigned new duty. Helll be feeding fish for the foreseeable future.”

The Chauffeur handed me the pistol, then siwung the door shut. | smiled at him and his plastic mask of
servitude cracked. " Someday, Walf, it will come down to you and me. I'll makeit quick. | want you to
know that."

| met hismirror-eyed stare with my number two nasty glare. "Good, | like that. If afight goes ontoo
long, the blood stains set and then you can never get them out. . ."

His plastic mask back in place, he turned and walked away. Though every olfactory nerve ending in my
nose protested mightily, | reentered the Weed. My beer gtill waited on the table, but Ronnie Killstar and
the Wonton boys had vanished. | waited and sniffed, but | couldn't smell the mulch drippings that passed
for Ronni€'s cologne. Given how that stuff smells and sells, the Weed here could bottle its mop
sloppings and make a fortune. | shook my head. Never happen—they'd actually have to mop this
place.

Instead of returning to my table, | waked over to the jacktables. | pulled the bug from inside my jacket
and tossed it on the black woman's deck. "Did you get it al?!

Vderie Vakyrie, Raven's newest aide, gave me asmile that made me forget La Plante's taste-tester.
"Everything, including your pulse rate and blood pressure when she sucked on your beer.”

| felt the burn of ablush sweeping across my face, and it grew hotter asit pulled agiggle from her throat.
"Well discuss how much of that makesit into the report for the Doctor later. Right now we've got work
to do.”

1
"All right, Zig and Zag, let's go through the drill one moretime.”

Zag frowned and the razor claws on hisleft hand flicked out, then retracted with the speed of asnake's
tongue. "We've got names...."

| raised mysdlf up to my full height, which put me acentimeter or so taller than the smaller of them. "And
right now they're Zig and Zag. Y ou'relocd talent and I'm your Mr. Johnson. Now, you claim you want
tojointhisditecircle? Fine, thisisatryout. Try living with new namesfor a second or two, got it?"



Zig elbowed Zag and they both nodded. For street samurai they weren't bad. Zag had gone the obvious
route of adding chrome in the form of razor claws grafted to his hands and some retractable spurs that
popped up from the top of hisfeet. Hed replaced hisright eye with arangefinder modification linked to
the scope on his autorifle. HEd gone abit far, in my mind, by having afluorescent orange cross hairs
tattooed over that eye from hairline to cheekbone and ear to across his nose, but it came close enough to
warpaint that | could understand it. Still, | knew if | was on the other end of a sniper rifle, that would
make area nicetarget.

Zig had been more discreet. HE gonein for body work. From the way he moved | knew he'd had his
reflexes cranked up to move with the speed of something between aBengal tiger and a striking cobra. |
didn't see any body blades, but he was a bit more subtle than his partner so he might not have flashed
them. | also got the impression held had some derma sheathing implanted to protect hisvital organs—a
wise choice. One never knows where those replacement organs were grown, and the failure percentage
on cut-rate Khmer hearts made having a Band-Aid dapped on the old onelook like agood bet for
urvivd.

"Va and | are going to jack into the Matrix. No one should be able to track us to where we're going, but
we can't be a hundred percent certain of that. | need you two to be dert and careful because when we
bust the system we're going after, things could get messy. What do you do if there's trouble?

Zag grumbled and walked over to where my MP-9°rested on the bed. "We dap the trades off you and
hand you thistoy. Then we get the wirehead out of here.”

Va didn't notice the rancor in Zag's voice a his having been shot down earlier. When he asked if she
would be interested in alittle horizontal tango to "relieve thetension,” shelooked at him asif hewerea
deck with "Madein UCAS' slamped onitsside. Zig and | shared asmile as Zag's anger deepened when
Vad continued to ignore him.

"Good. That'sit. You get her out and get her to the place shetells you. Don't worry about me. I'll be
fine"

"Or dead." Zag hefted one of the spare clipsfor my MP-9 submachine gun. "'Fresking nine-millimeter toy
and you've got silver bullets? Who do you think you are, the Lone Ranger?' He thumbed one bullet from
the clip and tossed it to Zig.

Easy, Wolf. Better this tough guy act to hide his nerves than himfalling apart on you. "I think I'm
your Mr. Johnson—and a supergtitious one at that."

Zig looked closely at the silver bullet in his hand. "Drilled and patched. Y ou got mercury in thereto make
the bullet explode?’

| shook my head solemnly. "Silver nitrate solution. Physicsisthe same, theresult isnastier. Burnsasit
mll

5Yeah, yeah. It's another antique gun, but it shoots straight, which is all I ask. Stealth keeps my guns as well
tuned as my mechanic does my Mustang, so they work. Besides, the MP-9 is considered such a toy by most
gillettes that they don't see it as much of a danger until one of its bullets is finished making an exit wound.

Zig tossed the bullet back to his partner. ™Y ou planning on hunting awerewolf or something?'
"Wereyou in Sesttle during the Full Moon Sashings?'

The mention of that series of killingstore Va away from her deck. "A half-dozen years ago? That was
the firgt anyone had heard of Dr. Raven, wasn't it?"



"Yeah." | let that one-word answer hang there long enough for al three of them to redlize | wasn't going
to say anything specific about that outing. "After that I've carried silver bullets. Never want to be without
them if you need them.”

Vad shivered. "Viper too?"

"Amen." | forced mysdlf to smile and break the mood. "Y ou got that Hibatchi chip encoder prepped
yer?

Va scolded me. "Hitachi, Wolf, and you know it."

| accepted atrode coronet from her dender fingers and pulled it onto my head. | adjusted it so the
electrodes pressed against my temples and ran back over the midline of my skull. Va reached over and
tightened the band to improve the contact, then she clipped the dangling lead into a splice cable. She did
that jack into the dot behind her left ear, then flipped a switch on the deck.

| winked &t her. "Let'sdoit.”
Shewinked back and hit a button on the keyboard. "Play ball."

Doc Raven had warned methat Vaerie Vakyrie was specid, but until we plunged through that eectric
aurorawall of static and into the Matrix, | had no ideahow specid. I'd jacked into the Matrix
before—who hasn't—»but it had always been on a public deck where | ended up inside an entertainment
system. Moving from game program to game program, | caught glimpses of the Matrix through the neeat
little windows the programmers had built into their systems, but 1'd never had any desire to go out
adventuring on my own. Before, the form and shape of the Matrix had aways been decided by theloca
network controllers. Here in Sedttle the RTG resembled a vector graphic of the urban sprawl it
encompassed. Well-fortified nodes were surrounded by fences and walls, and Matrix security teams
patrolled the el ectronic streets like cops cruising a best. 1'd heard it had been designed that way because
it made the casud user fed like he wasin familiar surroundings and thus easier to find hisway around.

Asthings got strange and the world shifted, so did the Matrix. When auser entered the Chinatown area
herein Sesttle, for example, the buildings melted away and the nodes took the form of mah jong tiles.
Deckers claimed that made it easier to pick out unprotected nodes, but | don't know about that. I've
heard it said, and can believe, that no one goes near the nodes represented by dragons.

But that's the way of the world. Steer as clear as possible from dragons—wordsto live by and adviceit'll
kill you to ignore.

I've heard decker talesthat if a decker got good enough he could impose his own sense of order on the
Matrix. With enough skill he could make the Matrix appear the way he wanted it—free of extraneous
data. Another urban legend born in the Matrix.

Vaderie Vakyrie was alegendary decker.

After only two seconds, the landscape construct shifted. Gone were the clean lines of glowing, lime-green
dreets and shining white buildings. Suddenly | found myself standing beside the pitcher'smoundina
monstrous baseball stadium. Va, outlined in aneon-blue that matched her eyes, pulled on abasebal cap
that materiadized from thin air and gave me abroad grin. The cap had a Raven patch onit.

"Sorry if you aren't used to this, Wolf." The shrug of her shoulderstold me she wasn't sorry at dl and that
my surprised reaction made her day. "Warping the Matrix to my conception of it givesme ahome-field
advantage." Within the solar yellow of the glove on her right hand, she twitched abal around and got the



grip shewanted on it. From adugout over on the third-base sde of the field a smallish man walked up
toward the plate. Behind and above him a Scoreboard flashed to life and spewed out dl sorts of
information in hexidecimd.

| pointed up at the display. "Can you trandate?'

Shelooked at me asif I'd disappointed her, then nodded. Suddenly the Scoreboard flickered and the
handy notation of baseball replaced the curious array of numbers and letters. Coming up to bat was
Ronnie Killstar's persond file. The count was zero balls and two strikes, and the Scoreboard reported his
batting average as .128. He batted right-handed.

Va licked her lips as a catcher and umpire materidized behind the plate. "Can of corn.” A green ball
appeared in her left hand and she spun it around until she grasped it between her thumb, index, and
middle fingers. Rearing back, her azure outline blurred and she ddlivered the pitch. It arced in at the plate,
then dropped afull fifteen centimeters below Ronnigsfutile swing.

"Yer out!" screamed the umpire.

All sorts of data poured out onto the Scoreboard. It was a bit more nasty than one might expect to find
on the average baseball card, but it till bespoke nothing more than amediocre career. A quick
comparison of his successful stolen bases versus times caught out in the attempt confirmed that he was an
unsuccessful smalltimethief before La Plante took him on as aleg-bresker.

Asthe record of hismost recent telecom calls started to flash up on the Scoreboard, | looked over at
Va. "You can cut this any time you want. HE's usdless and now he'sdead.” | glanced over at the number
of thelast cal hed made. "Hope it wasto his mother."

Va wrinkled her nose. "1 was unaware anyone had taught Petri dishesto answer the phone." She caught
the ball the catcher threw back at her. "That wasjust awarm-up. | shouldn't have used aforkball on
him—that was overkill." Certain things started to click into place for me. Cracking systemsrequired a
vast array of ice-breaking programs. Most deckers used commercialy developed software and,
consequently, could only break into the most smple of bases.

True artigts like Va modify and write their own wares. | once talked with a decker who went by the
handle of Merlin who'd named dl of hisice-breskers after spells. "It hel ps me remember what's what.
When some system's trying to flatline you, you want to be able to react quickly with acodebomb that will
dothejob." Val, with her passion for baseball, had designed and named her ice-breakersfor pitches.

"Let'sget on to the main show, okay?'

"Rogar”

Va concentrated and dammed afist into her glove acouple of times. | noticed some subtle changesin
the stadium as the Fujiwara system came into range for usto accessit. "Okay, we're ready to begin.
Kind of like robbing Peter to pay Paul, isn't it?'

| nodded. Fujiwara Corporation was alega shell that laundered money for ayakuza group based further
down the coast in Tokyo West. Whereas La Plante was a broker who facilitated the movement of things
from one party to another, Fujiwaraactudly brought contraband materiasinto Seettle from al over the
world. On ascale of onedl theway up to Hitler's SS, both groups ranked fairly high, but Fujiwara
exercised abit more regtraint in how they dedt with rivals.

That meant they preferred asingle yak hitter to amad bomber. La Plante did too until Kid Stealth had



the temerity to defect to Raven. Neither group played nicely with their enemies, and thislittle Matrix run
was about to deposit us on Fujiwaras bad side.

The butterflies started in my stomach as a behemoth stepped from the dugout. He looked like something
from acartoon. He had tiny legs and anarrow waist that blossomed up into immensaly powerful arms
and shoulders. The bat he carried looked like it had been cold-hammered into shape from the hull of an
arcraft carrier, but hewielded it like it weighed no more than a spoon.

The field changed abruptly when he stepped into the batter's box to hit right-handed. Runners appeared
on second and third and the count stood even at 0 and 0. The batter's name appeared on the
Scoreboard as Babe Fujiwara and his batting average stood at a whopping .565.

| swalowed hard. "Why do | get the feding thismanisthe All-Star team dl rolled into one?”

Va wiped her brow on her deeve. "That's because heis" Then she shot me awinning grin. "But that's
okay, baby, because I'm Rookie of the Y ear.”

"Play bdl!" cried the umpire.

Va'sfingerstwitched as she toyed with the bal hidden in her mitt, then she reared back to throw. The
fastball szzled yellow and gold asit streaked toward the plate. Babe Fujiwara siwung on the pitch and
missed, but not by much. From thelook on Val's face sheld expected alarger margin of victory.

Her cerulean eyes narrowed. | saw her grip the now-green ball in the same way she'd done to deal with
Ronnie. The forkbal shot from her hand at medium speed, then dropped precipitoudy. Even so, his bat
whipped around and he hit the ice-bresker solidly. Suddenly it shifted color from green to red and
rocketed back onto thefield.

It hit mein theleft ankle and fiery pain shot up my leg. The bal popped into the air as | dropped to the
ground. Va sprang off the mound, gathered the ball up, and tossed it over at Babe as he lumbered up the
basdine toward first. When the ball hit him in the shoulder, he exploded into blue sparks.

Gasping againgt the pain, | looked up at her. "What the hell wasthat?!

Va'snogrilsflared. "Fujiwara has put some cascading 1C on line. The fact that you hurt meansit's
blacker than La Plante's heart. | managed to flip a couple of bitsinto that program and used it to destroy
theicelayer that spawned it, but I'm not sure | can do that again.”

| got an uneasy feding in the pit of my stomach. "We'rein abit degper than we want to be, aren't we?"

Shelooked over at the runners on second and third. "We got a pass on the first two layers of ice. We
would have wasted time and broken them, but | thought speed was of the essence. Fujiwara gave them
to usto makeit difficult for usto get out of here.. ."

| raised an eyebrow as | massaged my ankle. "Y ou mean we're trapped in the Fujiwara system.”
She shrugged. "It'samatter of perspective.”
"Well, try it from my perspective, one of pain.”

"We'retrapped.” She must have seen my icon begin the fingerwork for the spell that would deaden the
pain. "Dont waste the effort, Wolf. That stuff doesn't work in this environment." Her fingers convulsed
and ablue mitt gppeared on my left hand. " Just use thisto block anything they hit at you and it should
protect you."



| looked at the mitt and pounded my right hand into its pocket. "If | get something | just put the runners
out?'

She nodded. "Don't tag them. It'll destroy theice layer, but you don't want to be that close when it goes.”
"What happensif they score?'

Vad'samiledied. "Don't ask. Thisisthe big leagues.”

"Gotit."

The next layer of ice materiaized as asomewhat smaller batter dubbed Mookie Fujiwara. He took
position to bat |eft-handed and | saw that did not please Va at dl. The bal in her hand took on a bright
orange color. Shewound up and threw. The whirling screwball arced in and broke toward Mookie,
jamming him on thefigts. Hefouled it off.

Up on the Scoreboard his batting average went from .500 to .375 and | took heart in that. It cheered Va
up aswell. She prepared another program, and the ball coalesced into an opaescent sphere. Her
knuckles rested on the seams, then she started her motion and threw. The program flew dowly toward
the plate. It spun not at dl, but floated and dipped erraticdly. It dove toward the ground asit neared the
plate, and M ookie missed it with aclean cut. Another strike toted itself upon the board and his average
fdl to .175.

Va shot meawink. "The knuckler aways works on these cascaders—it reverses the value of the
variablesthey useto get better, making them weaker. Better yet, it never shows them enough for them to
creste a countercode quickly.”

| smiled reassuringly. "Gonnauseit agan?"

"Nope." She studied the Scoreboard and shook her head. "Do it again and | giveit achanceto react.
Got something esefor thisice."

A white bal formed in her hand. Va grinned cruelly and ddlivered the ball with a haf-sdearm motion. It
jetted in, then broke at the last second. Mookie siwung and missed and the umpire called him out. He
vanished and | heard a couple of voices cheering.

Turning around | saw a couple of figuresin the grandstands. One looked like a glass spider and another
woretheform of ablack cat. "What the hell?"

Va waved a them. "Just some other deckers come to watch the fun. The Tarantulaand Alley Cat are
two locasI've met before.”

That weird fegling ran up my spine again. "This was supposed to be a shadowrun, you know. What if
Fuji learnswere here?’

Vaderie fixed mewith astare that made me want to hit the showers. "Wolf, just because you're a'trix
virgin doesn't mean you have to show it. We've had an audience in the owner's box ever snce we
started. Blowing the cascading 1C likely tripped some darms, too, but they were here long before that.
Looksliketheyaks at Fujiwarahave alineinto LaPlante's operation.”

| filed that information away for future use asthe fina batter stepped out of the dugout. Whereas Babe
had looked like a cartoon, thislayer of ice manifested itself asalong, lean player with incredibly thick
forearms and wrists. Hisflesh had agrayish, metadlic tint to it, and his head metamorphosed into that of a
horse. His name appeared on the Scoreboard as Iron Horse Fujiwara and his batting average registered



as.957. He batted | efty and the glint in his eye was nothing short of pureevil.

Va's skin took on an ashen hue. "Dammit, | didn't think it would be thistough. I'm going to have to
doctor some stuff here." A white ball appeared in her mitt, but as her fingers worked on it, bloody
tendrils shot throughit.

Satisfied, but not looking as confident as | would have liked, she watched the batter, then let the ball fly.
It cruised in a medium speed, then broke sharply asif it had falen off atable. | looked for hesitationin
the batter's eye, but | saw none and braced for disaster.

The Iron Horse's bat whipped around in a buzz-saw arc and smashed the ball back at the mound.
Halfway there the bal burst into flame, but theline drive didn't dow at dl. Va raised her glove
defensively and managed to get it into place to stop the ball from hitting her in the face. Her glove burst
into flame and she spun to the ground, but the bal hung there for a second, defying gravity.

| lunged at the bal. My glove boiled off and | felt asif I'd reached into a barbecue to barehand aglowing
cod. "Help here, Va!"

How she did what shedid | don't know, but the flame died and the ball took on abluetint. | flipped it
over to my right hand and saw the runner on third make a break for home. | drew the ball back to my
right ear and threw it ashard as | could.

The blue bdl shot through the base-runner like a searchlight through fog. It flew on beyond him and into
the dugout. A volcano of sparks shot from there, and the baseball stadium began to crumble. Inan
eyeblink we were back in the city-map Matrix for Sesttle, and the third floor of the Fujiwaratower
exploded.

Then that imaging system failed me aswell. | found mysdlf floating in aseaof data. Waves of telecom
numbers crested up over me and drove me down toward spreadsheets and cost overrun statements. Just
as| fdt asthough | were drowning in avast inventory system, ahand grabbed me on the shoulder and
the safehouse room with Zig and Zag swam back into view.

Va watched me closdly and | knew Zag would have died to have her looking at him with such concernin
her eyes. "Areyou okay?"

| thought about the question for asecond, then nodded. "Y eah, | think so. What the hell happened?”’

Her eyes narrowed. "'l can't be certain, but | think whoever programmed Fujiwaras 1C built himself a
back door. That blue ball was asimple virus meant to pump spurious datainto the system so quickly that
things freeze up and give me a chance to react with another program. Y ou tossed it through one of the
layers we bypassed and right through the back door into their system. That stopped the Iron Horse on
histriptofirst and | used my own little ALS virusto dust him."

"Did we get the information we needed?"

On cue the Hitachi deck's EPROM platform did out from within the black case, offering the computer
chip onto which the Fujiwarainformation had been burned. "Lookslikeit." Her smilelessened abit as
shelooked a meagain. "What e se?"

| frowned. " Something's digging around at the back of my brain.” | shrugged it off. "I guess| just want to
bein an arenawhere | can shoot anybody who lookslike the Iron Horse. It'sthe warrior in me.”

"Pity," she said with alaugh. "Y ou've got afuture as a decker."



"What's he doing?' Zag asked as | started preparing to go into combat. Va frowned at him and remained
quiet as| closed my eyes and reached inside. | pressed my hands together and touched the wolf's-head
amulet at my throat. Using it asafocus, | let my mind touch the Wolf spirit dwelling in my heart and mind.

| saw it asahuge beast built mostly out of shadows except where lurid red highlights rippled acrossits
fur. Lean and hungry, it ill contained incredible power. When it felt my caress, enthusiagtic fires burned
initseyes, but they dulled to abloody color when it sensed my hesitation.

"Isthe time come, my son?" it asked in snarlsand growls.
"Yes, Old One. | need your speed and your sureness of movement.”

It regarded me with the same disdain Vd had shown in the Matrix. "Let me ded with everything,
Longtooth. Y ou need not these machine men or the witch of the thinking machine. Y ou will not need your
guns. My way is pure. Y ou know | am correct. Why do you resist me so?'

| didn't want to go down that road of discussion because | knew what a dark and dangerous path it was.
"I need what | need.”

The old wolf lay down to mock me. "I grant you what you need. It will not belong before you and | will
have this conversation again.”

| shook my head. "Seven days. I'll be clear of Sesttle by then.”

The wolf howled and the sound echoed through my head as | opened my eyes. | heard the hissed sizzle
of the pdlIstrail off and found Zag staring at me with new respect and abit of gpprehensionin hiseyes. |
could smdll his nervous swest even over and above the tangy sea scent and musty mildew odor hanging
over the dock area. | smiled and nodded. All set now. Let's hope La Plante hasn 't gotten stupid.

Zag swallowed hard. "Look, Mr. Kies, I'm sorry about any static | gave you before. With your rep and
al, | figured you werelike us." He held up hisright hand, and the razor clawsflicked out at thetipsof his
fingers. "I didn't redlize you weren't chromed.” | read the confusion in hiseyeslike abanner heedlineon a
news service monitor. | was known to be quick and nasty in afirefight. | was the chummer who'd
survived the most adventures with Dr. Raven—and that was no mean feat. To gillettes like Zig and Zag
that meant | must be heavily cybered. Theideathat | might be someone who used magic to augment his
skills hadn't occurred to them. And, because they had chosen aroute that virtualy barred them from
using magic, the magica arts baffled and scared them.

Zig handed me asmall stick of black grease paint. Hed darkened hisface al over, then erased out two
downward-pointing triangles with dotsin the middle. "Symboal of the Halloweeners over in the Green
River Didrict."

"I know." | put the face paint stick down on acrate. "I don't paint up.”

That seemed to surprise them amost as much as my having used magic. After the Ghost Dances had
worked and killed lots of folks, many people had traveled out to the reservations and swelled the
population of what are now called the Native American Nations. Some | ater left because the lifestyle
didn't suit them, but those who stayed contributed to the polyglot make-up of the tribes. Consequently it
wasn't completedly strange to find awhite man who knew Indian magic, but it was weird to find one who
didn't go the whole way and paint up before battle—though | saw going "nétive" like that too showy for
my tastes.



Likethefolksyou scrag will care what you looked like while doing it.

| broke the tension. "1 don't paint up for something I hope won't be abattle. I'll be out there getting the
girl, so I'll be naked-nude anyway." | pointed to the Kalash-nikovsthey carried. "Those AK-97s ook
likeold friends"

Zig patted hisautomatic rifle affectionately. "Sighted at four hundred metersfor closework likethis.
Stood mein good stead during the Triad War out on the Strip." "Good." | gave both of them one of my
I-have-confidence-in-you smiles. "The drill'sthe same as earlier today. Y ou get Va and Moiraout. La
Plante uses his grunges for muscle. If things get nasty, pop one or two of them, then see-saw your way
out of there. If you burnaclip, | expect al the shotsto hit agrunge, or you'd best be shooting at me. Hit
and move—awar of attrition we can't win."

Both of them gave me athumb's-up so | turned to Vd. "Sure you don't want agun?'

She shook her head with disgust. ™Y ou've got me bundled up in kevlar so tight | can barely breathe. The
last thing | want to do is make mysdlf atarget so they'll have cause to shoot me.”

| chuckled lightly. "Okay. Moiraisyour charge. Things get nasty, you get her out of there. Zig and Zag
will keep the beasts at bay."

Va nodded. "Y ou got the chip?’

| patted the pocket of my jacket. "Check.” | hefted my MP-9 and let it dangle by the strap over my right
shoulder. "Let'sdo this clean and all go home hedlthy. Places, everyone. | filled my lungswith air and
camed my racing heart. "It's showtime.”

| stepped from the warehouse into adock areathat had been cleared of anything approximating cover.
Lit by bright halogen lights that held the night's darkness at bay, the open arenawas defined, on two
sdes, by crates and loading machinery and on my side by the warehouse I'd just |eft. The fourth wall, the
onel faced as| dipped between some crates, had been formed by another warehouse. The large doors
stood open and La Plante's limo had been parked in it so the hood and tail of the vehicle dmost
appeared to be holding the doors back.

A dozen grunges sporting various styles of submachine guns stood dutifully behind the limo and pointed
their wegponsin my direction. | held my hands away from my body and kept them open, but | knew my
magically enhanced reflexeswould alow meto shoulder the gun and snap off a half-dozen rounds before
they even saw me move. In three seconds | could clear the clip and draw the Viper from my waistband
tofinishthejob...

Back off, Wolfgang. It's the Old One's meddling that's making you think that way.
The Chauffeur appeared in the middle of theline of grunges. "Drop the gun, Kies."
| barked out asharp laugh. "Dream on. Y ou've got me covered a dozen ways to Sunday.”

The grunges La Plante had hired began to hoot and twitter like the half-witted beasts they were. Ugly as
sin and more stupid than even Ronnie, they were drawn from the ranks of those who didn't take their
"goblin-ization" & al well. After their hormoneskick in they start thinking alot less and make perfect little
automatons for someone like La Plante to exploit. Of course, that's not to suggest they couldn't be
cunning little beggars and get themsalvesinto plenty of trouble, but it generaly takes someonewith an IQ
in at least the low eightiesto whip them into adestructive frenzy. The ork community tried to do dl it
could to save their lessfortunate brethren from conniverslike LaPlante, but a heping hand isn't as



attractive as a hand filled with nuyen.

| pointed to mysdlf. "I'm going to walk out to the middle of thisareaand you'll send the girl to me. I'll turn
over the chip to you. Keep your fingers off the triggers and this might just go down well."

| didn't hear what The Chauffeur said to the grunges, but their gibbering stopped. | crossed to the center
of the arena, usng my magicaly enhanced sensesasbest | could to seeif I'd just walked into amassive
trap. The halogen lights were a problem because they |eft the tops of the warehousesin an impenetrable
darknessthat did nothing to make mefed at ease. | had to assume La Plante had people up there
securing the high ground, but the fact that the only grunges | saw were leaning on hisride did not reassure
me. When | reached the middle | stopped. The passenger door of the limo opened and a dender woman
of indeterminate age |ft it to stand beside the vehicle. Shedidn't ook like the smsense I'd seen of
her—yeah, everyone says that about sm shot of them—~but | knew ingtantly that she had to be Moira
Alianha. The pale dress she wore was fashionably short and revedled legs | wasamost willing to diefor,
but she quickly cloaked hersdf with adark wool blanket to ward off the chill air.

With her head up, and just the tips of her ears peeking out through thelong veil of her midnight hair, she
waked toward me. | gave her a smileintended to inspire hope and confidence, but sheignored me and
only saw the black and red raven patch on the shoulder of my jacket. She blinked twice and then |
thought shewas going to faint.

| reached out and steadied her. "Easy now, Ms. Alianha. Werre dmost home.”
She touched the patch with incredibly dender fingers. "My husband sent you?"
| frowned and figured she was confused. "I work for Richard Raven.”
Moirasmiled. "Y es, my husband to be.®"

| dmost swallowed my tongue. "Huh? Say what?"

Shejust looked a me with vibrant green eyes.

Suddenly everything seemed to run to chaosin my head. " Does anyone €l se know who you are to
Raven?'

Moirashook her head. "No, not here, why?"

| et her question drift by unanswered. "Don't tell anyone, period.” If anyone finds out that she's close
to Raven, her life won't be worth a melted sim and she could be used against Raven when dealing
with scum like La Plante. Hisaides, folkslike me and Vd, accept the dangers connected with

bel onging to Raven's group. Moirawas lucky that LaPlante had no idea of her true value, or thislittle
exchange would be lots more rude.

6 This was a shocker. I didn't even know Doc was dating. Turns out he wasn't, but that's a story for another
time.

The Chauffeur shouted at me. "L et's save the tea party and true confessions for later. We want the chip,
now!"

Carefully, dowly, | reached into my jacket pocket. | withdrew from it awhite piece of plastic about three
centimeters square. The chip itself showed up in sharp contrast to the snowy plastic wafer to which it had
been mounted. "I'll just put it down here. . ."



| flt the plastic quiver and the chip explode as the bullet shot through it a Mach 4. The booming, rolling
echo of the gunshot followed the bullet by a split-second, but 1'd aready turned and started to push
Moirato safety. My right hand dropped the piece of plastic and enfolded the MP-9's pistal grip. | swept
the gun around and snapped off two shots, one of which sent a headless grunge pitching back to the
warehouse floor. | heard the staccato roar of Zig and Zag's AK-97s and saw three more grunges drop
out of sght amid sparks lancing from the limo's armored frame.

Gunmen hidden on the rooftops dowly stood and their weapons lipped flame as | dragged and pushed
Moiraout of thekilling zone. With so many people concentrating on just the pair of us| was surewed

be blasted to ribbons before we'd gone a half-dozen steps, but the men on the roof started shooting at La
Plante's grunges. The confused orks returned thefire, but did so ineffectively because of the wedlth of
targets and the babe of orders being shouted by The Chauffeur.

I'd just propelled Moira through the narrow warehouse doorway when abullet finaly caught me. It blew
into the back of my Ieft thigh and ricocheted off to the | eft after it shattered my femur. It ripped free of my
leg five centimeters|eft and seven below the entry point, tearing achunk out of my femord artery asit
went.

| screamed, but as the echoes of the scream died in my head | heard the howl of awolf risein their place.
Stumbling forward, | spilled onto the warehouse floor. My left knee hit hard and sent another shock
wave of pain through my leg. I tried to choke back another cry, but it came out asalupine yelp.

| rolled over onto my back and pulled the MP-9 to me. "Move it, campers. Get Moiraout of here.”
Vd dared a theholeinmy leg. "You'rehit!"

| bit back the pain. "Y eah, my daysin the big league are over. Maybe you can retire my uniform.” |
looked up at Zig and Zag. "Moveit! I'll hold them off if | can. It's got to be Fujiwara yaks out there
shooting the granges up. That'll buy you sometime, and I'll buy you more. Go!"

Zig made for the back door, but Moira shook her head and knelt beside me. "No, I'm not going. You
need help.”

She gtarted making al the hand motionsfor aspdl, but | closed abloody hand around her fingers. " Save
it, aster. You'll need dl the magic you can muster to get the hell out of Seettle. Vd, get her out of here.”

Vaerie crossed to Moiraand rested her hands on her shoulders, but the elf shrugged her off. "No. | can
saveyou. | canfix your leg."

Inside my head the Old One growled seductively. "L et her fix you. Let her fill you with magic. Do as she
asksand | assure you the otherswill not follow.”

"No!" | shouted at both of them.

Her eyesflashed with an anger that told me my stay of execution had been denied. "Wait." | pulled the
Viper from my bet and tossed it to Val.

Shegared at it asif it were commercial software. "'l don't want this."

| swalowed hard. "Y ou might." | reached down and dipped the fingers of my left hand in my blood and
painted twin parallel lines benesth each eye and across my forehead. "Do this, Moira, and then leave. All
of you, get out of here. Don't look back, no matter what. Don't go looking for me. I'll find you, when |



Zig and Zag stared at me asif 1'd gone mad and Va shivered. Moiraripped my pants away from the
wound and pressed her handsto it. She subvocdized achant, but | felt warmth and atingling flow from
her handsinto my leg. Almost ingtantly it nibbled the pain away. The energy continued to build and tissue
began to heal, my body motivated to restructure itself at arate that should have taken months. Even <o, |
knew the spell she'd cast was more than | needed.

And it was morethan | could control.
| grit my teeth and shoved her away. "Go, go!" | snapped at them. "Run!"

They vanished from sight just asthefirst tremor hit me. | shrieked asfirefilled my ribswith molten agony.
| heard the crack as my breastbone parted down the middle, thickened and broadened to accept the
new angle of my expanded rib cage. | gnashed my teeth at the pain and the growing canine teeth split my
lower lip.

"Dont fight it, Longtooth. It won't hurt so much,” the Old One whispered.
Gotta retain some control! Can't let you run wild!

My long bones telescoped back down, shortening but strengthening my limbs. The muscles flowed into
protoplasm as the transformation continued, then congealed into new muscles with new insertions able to
exert more powerful pressure and leverage than before. My fingers and toes likewise shrank—the latter
far more than the former—and organic claws grew to give me some new wegponry.

My heed felt asif it were exploding when my jaw and facia bones broke. My wholeface grew into a
muzzle and my tongue lengthened adong with it. The top of my head flattened somewhat and my eye
sockets sank back to amore protective position. According to the only person to watch me go through
thislunacy, my eyesdo not lose their slver color or the Killer Rings.

The bodily transformation amost complete as my pelt thickened and earslengthened, | felt the Old One
begin to gnaw on my resolve and humanity. | clung to theimage of Dr. Raven dtting acrossfrom me as|
changed and the sound of his voice telling me how to concentrate so | would not surrender to the beast
insgdeme. "Y ou have been blessed by Wolf, greatly blessed, but that blessing will be acurseif you
surrender yoursdlf to him.”

The Old One whimpered with disgust. " Someday Raven will fail you and you will become mine"
Suff it, you mangy mutt. 1've won this round.

The advent of three grunges storming through the warehouse door precluded any remark the Old One
might have made. | gave them atoothy grin from the shadows. "My, my," | growled in avoice that even
grunges knew to fear. "What finelittle piggieswe have here.?"

It took abit more than afairy-tale huffing and puffing to blow them all down, but the grunges didn't offer
much more than that for afight. They've never been much for hitting amoving target, and in my more
compact wolf form | don't stay in one place very long. | left them in abroken heap on the warehouse
floor, then dashed out into the killzone, doing my best to spit out grunge blood.

| couldn't have been much more than agray blur as| streaked across the opening, but | felt The
Chauffeur's eyes on methewholetime. | paused for asecond at the place from where therifle shot had
come, but ayakuzaforced meto tear out histhroat before | had finished nosing around. | aimost lost
control with that kill, but, fortunately, the yak had some sort of augmentation that meant | got hydraulic
fluid in addition to blood when | took him down.



Despite that hardship, | learned what | wanted to

7 Okay, right, everyone knows there's no such thing as a werewolf. And a hundred years ago there was no
such thing as a dragon, too. Raven's explained it all to me, that the Wolf spirit picked me special to grace me
with abilities and all. Doc's smart, but he's never been through this transformation and even Native American
traditions tell of skinwalkers. The Old One and I know what I am, which means you don't want to invite me to
any Full Moon parties you'll be having.

know and took keen delight in watching The Chauffeur shudder when my joyous howl filled the
warehouse didtrict like the fog rolling in from the coast.

v

RonnieKillstar's eyes grew as wide as the hole in my leg had been when he heard merelease the
charging lever onthe MP-9. Seated in hisfavorite chair, nestled deep in the shadows of hisunlit living
room, | spoke to him in ahusky whisper. "Close the door. Sit down at the table."

"What'sthis?' He stared blankly at thelittle repast 1'd prepared him while | waited.
| smiled & him. "That'syour last med."
The punk stared at me. "Milk and cookies?"

| shrugged. "It's the perfect thing for alittle boy who doesn't know when he's not supposed to play adult
games. If you'd have been content to just sdll us out to Fujiwara, that would have worked fine."

Hetried to look offended, but his nervousness betrayed him. "1 don't know what you're talking about."

"Canit, joeboy. Va and | cracked your personnel file and it concluded with the last telecom number you
caled. Later, when we broke into Fujiwaral recognized the number. There was aconnection.”

Ronnie graightened up in hischair. "Circumdtantia evidence.”

| shook my head. "It would have been if you could have kept your ego in check. In the Weed you told
meyou could 'bull's-eye arat'sass at aklick inthe dark. A chip'sgot to be four times the size of your
averagerat's ass, and the range wasn't nearly that long.” | Sghed. "And to top it off, you were il
wearing that cologne of yours."

It suddenly dawned on him that | was going to kill him. The color drained from his face and he looked at
me with big puppy-dog eyes. Y et before they could have their full sympathetic effect on me, hisfestures
sharpened and a bit of the old defiant fire returned. "Wait aminute. | destroyed the chip you never redly
wanted to give to LaPlante anyway. That's gotta count for something!"

| hesitated for a second and hope blossomed on hisface. Then | shook my head. "No, it doesn't. Dr.
Raven had tipped Fujiwara about what we were going to do anyway. Fuji's programmers put a Trojan
horse carrying anasty virusin that chip that would have destroyed La Planteé's computer system. The
ambush, which didn't include your shooting of the chip, wasjust to make sure La Plante bought the whole
thing asgenuine”

Ronnie sank his head in his hands. "Go ahead, shoot me. | deserveit.”

| lifted the MP-9's muzzleto the calling. "No, | think | prefer letting you wallow in your own mortification.
Word to thewise, kid," | shot back over my shoulder as| crossed to the door. "Remember that you're
not as tough as you think. Don't let your delusions of adequacy get you in over your head . . . again.”

Ontheway out | stopped The Chauffeur from goingin. "Don't bother."



The plagtic-faced man stared hard at me. "I didn't hear ashot.”

| gave him awolfish grin and licked my lips. Y ou never do." | patted his cheek. "Ciao—no pun intended.
Until it'sjust you and me."

Quickslver Sayonara

| normally define a"rude awakening" as any that takes place before noon, but Kid Stedth gave that
phrase anew depth of meaning. Stealth would maintain it was my fault because | was the one dreaming
about cuckolding a chrome-fisted underworld kingpin when the Kid clapped his own stedl hand over my
mouth. Thekissof cold sted against my lipsisnot something | enjoy at the best of times, and two hours
before dawn is seldom one of those,

My eyesfocused on Stedth, and hisidentity registered in my brain ahalf-second before my finger
tightened on the trigger of the Beretta Viper* I'd snaked from beneath my pillow and pressed to hisside.
Stedth gave me asatisfied grunt and dangled the gun's clip from hisflesh and blood right hand. He pulled
hismetd hand away from my mouth and flipped the clip back to me. "Good ingtincts.”

| pulled mysdlf up into asitting position, letting the sheets dip down from chest towaist. | pulled thedide
back on the pistol, and one bullet popped out into the bed. "1 keep onein the chamber.”

Stedth nodded in the half-light, the laser sight built into hisright eye making asmall cross on his pupil. "1
know. Nine-millimeter, Slver bullet with inertid slver-nitrate explosvetip.”

1 Thing I like most about the Viper, as old as it is, is that I get fourteen in the clip and one in the chamber. Not
that I need that many shots, mind you, but you never can tell when something will just be too stupid to die.

The matter-of-fact tone with which he ddivered his assessment of the bullet that had been aimed at his
stomach somehow robbed it of al itsdeadliness. 1'd survived six yearswith Doctor Richard Raven, and
I'd seen aides come and go, but Stedlth had to be the strangest of them all. The bullet in my gun, he had
decided, could not punch through the kevlar clothes he wore, nor get through the derma plating that
protected his body.

That, or hedidn't careif it could.
"What the hdll's going on? Is Raven back from Tir Tairngire?'
Stedlth shook his head. "Still there. No word on hisreturn.”

| fed the loose bullet back into the clip, then reloaded the pistol. " That answered the second question.
What about the firg?"

"LaPante”

That one name, spoken in asepulchra whisper like the rustle of asdewinder dithering acrossdry gravel,
answered lots of questions. Etienne LaPlantewastheloca crime boss who'd played a cameo rolein the
dream I'd been enjoying. I'd recently helped liberate an elven princess? from him. Unbeknownst to me
until the middle of that little adventure, it turned out that Moira Alianhawas betrothed to Dr. Raven.
Raven had returned her to Tir Tairngire two weeks ago, and then had been summoned back there again
after the Night of Fire and the battle for Natural Vat. That meant he left Kid Stealth, Tom Electric, Tark
Graogrim, Vderie Vakyrie, and | to watch the store while hewas away.

LaPlante held aspecid placein Kid Stedlth's heart. Stealth had first come to Seattleto work asLa



Plante's

21 don't know that Moira was really a princess per se—the elf I know best is Raven and he's not much on

hereditary titles. Anyway, she was pretty important and after her rescue Doc had been bouncing back and
forth 'tween the Tir and the sprawl. I gather there was a lot of palavering going on, but about what I had no
idea at the time.

enforcer. Inevitably, La Plante had assigned Stedlth the job of killing Raven. Stealth was good enough to
get two of Doc's chummers—my head missed being mounted on histrophy wal by a stroke of luck or
two— before La Plante decided to put a pinch-hitter in for Stedlth. That individual, known on the streets
as The Chauffeur, had fitted Stedlth's feet with alarge pair of cement blocks, then dumped him into the
Sound.

Setting the pistol on my nightstand, | threw the covers back, then turned on alight. "What did our friend
do thistime?' Naked—'cept for the silver wolf's-head amulet worn a my throat—I padded over to the
closet as Stedth puzzled over how to answer that question in his customarily taciturn manner. | looked at
the clothes hanging there and amost chose anormal t-shirt and pair of jeans.

You 're going somewhere with Kid Sealth.

| opted for black pants woven of kevlar and aheavy kevlar siweater with trauma pads over my chest and
back.

"l don't know. An ear saysaVIPissprawling and LaPlanteis caling in some heavy favorsto make him
happy." Even as he spoke, Stealth moved his head back and forth, his cybernetically augmented senses

scanning for the sound of anything out of the ordinary. | silently hoped the Blavatskys down in 2D didn't
decideto play "I've-Been-Bad, Teacher" while Stealth was monitoring the area

"Y our street source didn't know who the VIP was or why he was here?!
Stedlth answered me with an exasperated expression that said, "If | knew that, | would have told you."

| refrained from answering with my you-never-know-unless-you-ask shrug and zipped up my pants. "La
Pante had been holding Moirafor some Mr. Johnson from out of town. | bet there's a connection—I bet
this V1P was the one who wanted her.”

Kid Stedlth's eyes narrowed for a half-second and | knew he'd filed away both my conclusion and the
fact that 1'd made the connection. Astough as he was, and as much of aperfectionist as1'd seen him be,
Stedlth seldom advanced theories on his own. He'd study a Situation and offer his observations, but he
|eft the guesswork up to others. Hed made hisliving dedling in dead certainties before joining Raven, and
since becoming one of the team, he'd found plenty of people to jump to conclusonsfor him.

Mogt of Stedth's body part replacements and modifications were made by choice, to eliminate as much
uncertainty as he could. Hismechanica left arm—the origind, | gathered, hed lost inan old
accident—was tricked out with agyromount that locked a sniper riflein place rock steady and soaked
up al the recoil from ashot. It could aso punch through concrete blocks, but that was a bonus that came
from its design specifications. Stealth's eyes had been modified to include arangefinder, low-light, and
thermographic vison—all the stuff any well-heded nwould loveto have. | knew for certain he had
somelink gizmo in there, too, which fed him data ranging from the time of day to the distance to
targets—I think he could also pick up Seattle Seadogs® gamesif he wanted to. Hed probably have
replaced hisright hand but he needed it for the "touch"—»be it to squeeze atrigger or throw one of the
many tilettos hidden on his body.

Hed even gone so far asto have the upper left 1obe of hislungs replaced with an internd air tank that



eliminated his need to breasthe when lining up those one-klick assassination shots. That specia option had
saved him the day The Chauffeur dumped him into the Sound—L a Plante hadn't paid for it, so he didn't
know about it. It had given Kid Stedth ten minutesto figure out how to get hislegs out of arock or
become fish food.

Onmy list of thingsto do with a spare ten minutes, having to figure away out of adeathtrap did not rank
red high.

3 Sure, they're really called the Mariners still, but only if you want to suck up to management.
| pulled on a heavy nylon jacket with kevlar and shock pads sewn into breast and back. "Where?"
When | saw that hint of asmile on hislips, | fet animmediate urge to dive back into bed. "The Rock.”

| let my jaw drop open. "The Rock? Did they do a good-sensectomy when you went in for your last lube
and tune?' The Rock was the nickname for what had formerly been a seaside resort hotd that La Plante
hed "acquired” when his organization cannibalized another criminal cartdl. It had previoudy served asa
notorioudy hedonigtic retreet for criminal megabyters and corporate warlords deciding to "do the
sprawl." After word of Stealth's survival leaked out, The Chauffeur, at La Plante's request, had fortified
the place and madeit into an open challenge to theloca government, Stedlth, or Dr. Raven to close
down.

Stedth looked at me asif | were the one operating in an dternate redlity.
| raised an eyebrow. "We do have Tom Electric going with us, right?"
He shook hishead. "He's visiting."

| hesitated. Tom occasionally dropped out of sight and that generally meant his ex-wife had comeinto
Sesttle. The six months between her visits were enough to let Tom forget why they'd gotten divorced,
and the week he spent with her dways made him more than happy they had split up.

"What about Vderieor Tark?"

Another shake. "Va's great, but she's adecker and doesn't like guns. Plutarch is still nursing the chest
shot hetook in the Night of Fire. His ork chummers are reluctant to put himin theline of fire for
something that doesn't directly benefit them, so hesout." Stedth forced himsdlf to give an especialy
broad smile. "I did leave amessage for Raven in case he gets back, and | decided not to call La Planteto
tel him we were coming.”

| exaggerated asigh. "Thank God for small miracles." Hisgrin became purdy evil. "It gives usthe dement
of surprise”

That and an army division might get us in. Divine intervention and an army division might get us
back out again.

Stedlth tossed me the key ring from the top of my dresser. "Y ou're driving."

"Guess again, Stedth." | shook my head and batted the flying keys onto the bed with my hand. "The
Fenrisisbrand new and | till remember what you did to the upholstery in the Mustang IV

Stedth squatted down in that peculiar way only he can, but didn't look the least bit contrite. "I'll be
careful." Baancing on hisleft foot, he extended hisright leg and plucked the keys off the bed with his
claws. "Besides, you have that new radarbane paint job and a sunroof.”



| took the keys from hisfoot's titanium talons and suppressed awhole-body shudder. In that ten minutes
at the bottom of the ocean, Stealth could only see one thing to do—aside from dying, that is. Hed used
his belt and shirt to tie tourniquets around both of hislegs above the knees. Then he pulled some
plastique from acompartment in hisleft arm and created some very smal shaped charges, which he
fastened to hisown legs. He set them off and managed to make it to shore.

Raven found him and kept him aive. Both of Stealth'slegs were gone from the knees down. Hed taken
lots of other damage—his|eft arm showed scarring from a shark hit—but he refused to die or surrender
to the depression that would have swallowed anyone e se. Though he never said much during that
time—or snce—I knew it was his hatred for La Plante that kept him dive, and hisawe of Dr. Raven that
kept the rest of usdive.

Stedth had worked with Raven to design himself anew pair of legs. The origina humanoid design was
abandoned when Stedlth located a better one while scanning some chips on animd biology. Wearing an
expresson I've only seen on the faces of lottery winners or the criminaly insane, he pointed it out to me.
"Deinony-chus," he said, reverently chanting the word like amantra. "Terrible claw."

It took some convincing, but he prevailed on Raven to help him. Human thighs grafted down into titanium
shinsand feet. Birdlike in congtruction, his new legs featured the el ongated foot bones that made it |ook
asif hisleg had an extrajoint. Each foot had adew claw and three toes—the innermost of which was
truly athing to behold. Both stronger and larger than the other two, it had a huge sickle-shaped claw that
pulled back toward the ankle while Stealth ran. 1t turned funny-looking legs into razorhook-equipped
limbs capable of dicing through foesand, in Stedlth's case, let him climb incredibly sheer walslikeafly
on apane of glass'.

No, he hadn't ripped up the upholstery in my Mustang.
The clawsjust dripped blood dl over it.

| tied some rubber-soled black shoes on my street-legal feet, cocked the Viper, and stowed it in my
pants a the small of my back, then followed Stealth out to my living room. He leaned over the back of
the couch, then turned and handed me my MP-9 submachine gun® and asaiche bulging with clips. | felt
the weight of the ammo pouch, then shook my head. "Planning quite the little war, aren't we?"

He shrugged. "WEell have surprise, but | don't know for how long." He pointed at the satchdl. "l
handloaded your silver bullets, but | used mercury in them instead

4 Raven did insist on making Stealth a pair of normal legs, so I know he can swap the nightmare pair out for

regular legs whenever he wants. I've never seen him when he's wanted to—or, he's never let me see him
when he was running around on normal feet. That ability to go unnoticed, given his trade, is a useful one.

5 Stealth would prefer it if I would get a "real" submachine gun instead of this HK antique. I think he thinks my
weapon choice reflects badly on him. Of course, since he's Kid Stealth, if anyone did think less of him for it,
they wouldn't say anything—at least, not in public, and not for long.

of slver nitrate. | wanted to try aslver-nitrate suspension in agelain of my own manufacture that
approaches the viscosity of mercury, but | couldn't finishit thisquickly. | dso boosted the powder up to
sx full grains o your bullet will have the vel ocity you need to make amess of the target. | hope you don't
mind."

| felt an odd chill run down my spine. | realized he was speaking about |oading bullets for maximum effect
in the same voice my mechanic used to describe tuning the Fenris twelve-cylinder engine. | headed for
the door as Stedlth shouldered his Kaashnikov®, carefully avoiding any bump or jarring to the boxy
rangefinder mounted on the barrel. When activated the laser would send out an invisible, ultraviolet beam



that would paint adot on the chest or head of atarget. With his eye, Stedlth just locates the dot, then
pullsthetrigger and putsabullet throughiit.

| let him precede me from the apartment and locked it. Aswe worked our way down to the basement
garage, Stedlth paused on the second-story landing and stared at the door to 2D. "Y ou've got strange
neighbors, Wolf..."

| shrugged. "The Blavatskys have hired atutor.”
Sedth'seyesgrew wide. "They have tutorsfor that stuff?"
| waved him forward. "Get your mind out of the gutter. | think it has something to do with the new math."

Stedth remained silent until we reached the basement and stripped the cover off my Fenris body. The
deek vehicle lacked the sharp angles and lines of a Porsche Mako or aFord Adtarte, but it <till looked as
though it were moving a Mach 1 while stlanding still. Theflat black finish absorbed the garage's meager
light and flashed none of it back. The Fenris might aswell have been built out of shadow, so well did the
radarbane

6 Frankly, I think he could do better than an AK-97, but he's jazzed that baby up so it does everything shy of
cooking hot meals for him.

coating Raven had given it prevent the reflection of €ectromagnetic radiation.

| unlocked it and climbed into the driver's Side as Stealth folded himsdlf up and dropped into the
passenger sedt. | did the MP-9 into the door holster on my side. Stedlth laid his Kdashnikov gently in the
area behind our seats and produced an ugly little Ceska Black Scorpion machine pistol to useif weran
into early resistance.

| reached over to punch in theignition commands, but Stealth wrapped his metd hand around my right
wrist before| could do so. | looked over at him and frowned. "Y ou should have gone when we were
updairs. . ."

That got to even him and his fierce expression lightened for dl of ananosecond. ""We might run into some
difficulty before we get there." His eyes shut for a second, then popped open again. "There, I'm geared
up for anything now. Don't you think you better do your stuff?"

| hesitated. Kid Stedlth, being an amagam of al the best technology money could buy, prepared himsalf

for combat by opening circuits and running diagnostic programs mated with hisbrain. In literaly the blink
of an eye hewent from being an abnormally vigilant and quick-reacting individua to someone who could
move faster and accomplish morein asingle heartbeat than even most other augmented people. He was
that good— probably the best—and going from idle to overdrive was nothing but a change of

perceptionsfor him.

Me, well, I'm not augmented in amechanistic way. Growing up in the Sesttle sorawl of gray canyonsand
trash-strewn dleys, | never had the resources for even the most basic of modifications. In aday and age
when amost any street tough has razor-claws that pop from under hisfingernails on command, or an eye
that can seeinthe dark, | was|eft to what the gods, in their perversity, had given me at birth. Inaworld
where Man- The-Tool-Maker took grest ddlight in making himsdlf into Man-The-Toal, | was consigned
to the dender side of natura salection known as extinction.

| had nothing.

Then I'd discovered the magic.



Actudly, the magic discovered me. From thetime of puberty, in which the monster inside me festered
and grew, to the day | met Richard Raven and gained control over it, my life was indescribably
interesting. Street toughs learned quickly that he who assaulted me during daylight hourswould end up a
bloody smear dong an dley a night. Those who lived—the mgority, in fact— gave me wide berth,
which madelife abit easier; but the blank times of which | remembered nothing madeit aliving hell.

| gave Stedth ahard stare. "1 don't like driving jazzed."
Stedth shrugged philosophicaly. ™Y ou might not get the chance later.”

Reluctantly | nodded in agreement. | settled mysalf comfortably into the seet and let my head drop back
againg the headrest. Thefingers of my right hand drifted up and unconscioudy caressed the silver amulet
at my throat. Drawing in adeep breath—and savoring what | feared would be the last of the new car
scent from my Fenris—I| cleared my mind and started the journey within.

Six years ago a series of savage murders had most of Seettle's citizens cowering in fear. They had been
tagged the Full Moon Sashings by the NewsNet pundits, and the fact that | couldn't remember where I'd
been during the killings had preyed on me. Actualy, waking up bathed in blood iswhat had scared me
the mogt, and it was about that time | heard that the elven High Prince had sent some of his heavy-hitters
into town to clean up the problem.

Fortunately Raven found me before the elven Pdladins did. He taught me that the beast within me was not
awaysthe enemy, but it was agift from what | thought of asthe Wolf spirit. He talked me through one of
the changes | undergo when the spirit becomes overwheming, and he taught me how to control it. He

a so prevented the Paadins from murdering me while | learned how to master my inner sdif, then thetwo

of us, to the Paladins dismay, brought the Slasher down by our lonesome.

Deep indde mysdlf | stepped through the black curtain sheltering the Wolf spirit from everything e se that
| am. Asblack asthe Fenris, the spirit let alow growl rumble from histhroat. Bloody highlights flashed
across his glossy coat, then evaporated like scarlet fog. ™Y ou come to me at the behest of the Murder
Machine?'

| smiled, which increased the growl dightly. "Yes, Old One. Kid Stedlth sends hislove.”

The old wolf lifted hishead asif sniffing the air. "Had you let me take control of the Situation, that machine
would never have gotten your friends.”

Icewater gurgled through my guits, but | turned my anger and fear back on the Old One. "No, Stedlth
might not have gotten them, but | might well have done hisjob for him."

The Old One shrugged. "'l am, you are, we are a predator. Prey isoursto take, and our skillsareto be
employed initstaking.”

"Then lend me those skills, Old One. Stealth promises plenty of good hunting.”

Thewolf dropped itslower jaw in alupine grin. " Strike swiftly, Longtooth. 1 will make your strike sure
and deedly.”

| opened my eyes and instantly my magically enhanced senses reported to me aworld to which | had
been oblivious only moments earlier. From Stedth | smelled machine coolant, cordite, and anxious
anticipation without a hint of fear. Asthe Fenris engine roared to life, my head filled with chemical scents,
and the desire to be out under the open skies dmost overwhelmed me. Slipping the vehicleinto gesr, |
droveit out into a nighttime that, while dark, held few secretsfrom me.



Thearc-light glare of the Fenris headlights burned the hopel ess expressions on the faces of the Street
peopleinto black masks of despair. Some shrank back from the harsh light asif it were alaser vaporizing
them, while others shuffled forward zombie-like and raised grubby handsin mute pleasfor some
kindness. Their handsfell dowly when the afterimage of the vehicle faded from their sght.

A tiny knot of razorboys from the local ork gang called the Bloody Screamers scattered asif 1'd launched
agrenade into their midst. | fought the Old One's attempt to drive the Fenris straight through them. As
soon as we sped padt, the gillettes dithered from the shadows and taunted us with the insane yelps and
howls that were the gang's trademark. Stealth glanced at the steering whedl and then the closed sunroof,
but | shook my head. "Not worth the time it would take to mop up the blood.”

Speeding through the streets, | interpreted Stealth's occasiona grunts or nods and steered accordingly on
acourse he had chosen. | knew where The Rock was, but Stealth had picked out aroste that would
both be safe and would let us determine whether anyone was following us. Finaly he told meto stop the
car and | found myself parking in the shadow of the old Kitchner Fish Cannery—a property that abutted
The Rock's fenced-in territory on the north side.

| turned the car's dome light off before either one of us opened the doors. Aswe dighted, we left the car
doors open. Just as we didn't need the light to announce our arrival, we decided we could do without the
sound of the doors damming shut. Stealth's feet made less noise on the gravel outside the car than mine
did, but | did the MP-9 from the door holster more quietly than he pulled his Kaashnikov from behind
the Fenris seats.

Off to the south | could see the pink glow of The Rock's night lights. | figured the distance wed haveto
cover a something just under akilometer, and that began to worry me. Stedlth can hit targets at twice
that range with ease, and | half began to imagine him up in the cannery giving me dl the coveringfirel
could handlewhile went in done. | turned to confront him with this startling new conclusion, but he held
up hisleft hand to forestal anything | might say.

He seemed to be listening to something in the distance, then he spoke. " Copy that, Outrider One—our
backtrail wasclear. Bringitin. Let'sdoit, my friends."

| instantly knew he was using his headware to stay in contact with confederates who'd been watching our
approach, but before | could draw any conclusion about who they might be, adoor in the cannery did
open and aweek, yellow light siThouetted a dozen figures of various sizes and shapes. Almost ingtantly,
abovethefish smdll, | caught the scent of one or two orks, and the hackles rose on the back of my

neck. Who ... what?

Thenit hit meand | turned to Kid Stedlth without trying to hide my anger. "Y ou didn't tell me you'd
brought the Redwingsin onthis. . ."

Stedth's head came up and he unconscioudy let himself riseto hisfull 2.3 meters of height”. "I need you,
Wolf, to bring this off. | also need them. Bury the hatchet. The enemy of my enemy . .."

"...i1s4till not anyone I'd want marrying my sister,” | finished for him. Stealth had devel oped a habit of
doing anything he could to annoy La Plante after they'd parted company. One of those thingswasto
rescue other La Plante loydists who had somehow run afoul of the chrome-fisted Capone.
Bloody-handed butchers and petty criminadsdike, Stealth pulled them out of whatever termind Situation
they found themsdavesin and had formed them into a band who called themsdves the Redwings—a
not-too-distant allusion to Raven's crew.

I'd not liked them from the start because we'd tangled



7 Sure, the legs may look goofy, but when he needs to stand tall, they certainly do the job.

over their excessive use of violencein certain Stuations. While Raven | eft it up to Stealth to keep them in
line, and Stedlth fredly offered their assistance whenever we needed some added talent, | preferred
selecting my own gillettes from the over-abundant supply lurking in the Sesttle sprawil.

| gpat the sour taste out of my mouth. "Well, I'll have no trouble with target acquisition.”

Stedth smiled in amost grimly amused manner. "1 dso got you some back-up. | hired Morrissey and
Jackson—they're on the insde and will take this section of the warning grid down for us."

| frowned. "Morrissey and Jackson?'

Stedlth settled back down on his spurred haunches. "The two street samural you used to rescue Moira
Alianha. Y ou know, the two who caled usin on the Nat Vat thing?'

| laughed doud, |etting some of my tension go. "Y ou mean Zig and Zag." | nodded with satisfaction.
"Good. They shoot straight and fast.”

"Glad you approve. When your two boys take the fence out, we go in hot." Stealth pointed off toward
the seashore. "L a Plante tends to concentrate his guards on the wet side because he expects me to bob
up out of the water and come at him from that direction. Well goin at the other end and just Sart ripping

thingsup.”

| tossed Stedlth aquick nod and he signaed the Redwings to move forward. The light from inside the
cannery went out, and the men deployed themselves with quiet efficiency. | followed behind Stealth and
hunkered down when he did as we approached the twelve-meter-tall cyclone fence topped with thick
coilsof razor-wire.

Two figures silhouetted themselves against The Rock's glow as they sauntered toward our position.
Stedlth moved his head back and forth a couple of times, then dlowed himsdlf agrim smile. "A hit late,
but it'sthem.” He moved forward and | joined him at the fence. Zig, asolidly built razorboy sporting a
longcoat and an AK-97, gave me anod of recognition. "Sorry we took so long, chummers. The VIP
yacht arrived late at the docks—only about an hour ago. Assignments got scrambled. It looks like
something is going down very shortly—the yacht's owner and La Plante wandered off for a heated chat.”

Zag—higger than his Caucasian partner and wearing an orange and black gang jacket with the
Halloweener inggniatorn off—fished aremote control device from his pocket. He pointed it at the
section of fence and hit abutton. "There, it'sdown. | hope thisthing is reporting back normaly the way
you said it would. If not, well have more trouble than we need in about two minutes.”

Stealth answered doquently by reaching out with hisright foot and clawing avay some of thefence. Ina
half-dozen passes—unaccompanied by warning sirens or the shouts of guards—he opened ahole large
enough for usto drive the whole cannery through. | crossed over first and took up aforward position
with Zig and Zag as the Redwingsfollowed. "Zig, tell me more about this yacht.”

He shrugged. "Don't know that much about ships. | makeit thirty meterslong at least and capable of
transoceanic travel. The crew are wee little brown guyswho find things like razor claws and the like to be
amusing. | suspect they're like you—they rely on magic instead of chrome. All of them carry
nasty-looking daggers, but they're not strangersto guns.”

| turned to his partner and gave the black man a gentle elbow in theribs. "Y acht have aname?’

Zag shrugged. Thered light in hisright eye flickered as he tried to remember if held seen any nameonthe



ship'shull. "Nothing | saw, but it did have some funny writing where | would have expected the nameto
be. And in one of the cabins, there were no pictures, only geometric designs.”

| frowned. Funny writing and geometric designs meant only one thing to me: Modems. Growing up, I'd
known afamily that ran arestaurant down on the strip. They claimed their people had cometo Seettle
before the Awakening from aplace caled Syriaand they used geometric designs and Arabic for
decorations on the menus. | knew that country was some place on the other side of the planet, and |
knew Idam was widespread enough to make the ship's point of origin any place from Spain to Indonesia.
Even with that wealth of information, however, | couldn't puzzle out what someone from so far away
would want with Etienne La Plante.

Stedlth crouched down behind me. "Heard the questions and answers. What do you think?”

| swallowed hard. "I think someone has gone to an incredible expense to get something from LaPlante. If
we assume that something was Moira Alianha, we can explain the visitor's anger. La Plante probably
would have gpprised his client of the problem only shortly before the visit, so the fact that they're talking
means La Plante must have offered something as a subdtitute.”

"Logicd." Stedth gritted histeeth. "Conclusion?'

| shook my head. "Finding out who the client iswould probably be good. If La Plante has offered a
subgtitute for Moaira, it might be another individuad, in which case| can seearescue asbeing in order.”

Stedlth nodded and called one of the Redwings over. "' Grimes, you and the boyswill go in as planned.
Start at the east end of the complex and work west, but stay away from the docks. Go for lots of
pyrotechnics and don't sart blasting civilians.”

Grimeslooked abit crestfalen at thelast parameter of hismission, but he accepted it. Stedlth turned
back to Zig, Zag, and me as Grimes dunk away. "WEell go in by the docks and recon the area. Welll see
what we can see, then, if needed, make our moves when the party beginsat our backs."

The Redwingstook off and headed away from the ocean. Stealth stalked forward and took on therole
of point man for our detachment. We crested the rise leading toward The Rock, giving memy first view
of theresort. Evenin the dark, the long building with five stepped levels did look interesting. | found it
very easy to mentaly impose bright banners on the bal conies and put bathers around the pool. At the
sametime | deleted the barbed wire strung around the perimeter and the razor-wire awnings above the
balconies.

Off to my right, toward the ocean, | saw the massive clubhouse and marinaarea. From in between a
couple of boathouses| caught aglimpse of the yacht riding the ocean's gentle swells. The ship'sdesign
and flying forecastle made me think of ashark cruising through shalow water—it had ared air of menace
about it.

The Old On€'s voice echoed up from deep insde. "There lairs afoe who could challenge even your
Raven."

Great! Homicidal maniacs to the east of me and so-ciopathic grunges* straight ahead and now
there's another player who could challenge Dr. Raven. | looked over at Stedlth. " Anytime you want
to tel methisisall adream and wake me up, go ahead.”

Stedth raised an eyebrow. "What?'
| shivered. "Nothing, just let's be careful. Something isn't right about that ship or the person it brought



withit."

Zig and Zag both did aquick double-check of their combat systems, but Stealth just took my warning in
gride. "Let'sfind out if you'reright." He set off down the dope at aquick pace, and his bobbing gait
amost succeeded in making him look funny. | say almost becausejust as| thought of the phrase
"bunny-hop" to describe how he moved, stray light glinted from the sickle-claws—ruining an accurate
andogy.

8 S0, okay, maybe all the orks working for La Plante weren't sociopathic. Fact was, though, that their

employment contracts paid bonuses for antisocial behavior committed upon intruders like me, which colored
my perception a bit.

| dashed after him, and the two razorboys followed quickly. Though we could not keep up with his pace,
Stedlth waited at important junctions until we caught up, then headed off to secure the next point aong
our path. Twice, we found dead guards with thin stilettos buried in their throats. Neither of them had
managed to get off ashot, but with their sllenced weaponsit would have hardly mattered.

Stedth findly stopped behind the nearest of the two boathouses. The windows of the building were
completely blocked with packing crates—telling me that La Plante used them for storage. Between the
first building and the second | saw a scattering of other crates, or parts thereof, and got aclear view of
the boat Zig had described earlier.

Stedth pulled me down and cupped his hands over my ear. "I mark seven crewmen on the ship.
Cross-correlation of their conversation pegs their language as Maay with aheavy Arabic influence. And
you're right—there's something strange about that ship. It'sal lit up, but | can't hear any engines.”

| sniffed a theair. "No gasvapors. | turned to Zig. "Did they refue ?*
"Not so's| noticed, chummer."

Theintrusion of voices ended our whispered conversation. Appearing on the seaside of our hiding place,
Etienne LaPlante strolled dong with aman who Zig silently indicated was the owner of the boat. From
the top of hiswhite-haired head to the tips of his black shoes—and for the length of the perfectly tailored,
double-breasted black suit he wore—L a Plante looked every bit an aristocrat from the days before the
Aweakening. Only the silver of hisartificia right hand seemed out of place, but it didn't breek the
image—it just dented it a bit.

His stocky guest stood a bit below average height, but the Old One growled awarning that prevented me
from dismissing the man outright. As| studied his olive-skinned, hawk-nosed profile | caught his dark
eyes darting warily about. The man missed nothing and stroked his black mustache and goatee
thoughtfully while La Plante babbled on endlesdy. | saw no obvious sgns of chroming, which meant the
man had to be taken very serioudy.

| dwaystake spellworms very serioudy.

Following LaPlante and hisvisitor at adiscreet distance, The Chauffeur affected the air of ajilted lover
or ayoung shling aching for the adult privileges his older kin had been accorded in the family. | could
read his concentration as he struggled to overhear any and al remarks that passed between his boss and
the smaller man. The ship'slights glinted from the dender man's sunglasses as he turned and once again
commanded that the cadre of grunges and razorboys behind him keep silent.

The grunges smpered and groveled when scolded, but the razorboys met The Chauffeur's looking-glass
gare with glares of their own. Thetwo gillettes in the middle were supporting ayoung woman who
marched along asif drunk. Her head |olled to the sde and | saw aflash of red hair as she pulled free of



one man and tried to escape the other. Her remaining captor just tightened his grip and a grunge tackled
her. She cried out in despair, but grunge laughter quickly swallowed the sound in huge hyena-gulps.

Suddenly the sound of an explosion behind us herdded the start of the Redwing assault. La Plante
dropped to one knee and covered hisface with hismetal hand. The guest darted toward the gangplank
of his ship while the crewmen scrambled their way down below decks. The Chauffeur barked orders a
hisminions, and they ingtantly deployed themselvesin defensive positions.

Abandoned by her captors, the girl got up and began to ssumble away toward the second boathouse.
The Chauffeur pointed at her, dispatched arazorboy after her, and signaed him by drawing afinger
across his own neck. Ten-centimeter talons sprouted from the street samurai's fingertips as he rose to go
after hisprey. If I'd stopped to calculate my odds of success, I'd have failed. "Shesmine," | shouted as|
vaulted the cratein front of me and set off. With my reflexes jazzed, the world around me moved at an
unbelievably torpid pace. Asmy feet hit the ground, | snapped off ashot that hit the gillette in the | eft
shoulder, dowly spinning him to face us. Stedlth's shot followed immediately and jackknifed the street
samurai like atanker-trunk onice.

Three gteps into the open ground between the two boat houses and only the closest of the granges had
seen me. As heturned and started to bring hisIngram up, everything above the bridge of hisnose
vanished and his body toppled back asif its bones had become water. Asif | needed confirmation of
what had happened, the report of Stedth's Kaashnikov echoed back from the ship.

Zig and Zag added their firepower to Stedlth's effort by thetime 1'd closed half the distanceto thegirl. La
Plante had already spun and dove toward the edge of the jetty. Bullets savaged the wooden decking dl
around him, but the slver-handed man lived acharmed life and avoided Stedth's retribution. A dug from
someone'srifle blasted The Chauffeur to the ground, but he kept moving and scurried to cover. | couldn't
smell blood because of the corditefilling the air, but | figured him to be smart enough to be swathed in
kevlar the same asme.

A gillette stood up right in front of me. | could see from the way he moved and reacted that he'd not seen
me at al and had been angling a shot at one of my compatriots. | shoved the MP-9's snout into his
stomach. Because of the speed at which | was running, he folded around it like aknight skewered on a
lance, so | kept my finger off the trigger and sprinted the last three steps to the woman.

Stedlth screamed something a me, but | lost everything except his urgent tone amid the gun-battl€'s
thunder. | saw flickering movement and light over by the ship, but | was so intent on the woman, it didn't
register fully. Even the acrid, oily scent didn't trigger any emergency darmsinme.

Traveling at roughly Mach 2.086, the bullet smashed into me between the shoulder blades, just to the
right of my spine. Even though the kevlar of my coat snared the bullet before it could penetrate my hide,
and the trauma padding absorbed some of the projectile's energy, it still packed quite a punch. It lifted
me off my feet like aleaf in acyclone and tossed me forward. My left arm scooped the woman to my
chest asthe MP-9 went flying. A heartbest |ater | twisted in the air so my back hit the boathouse and
shielded her from the collison.

Suddenly adragon's-tongue of fire flickered out through the space we had occupied before the bullet
gave my feet wings. Without thinking | drew the Viper and pumped two rounds into the grunge wearing
the flamethrower. Thefirst bullet drilled an ugly holeinto hisright thigh, dropping him toward the ground.
The second bullet took him high in the chest, and his dead body rolled to the foot of the gangplank.

Before the body had expended al of its momentum, La Plante's visitor appeared at the head of the
gangplank and gestured toward the wharf area. In aflash of blinding gold-white fire, amonstrous figure



appeared— acreature utterly out of proportion to the rest of us. With golden skin and eyesto match, the
heavily muscled cat-thing laughed aoud in a hideous voice as agrunge whirled and emptied his Ingram
into it. The bullets ricocheted off in apuff of gold dust, leaving faint freckles on the creature's chest.

In return for the decoration, the lion wearing awoman's head playfully swatted the grunge with itsright
paw. When the body hit the ground and stopped rolling, its chest sagged like a broken zeppelin. The
torpedoesin La Plante's employ immediately threw their wegpons down and lit out for the marina
clubhouse and parts beyond. | would have joined them except that the conjured beastie stood between
me and that possibility. Kid Stedth, firmly gripped in his own form of battle madness, leaped over the
crates he'd been using for cover and attacked the lioness. His leap carried him five metersinto the air and
nine forward, with sckle-claws glittering like starsin the night sky. The Ceska Scorpion in hisleft hand
sprayed gunfire over the left Sde of the human profile, then his claws hit. The meta-on-metal scream
ripped itsway through the night, then died asafdineroar of pain accompanied the gold curlicues Stedth
tore out of the mongter's|eft shoulder.

The creature dropped away from Stealth and rolled quickly onto its back. Stedlth retracted his clawvs and
jumped free to avoid being caught and crushed benegth it. In doing so, however, he hung motionlessin
theair just long enough for the cat's right paw to bat him out toward the bay. He arced over the yacht's
prow and | heard a splash, but could not see anything to determineif helived or died.

The creature pulled itsdlf into agtting position. Itstail swished back and forth, knocking the grunge with
the flamethrower into the water. Despite wearing awoman'sface, it licked at the woundsin its shoulder
likeacat and briefly semmed the flow of molten, golden rivulets running down itsleft foreleg. When |
moved forward to put myself between it and the woman 1'd rescued, its head came up and it hissed at me
in anagy fashion that had the Old One urging meto give myself over to hiscontral.

The wizworm who'd conjured up the creature looked down at me from the ship. "My sphinx seemsto
have cleared the battlefield of friends and foes alike, excepting yourself, of course. He squinted at me,
then amogt evil smile possessed hislips. "Isit possible you are the Wolfgang Kies mentioned asthe
person who took the éf, Moira Alianha, from La Plante?"

| nodded and stood dowly without dropping my pistal. | waved both Zig and Zag back with my left
hand— | knew that with the sphinx between them and the magemaggot they couldn't get a shot off at
him. | also knew that if the sphinx was powerful enough to kill Stealth, it would make catnip out of those
two, 0 | didn't want them shooting it. | smiled asgracioudy asthe Old One's nattering would alow.

"Y ou have me at adisadvantage.”

The little man brought himsdlf to attention and bowed his head. "1 am Hasan a-Thani. | have been sent to
obtain the woman La Plante had for us. Though we preferred the f, we will accept the flame-haired
woman with emerdd eyes.”

Something about Hasan irritated me, much like the wet sucking sound of anasty chest wound. In
mid-sentence his lips and words began to move out of synch and | got the feding that | was hearing the
words morein my mind than with my ears. | shook my head to clear it, but between his monologue and
the Old One's continued war-chants, | found it impossible.

| stabbed my left hand into the air and shouted at both of them. "Hold it! Areyou telling methat you want
meto just hand thiswoman over to you so you can cart her off somewhere?”’

Hasan smiled woodenly. "We do not see that you have any choice." He gestured toward the sphinx. "If
you do not, we will kill you and take her anyway."

| brought the Viper around and pointed it at the unconsciousgirl. "Soif | blow her away, you'l just



leave?'

Hasan's eyes grew wide with shock, then narrowed to amore thoughtful size. "We do not believe you
would do that. We cdl your bluff."

| dropped to one knee and triggered the remaining dozen bulletsin the Viper. Spent shellsrained over the
wharf like cylindrical hailstones. Hasan ducked back by the sixth shot, but did not realize until |ater that
he'd not been the target of my assault.

Stedth's shots, and those fired by the grunge, had only blown fragments of metal from the sphinx because
they attacked the creature on only oneleve of itsexis- tence. They hit the shdll it wore when summoned
to the materia plane. Whilethey could damageit or even crippleit, they couldn't kill the creature itself.
Even the rents Stedlth had carved into it with his claws had started to hedl over.

My silver bullets, | was pretty sure, could affect the monster on the metaphysical plane. Siver has
magica propertiesthat make it perfect for killing al sorts of things like shapeshifters and vampires. It's
been consdered sacred and necessary for countless rituals down through the ages. Asthe Viper'sdide
snapped back for thefinal time, | just knew | had to be right.

| wasnt.

Sure, I'd done some damage. The sphinx had recoiled from my barrage and the silver bullets had indeed
hurt it. I'd centered the shots on the face, and the dozen silver projectiles had savaged the creature's nose
by blowing itstip off. The sphinx's reaction was duggish and it gppeared to lose its balance at one point,
but it recovered before it could pitch over backward into the bay.

Hasan reappeared on the ship's bridge and glared a me. "Y ou leave us no choice. Kill him."

Asthe sphinx got up on dl four paws and stalked toward me, | realized where | must have gone wrong.
Shapeshifters and vampires might have some natural aversonto slve—an dlergy toiit, if you like. But
the sphinx was neither. It was a summoned spirit, which meant | needed something elseto kill it. Being
plumb out of sphinx leukemiavirus, and suddenly regretting the loss of the flamethrower to the bay, |
tried to remember if | had lifeinsurance and if whoever I'd named as beneficiary redlly deserved the

money.

"No matter," | muttered to myself as| tossed the Viper aside and backed up dowly. "The Mr. Johnsons
at Kyoto-Prudentia will figure my tackling thisto be suicide.” To kill thisthing would require attacks on
both the material and metaphysica planes. | toyed with the idea of letting the Old One have hisway with
me, but | knew I'd end up like that grunge and Kid Stedlth. It had to be something magica and physicd,
but with a cresturethissize, it dso had to be big.

Redly big.

Infact, it had to be as big as the black coyote that materialized out of the shadows above and around
me. For ahdf-second | thought the Old One had managed to manifest outside my body, but his howl! of
outrage at being seen in the form of a coyote quickly disabused me of that notion. The canine beast
sheltering me growled in alow voice, then lunged forward at the sphin, its ebon teeth gleaming with the
light of the fire the Redwings had started.

Asthe two titans nipped and swatted at each other, | dove over to where the woman lay. A second or
two later Zig and Zag joined me. Zig grabbed my shoulder. "Raven's here—he got Stedth's message. He
said to get her out asfast as possible. Says he can't be sure how long he can hold the sphinx back!"



| lifted the girl into Zag's arms, then gave Zig the ignition sequence for the Fenris. "Get her homeor to a
hospital. Go, go—the car's back at the cannery.”

Zig hestated. "Raven said to get you out of here, too. He said there's something very wrong here.”

"He's got that right. Go on. I'll catch up with you later." | massaged my left leg for asecond, and | saw
them both shudder asthey recalled the last time I'd sent them away.

The pair of street samurai vanished into the shadows and | turned back to find Raven. With the Old
Onée's hdp—he let me see Raven through his eyes—I spotted the Doctor up on top of one of the crates
near the first boat house. Wreathed in the golden nimbus of adefensive spell, helooked magnificent.
Incredibly tall, even for an df, helooked very much a human because of his powerful build. His coppery
skin and high cheekbones bespoke the Amerind heritage he was likewise heir to, and the sea breezes
lifted hislong black hair back from hiswell-muscled shoulders. Figsthrust into the air so he could
channel more energy into the coyote he had created, he looked every bit agod.

Opposite him, now standing on the yacht's bridge, Hasan came into view. The Old One showed me a
purple glow surrounding Hasan. Swesat beaded up on the mage's forehead and pasted hisblack hair
againg hispate. He dso hed hisfigts doft, but | noted atremblein hislimbsthat | had not seenin Raven.
Hasan, powerful though he might be, was not Raven's equd in skill or magica energy. The battle would
not last long.

The sphinx jumped back on its hind feet and dashed with a paw at the shadow coyote. The golden claws
diced through the canine's snout like sunlight streaking through boarded-up windows, but the wounds
sedled themsel ves quickly enough. The coyote responded by lunging in and catching the sphinx by the
throat. The attack bowled the feline over, but it managed to twist free, leaving the coyote's black teeth
dtained with gold.

A new surge of magical energy swept forward from the ship, making my hands and feet tingle asif I'd
stepped on alive wire. The sphinx'swounds healed over immediately, then the creature became half
again larger. | shot aglance at Hasan, but instead of seeing aman crippled by the effort, he looked asif
he'd been rguvenated in the process. The purple glow now stained the ship's bridge and forecastle and
Hasan stood invincible within its cocoon.

Raven's limbs quaked with the strain of sugtaining the coyote. The defensive spell around him shimmered,
then died because of the lack of energy to maintain it. Raven's lips peded back from hiswhitetegthin an
angry snarl as he redoubled his effort. The tremorsin hislimbs ceased, but the pain on hisfacetold me he
would not last for long.

/ have to do something. I'd tossed down the Viper, so now | looked around for any other weapon |
could find. | spotted and scooped up my MP-9 and cocked it.

Recalling the specia |oads Stealth had made, | drew a bead on Hasan. Maybe the silver will get the
bullets

through the spell, eventually, then the mercury loads will do him. Something for magic, and
something for flesh.

It hit melike avirus wasting a database. | shifted aim and squeezed the trigger. As soon as | burned that
clip, I jammed another home and let it rip. Something for magic, perhaps, and definitely something
for flesh, especially if it's gold flesh! Poor pussycat.



Themercury loadsin the slver bullets bonded ingtantly with the gold of the sphinx'sflesh. The silver
bullets themsdlves did agreet job gnawing into the beagtie. The result manifested itsdlf in abizarre display
of feline leprosy. Silvery gobbets of demon-cat splashed to the wharf. The beast whirled to snarl a me
and | let aburst go that ate away half itslower jaw.

The coyote hit it hard on the left flank. The sphinx twisted back, but its hind right leg gave dong alinel'd
scored with severd shots, crashing the beast down on the docks. | directed a stream of fire at its spine,
burrowing in just at the base of its neck, while the coyote ' distracted it with lunges and feints. Once my
fire severed its spine, the creature lay till for amoment, then evaporated into amigt.

| ran over to Raven asthe coyote likewise disintegrated. Raven had dumped to his knees on the crate
and held himself up from tota collgpse on his hands. His chest heaved and the black curtain of hishair hid
his face from me. Sweat glistened on his arms and shoulders and | saw droplets stain the wooden crate.

| reached over and squeezed his|eft shoulder in congratulations. "We got him, Doc. We got his monster.”

Raven shook his head and looked down at me. "He's not defeated yet." He pointed back at the yacht,
purple highlights being etched onto hisface by the glow il surrounding Hasan. "He's getting an energy
boost from the ship. It'san dly spirit of incredible power and it's using him as a conduit. Whatever
summoned it must have been unbdlievable.

The same voice I'd heard Hasan use before now burst into my brain without the sham of having the man's
lipsmove. "It istrue, Richard Raven. What summoned me was beyond your mortal ken to understand.

Y ou have interfered with the misson given me by my master, and now you must pay! Buit firgt, you will
seethisone of your friends die because | relish the pain it will cause you!™

| felt magica force begin to gather around me, then tighten like a chain wrapped around my chest. It
crushed in from al sidesand | wanted to scream, but | could get no air from my lungs. | wanted to beg
Raven to destroy the ship, but | realized that wasimpossible. How do you kill athirty-meter-long aly

Soirit?
The burning agony drove me to my knees. The Old One howled in pain and fought to win my release, but

even it was hel pless againgt the power that held and crushed me. Sparks began to float before my eyes,
then great shimmering bals of light Szzled acrossmy field of vison.

| knew the end had come.

| felt certain the explosion | heard was my heart burgting, and the sudden cessation of pain only meant I'd
died. | could smell deathintheair and | recall having been disappointed that it did not smell differently
when it camefor me. | waited for the blacknessto stedl my sight, but it did not. In fact, the light grew
brighter and | laughed that death was not so dark and grim after al.

Then| redized I'd heard mysdf laugh.
That meant | wasn't dead.

| scrambled to my feet just in time to have a second, larger explosion blast me back into the boathouse
wall. Whereasthefirst exploson had only torn asmall hole at the base of the ship's superstructure, the
greater blast punched fire out through all the portholes bel ow the main deck and pulsed aflaming corona
out over the deck itself. Then the whole superstructure lurched to port and dropped down adeck level.
The ship listed to port and started to take on great floods of water. High on the superstructure the purple
glow imploded. A column of firewhirled up into the air and Hasan combusted instantaneoudly. | saw his
skeleton outlined in black againgt the golden fire, then it too vanished.



The ship screamed, then sank from sight in asteaming caldron of bubbles.

By the time Raven helped meto my feet and we then picked our way through flaming debristo the edge
of the wharf, Sted th had managed to awkwardly haul himsdf up out of the water. Hisleft arm hung limply
from his shoulder and showed where most of the working parts had been crushed when the sphinx had
batted him out of the air. Water poured from the arm compartments where he carried plastic explosives,
and histaons gouged their way into the decking to steady him.

Raven and | exchanged smileswhile Stealth turned and nodded grimly at the burning aly spirit.
"Underwater | could see no props or jet nozzles—the ship had no natural way to move. | figured that
madeit very specid, therefore | resolved to destroy it. Then agrunge corpse strapped to a flamethrower
drifted down from the surface, so | improvised a bomb. Not much can stand up to napalm and Semtek."

His mention of the flamethrower brought my earlier encounter with it back to mind in full szzling detal. |
shifted my shoulders around to ease the sorenessin my back. "By the way, that was pretty tricky
shooting you did when that grunge popped up with the torch gun.”

Stedlth nodded solemnly. "He was half hidden so | couldn't go for ahead shot. A body shot would have
ruptured the tank, and that would have roasted you dive." He shuddered and glanced at histattered left
am. "Burning to death isn't something I'd wish on anyone.”

| turned to Raven. "Y ou should have seen it. He nailed mein the back and knocked me forward into the
woman | wastrying to save. That blasted us out of the way of the flamethrower.” 1 looked back at
Sedth. "It'sagood thing you remembered | waswearing kevlar." The look of surprise on hisfacetook a
second or twoto die. | felt achill pass between us, but it drained away as Kid Stealth punched me lightly
in the shoulder and gave me agenuine smile. "Yeah, I'm glad | remembered, too . .."

Digital Grace
I

Giventhat | didn't know wherel waswhen | woke up, | figured still having my clothesonwasaplus. |
mean | can remember Smilar incidents when | thought otherwise, but | hadn't been tied up in those
stuations. | dso didn't have akid stting on the end of the bed pointing a pistol with abowling-ball bore
ame

"Kyrie, hésawake." Thelittle albino showed me histeeth in aferd grin and held the heavy revolver with
pae, unwavering hands. "Do anything, Kies, and the last thing going through your mind will beabullet.”

Great, | thought, I'm being held by some psycho punk who's been downloading intimidation lessons
from Kid Sealth. "No problem, ace."

| took amoment or two to assess my situation. Because of the thick blue and red Amerind blanket
drawn up to my neck, | couldn't see my hands, but it felt like the kid had used hawser to bind my wrists
together. The cable had been knotted tight, but my hands weren't tied behind my back. Whatever spark
of hopethat little gift inspired died in therailroad tunnel at the end of the gun barrel staring at me.

The old, metal-frame bed had been painted enough times for me to see arainbow of colors where chips
cut through to bare metal. Off to my left, just on the far Sde of the doorway, | saw atable and two

chairs. My leather jacket hung over the back of one of the chairs and my shoulder holster, complete with
pistol, lay on the tableitself. The room, from the cobwebsin the cornersto the cracksin the plaster, had



seen better days, but it was till habitable. The bedding |ooked fairly clean, but the scent told me it had
been aweek or two since it had been washed.

Using my elbows and heds, | dowly pushed myself back and up into asitting position. | clamped down
on the blanket with my chin, pulling it up with me. Bending my knees and digging my hedsin, | popped
the blanket up into alittle tent and watched the abino over the artificial horizon stretched between my
knees.

"0, tell me, do you have a'Preferred Guest Rate' or am | being soaked for full fare during my
impromptu stay?*

The dbino's pink eyes watched me without blinking. Hiswhite hair had been shaved into amohawk and
diffened with glue into abristle of porcupine quills. Aside from the reddish cast to hiseyes, the only color
on him came from the dirt beneath hisfingernails and thelittle creases at the corner of histhin-lipped
mouth. His jaw showed white wisps of beard-to-come. HisMariaMercuria t-shirt and synthetic pants
meatched the dingy gray walsin hue.

Before he could answer, or pull the trigger, asecond person entered the room. She was a pretty little df,
if atad onthelean side. She had firein her dark eyes, though she seemed to take care to hide it when
shelooked at the dbino. She wore her black hair very short in aboyish cut. That, and her dender figure
made it easily possible for her to pass as ayoung man—awise thing to do if, aswas my guess, we were
in the Barrens and thiswas where they lived. She wore mostly synthleather—standard for the
gprawl—though herswas of browns and tans that would have seemed more appropriate out in the Tir.

"How areyou feding?' Kyrie leaned on the foot of the bed as she asked the question. "Are you hurt?’
| shook my head casudly. "Tongue feelsthick. | could use some water.”

Sheturned to leave, but the gunboy snarled at her. "Overruled. Y ou'll get water when | say you get
water."

"Albion, he's not an enemy.” "He's not aguest either, Kyrie. Hesahostage." Albion locked his
serpent-stare on me again. ™Y ou're Wolfgang Kies, right?’

My eyes narrowed. "Cut to the chase."

"My game, my rules, my speed.”

"Okay, if that'stheway itis. Yes, I'm Wolfgang Kies." | pulled my head up and back, pressing it against
thewall behind me. "Next?'

"Y ou work for Dr. Richard Raven, right?"

That question, combined with calling me ahostage earlier, started darm bells going off in my head. |
knew that Etienne LaPlante, abig Sesttle crime boss, had a standing reward for the ddlivery of Raven's
head in asack. | didn't think these kids were setting atrap for Raven with me as bait, but anything was
possiblein the sprawl. As desperation finds plenty of prey in the Barrens, that might be exactly what was

happening.
"Yeah, | work for Raven."

Immediately Kyri€'s expression brightened. Albion remained stone-faced, but tipped the pistol up toward
the ceiling. Some of my anxiety drained off asthe pistol ceased its violation of my persona space, but |
knew lots more was going on than | could read.



Two more kids entered the room, and the second | laid eyes on the smallest of them, how | got involved
in this mess came flooding back with a clarity that caused meto blush. I'd just come out of Kell'sover
between First and Second, down by the Market. 1'd been drinking a bit, but not much because | was
more interested in watching the Seadogs in their fight for the pennant than | wasin getting drunk. Jmmy
Mackelroy sated

1 The Seattle franchise for major league baseball is officially still called the Mariners, but pretty much

everyone who isn't under contract to them calls them the Seadogs. About ten, fifteen years ago they had a
really bad streak—stats just weren't clicking the way they should, so everyone started calling the team the
Dogs. Then this guy—an ork related somehow to Plutarch Graogrim, another of Doc's chummers—gets this
idea about turning out Seattle Seadogs merchandise, including caps and shirts, and all with a great
pirate-hound logo. Everybody started getting into the game away with a three-run homer in the ninth, so I left
and headed out toward Stewart to get my Fenris.

| should have known better, but in the dley between Kdl's and the Gravity Bar | heard someone crying. |
pulled my Beretta Viper 142 and thumbed the safety off, then glanced around the corner of the aley.
Aside from two rats perched on the rim of adumpster and the usua accumulation of trash, | saw nothing
out of the ordinary except atiny humanoid form.

Its head came up and reved ed the most cherubic little face I'd ever laid eyes on. Because of the multiple
layers of clothing swathing the child I couldn't tell if it wasaboy or girl. It took one bold step toward me
with itsleft foot, men hesitated and let itsright leg drag shyly in behind the left. With the length of cuff
overhanging itsright hand, the child swiped at the tears on its grimy face, then smiled & me.

"Ah you Wolfgang Kies?" it asked in an innocent, mush-mouth voice.

| dipped my Viper back into the shoulder holster | wore under my leather jacket. "Yes." | stepped into
the dley and approached the child.

"And do you wook for Docto Waven?' it followed up in avoice risng with expectation.
| dropped to one knee and held out my left hand. "Yes. Areyou lost?"

It smiled as agelesdy asaBuddha "No." It held its hands out to me. Asit did so, amist sprayed out
fromitsleft deeve, whilethelittle figure clapped its right deeve over its own nose and mouth.

The neurotoxin stung my eyes, but before | could even think of running, 1'd pulled enough in through my
open mouth to drop me on my tail. | coughed weekly,

whole charade, with alocal radio station even doing play-by-play of fantasy dog-day games. The
Marinerstried to sue, but when fans stopped coming to gamesin protest, the suit was dropped and the
Seadog name has been athorn in their sides ever since, even though the team has gotten good.

21 hasten to note that even some newer, wizzer gun wouldn't have kept me out of this situation.

then lay back. As consciousness drained from me, | remember praying one thing over and over: "Please,
God, if | haveto die, don't let Stedth find out how | got it."

That same little boy now disengaged his hand from that of the fourth member of the youth assembly and
approached the head of the bed. "Ah you okay?"

The hurt and fear in his smdl voice prompted an instant smile of reassurance on my part. 'I'm fine."

The dbino looked over at the other girl inthe room. "Sine, get Cooper away from him. Y ou're supposed
to be watching out front."



The blond flipped her long hair back from one shoulder with a contemptuous toss of her head. "Load up
Redlity 1.0, chummer. These are the Barrens. There's nothing out there and no one will find us here. No
one but that damned preacherman.” Still, despite her defiance, she held her hand out to the little boy, and
Cooper took it. His other hand came up to hisface and his thumb disappeared within his mouth.

"Okay, chummers, what'sthe scan?’ | put a nasty, face on and centered my attention on Kyrie. "You
tagged me good and you've got me here. Y ou want something, that's obvious, or I'd have woken up
dead. Slot and run. I've got places to go and people to see.”

"Y ou're going nowhere, Kies." Albion began to get antsy with the gun again. "Wewant Ravento do a
jobfor us"

| shook my head. "Isthat al? A job? Fine, let mecal him."

"Nope." Albion dropped the gun toward me and sighted a pink eye down the barrel. "Hewon't do it on
your say-s0. He'slega—he's got a System I dentification Number. We don't trust anyone with aSIN.
The only way Raven will work for usisif your lifeisontheline.

"That Sx-shooter has more bullets than you've got brain cells.” | looked over a Kyrie. "You're an df.
Y ou could have gotten word to Raven through the Tir and held have hel ped. Y ou must have thought of
that." "Overruled,” snarled Albion.

| felt my anger risng and dong with it came the howl of awolf in the back of my mind. "Overruled,
Albion, because that was a bad idea or because you couldn't control the situation then?”

"Overruled because we don't trust anyone legd.” He opened hisarmswide. "We're afamily. Wedo for
each other and can trust each other because we're dl dike. You SIN and al sorts of laws start kicking
in. Folks get worried about covering themselvesin legdlities. Not us. We just want to be |eft alone, and
that's what we want Raven to get for us."

"Okay, if that'swhat you want." | snorted alittle laugh. "I think you're making amistake, however. | think
Doc would prefer working with folks who sought his help openly, not coerced it.”

"My rules, remember?’

"Y ou might want to reconsider.” | pulled my hands from benesth the blanket and shook the frayed
hawser from them. "I think he'd frown on having metied up, too." Looking past Kyrieand Sine, | amiled.
"lan't that true, Doc?'

The kids spun toward the doorway faster than a pedestrian hit by a Porsche Mako going full open.
Albion'sjaw hit thefloor, followed a second later by his pistol. Kyrie leaned back againgt the bed's
frame. Sine sat down hard in the chair with my jacket on it, while Cooper just stared wide-eyed and
continued to suck histhumb.

Doctor Richard Raven more than filled the doorway. Tdll, even for an df, his head towered above the
top of the door. His broad shoulders tapered down to anarrow walst, dender hips, and powerful legsin
abuild moretypica of humansthan eves. His coppery skin, high cheekbones, and long black hair
bespoke some Amerind blood, though hiswhite shirt and khaki canvas dacks were the latest in corp
casud.

Somehow, though, his size and mixed Amerind/even racid characteristics were not what surprised them.
Hiseyes held their attention. Red and blue ribbons of color wove through their black depthsin an
auroralike display. Half terrifying and one hundred percent fascinating, his gaze swept over them, then he



nodded solemnly.

"| thank you for finding and taking care of my friend. When the emergency locator beacon built into his
belt buckle went off, | became understandably concerned.”

| kicked the blanket off and brushed the remnants of the rope from the sharpened edge of the buckle.
"Did that thing get activated again?' | shrugged. "Just aswell, | suppose, Doc, because these kids want to
hire you to do ajob for them."

Raven amiled easily as| crawled out of bed and dipped my holster back on. Helooked a Albion. "How
isit that | can repay your kindnessto Wolf?'

Albion swallowed hard, bringing alittle joy to my heart. "Y ou know Reverend Dr. Lawrence Roberts?'
| tugged my jacket out from under Sine and recdled her earlier remark. "The televison preacher?!

Albion nodded. "The same." He looked around, silently polling Kyrie and Sine. They gave him nods.
"Wewant you to kill him."

As| headed my Fenris sports coupe out from the garage beneath Raven's headquarters | found myself
slently agreeing with Kyrie'sfinal comment about Reverend Roberts—it didn't make any sense. What the
kids had told us defied logic in the way only insanity or divine inspiration can possibly manage. Had
control of my life suddenly been threatened that abruptly and radicaly, I'd have wanted the man dead,
too.

Reverend Lawrence Roberts, Doctor of Divinity by some ROM-staffed diplomamill, had decided to
make that band of kids hisown little project. He wanted to re-
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deem their lives. Not only did he intend to baptize them into his particular sect of Chrigtianity, but he
wanted to get them System I dentification Numbers and bring them back into the mainstream of society.
He wanted to create in them an example of away Christians could fight back againgt Setan'srule on the
earth.

Raven had Tom Electric run asample of one of Roberts services by me. It was part of asmsense chip
package that Roberts ministry offered. Beingamalein my twenties, | got verson 20M. Thesmsense
would feed back the emotions of a person recorded observing the service, so matching me with the
appropriate verson was vita for meto get the full impact of the good Doctor's presentation. | pulled a
trode rig over my head and started it running. Asthe static wall thinned and evaporated and the smsense
began to rall, the Old One growled in disgust.

The preacher oozed charismafrom the top of histhin, blond hair to the Itdian leather loafers on hisfest.
Clutching a battered Bible, he looked out from hislectern like a prisoner about to confessbefore ajury.
One amid thousands, | felt my heart begin to pound with anticipation.

"Yes, my friends, the things you have heard about me aretrue." Reverend Roberts began in low,
embarrassed tones, but | sensed he wasin control of the whole situation at al times. "Fifteen yearsago |
was nothing but aconman, and one of the most vile stripe. My partner and | used to read the newsfax to
see who had died, then wed print up acustomized edition of aBible. It would be inscribed from the



deceased to whoever his closest survivor happened to be." He showed us his well-used book. "Thiswas
the last of the Bibleswe ever created.

"We knew no shame. We'd go to the bereaved and ask for the deceased. When we were informed of
the death, we would act embarrassed and eventually confess that the deceased had special-ordered the
Bible. He had paid only twenty nuyen of the one-hundred nuyen it cost, and had gotten it specidly for the
person to whom we were spesking. We would say we were sorry for bothering them in their grief and
thenturnto leave.”

Roberts eyes flashed down at the ground as a blush rose to his cheeks. He stared at one of the many
carnation bouquets surrounding him. "Of course, the bereaved would stop us and give usthe eighty nuyen
remaining on the book. We would hand it over, having earned an easy seventy-five nuyen profit. It was
an easy life, for anyone would pay gladly for that last piece of their departed loved one, and we talked
oursalvesinto believing that we were redlly offering them another chanceto say
good-bye—manufacturing memories the people so dearly hungered after.”

Roberts brought his head up and stedl entered his spine. | knew, aided by the digitized emotional feed
coursing in through the trodes, that Roberts had somehow been motivated away from thisevil path. He
amiled and confirmed my belief.

"Then, one night, my partner and | were heading out for what would be our last attempt. God and the
Devil cameto us, and each showed usavision of what we would regp in the afterlife. My partner held his
hand out to the Devil and was taken to hell right then and there. | looked upon the face of God and chose
the path of light. Praise Jesus, | was saved!™

Thunderous gpplause washed over me and | found mysdlf mouthing theword "Allduia” | pulled the
trodes off in disgust and let the Old One's growl rumble from my throat. Raven looked over at me and
gmiled. "What do you think, Wolf?"

| patted my Beretta Viper. "I've got alove offering for the good Reverend, right here.”

Raven decided that might be abit extreme as our first effort at contact. He gave me the address for
Roberts ministry headquarters. | changed into a corduroy suit jacket, button-down shirt, and tie before |
headed out, deferring to Raven's sense of decorum, not mine. The clothes hid my silver wolf's-head
pendant and my Viper, but | didn't so much mind that. When entering the lion's den, it's best to dresslike
alion.

Roberts personal secretary was pretty enough that | would have considered converting were she willing
to do some missionary work with me. She flashed measmile as| came up the stairsto the third-floor
foyer, but she kept getting distracted by the big goomer seated on the edge of her desk. Hewas clearly
intent on ministering to her, but she looked like she wanted him exorcised faster than you could say
"Amen."

| cleared my throat and quickscanned her nameplate. "Evening, Miss Crandall. I'm Wolfgang Kies. |
caled ahead for an appointment with Dr. Roberts.”

The big man moved off the desk as she positively glowed at me. Y es, Mr. Kies. Six forty-five and
you're exactly ontime." Her smile carried right on up into her blue eyes and clearly irked the other man.

"Do get pointsfor punctudity?"



"With me you do, Mr. Kies." She looked up at the man. "Brother Boniface will take you to Dr. Roberts.”

Boniface looked like an ape that had been given one of those dl-over bikini waxes or atroll that had
been cold-hammered into asmaler shape. Either way, he did not look happy to bein asuit and sent on a
mission that would take him away from the charming Miss Cranddll. Asaresult of his discomfort,
somewhereingde histiny skull one eectron collided with another and dl of asudden he had athought. It
was too much for him to contain and he made his moveto frisk me.

The Viper's barrdl made a thunk as| drew it in one smooth motion and poked aMark of Caininthe
center of Brother Boniface's forehead. He retreated a step and raised both hands to cover the bruise.
"Ask and ye shdl receive, Boniface. Presume and I'll make a martyr out of you."

| let the gun dip forward and hang from my index finger by the trigger guard. Boniface made agrab for it,
but | ducked it under his hand and did it onto Miss Crandall's desk. "Keep it warm for me."

"My pleasure,” she cooed. The gun dipped from sight benegth the level of her desk.

Boniface dunk forward and led me down a short hallway to Roberts office. He only opened one of the
two oak doors, but it was double-wide anyway and provided astunning panoramaas | entered. | didn't
fed dighted only getting the single-door trestment because | got the distinct impression thet even if Jesus
returned for an encore he wouldn't get atwo-door salute.

The very firg thing | noticed in the room was the expensve wooden paneling on the walls, and the
stunning number of leather-bound books lining the bookshelves. Reverend Roberts had laid out
sgnificant nuyen to splash old-world respectability around his office. The west wall was made entirely of
glass, with aview of the Sound that impressed even the Old One. Shown a picture of this place and
asked to choose whether it belonged to some highly placed corpgeek or a preacher constantly crying
poormouth, 1'd have been wrong even with two free guesses.

It took me about two seconds to scan the place and get the Old One's howl to vet my opinion. By that
time, the unearthly scent of hundreds of carnations assaulted my nose. Save for the top of Boniface's
heed, every flat surface in the room boasted a vase jammed with carnations of various colors. | recalled
theriot of flora surrounding the Reverend on the smchip, but 3-D redity was another order of magnitude
above even that.

The gaudiest of the carnations resided in the buttonhole of Roberts lapel. Standing behind his desk, he
nodded to me and extended his hand. "Welcome, Mr. Kies."

| accepted his hand and found his grip disturbingly firm. | normally judge a man by how he shakes hands,
but Roberts grip felt too right and practiced. The difference might have been subtle, and | could have put
it down to my generd didike of him, but | got thefedling he was playing at being aregular guy.

"| thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice.” | dropped mysdf into the chair in front of his
desk. Boniface drifted oVer to stand right behind me, but | chose to ignore him. "I gpologize for any
inconvenience to aman with your busy schedule.”

Roberts nodded and gave me areassuring smile. "How could | refuse to see you when the message said
you were interested in those children in the Barrens?'

His smile grew and his hands spread wide apart. " Of course, I've heard of your Dr. Raven. Though I've
never had occasion to use the services of anindividua in your trade, what | have heard about Dr.
Raven's been very encouraging. The respect in which heished by some of the lower classes will help
ease concerns about possible sinister motives on my part. | must admit, however, | had not expected



Raven to join forceswith mein this matter.”

| leaned back in the padded leather chair. "I hate to burst your bubble, Reverend Roberts, but I'm not
hereto offer Raven's help concerning the children. Asyou know, homeless children inthe Barrensare
legion, and most would welcome your aid. These kids don't want it. We want you to leave them done.”

His head came up and a bit of light reflected from his scalp despite the thinly sown rows of blond hair
trangplants. "L eave them adone? How can | do that, Mr. Kies?' Hiswounded tone began to parald the
tape's parable preamble, but | could do nothing to deflect him. "Those children need help and | hardly
think they'rein aposition to determine what's best for them. They need good food and schooling and
direction. They cannot be allowed to waste away in the dung-heap of society. We must take them into
our fold to encourage othersto do the same with Smilar tragic cases.”

"Dr. Raven agrees with you in that regard, Reverend.” | held ahand up, sending a quiver through
Boniface. "He's dready running full background checks on al the children in that house, using resources
you don't command. Hewill find out who they redlly are and will get them help. We can get them
protection in the Barrens and we can ensure they receive the aid necessary for them to rise above their

beginnings”

"Can you, Mr. Kies? Can you expect me to back off when what you suggest is making them fit fish for
that small pond, whereas | will take them away from the Barrens and make them productive members of
Society?”

| didn't like the reproving tone of his question. " The people of the Barrens are capabl e of taking care of
themselves. Betty Beggings and others work to form meta-family groups and to give people asolid base
from which to operate.”

Roberts smiled like ashark. "But they do not have the resources at my command.” He stood and
indicated the opulence of his office. "They can command tribute from othersin the Barrens, dividing and
subdividing avery smdl pieinto yet tinier morsdls. 1, on the other hand, solicit money from therich and
wdll-to-do in thissociety. | get in Single contributions more nuyen than Betty Beggingsand dl her ilk see
inalifetime. | can do for these children what no one else can.”

"But you do it at the cost of their freedom. They don't want your help.”

Roberts batted my objection aside contemptuoudy. "They are without proper documentation. They don't
know what they want. The law saysthey must have custodianship, and | have decided to be their
benefactor. In following my example, other members of my flock will adopt other children from the
Barrensand we will rebuild thissociety.”

My eyes dowly shifted from green to silver asmy anger rose. "Y ou will remake these children in your
image?'
The good Reverend ignored my question as he walked toward thewall of windowsin his office. He

stood with his back to me, the dying sun making him a silhouette outlined by ared corona. The shadow
narrowed, then expanded again as he turned to face me. "Do you bdievein God, Mr. Kies?'

"| fail to see what that hasto do with the matter at hand."

"I'm sure you do, and | will accept that asa'No,’ for the sake of what | am about to say. You see, | do
believein God. | bdievein amerciful and forgiving God, but a God who demands his people work for
their salvation. Once upon atime | was like those children—wild, abandoned, and angry a society. Then
God gave me achoice: Eternal Damnation or lifewith him forever. For thefirst time | looked beyond my



next medl and chose acoursefor my life”

The silhouette hung its head wearily. "My choiceis not without its price. My God demands| do dl | can
to help lead othersto him. The Kingdom of Satan started its millennia domination of the Earthiin
2011—thefirst dragon was seen in Japan to herad this change. All thismagic is merely Satan'swill made
manifest. It ismy duty and my callingto do dl | canto bring Satan'sreignto an end, and | will doit.”

The strength in his voice spoke to me of afanatical devotion to what he saw as hisdivine caling, but
somewhere, degp down, | sensed | was being conned. "1 don't think we have anything more to discuss,
Reverend Roberts." | sarted to rise from my chair, but two heavy hands jammed me back down into it.

"Y ou don't go until Reverend Roberts saysyou can go.”

Deep indde, in the lightless cavern where the Wolf spirit dwellswithin me, the Old One howled bloody
murder. Insstently he demanded | let him have control. He promised to reshape meinto an engine of
prima fury. / will show them a justice and righteousness that predates their tree-hung godling by
eons!

| forced mysdlf to be cam, but | let some of the Old One's anger enter my voice. "Larry, do you practice
faith healing?' Roberts stiffened at the tone of my words, then nodded. "1 do."

"Good. Brother Boniface has three seconds to stop thislaying-on of hands, or helll need al the hedling
you cangivehim."

The Brother's hands tightened.
"Two."

Roberts waved Boniface back and the pressure eased. The Reverend returned to his desk and seated
himsdlf. "Brother Boniface can be overzedous, but that might be said of dl my Warriorsfor Chrigt.”
Though he smiled benignly, the implied threst was not lost on me.

| stood dowly and straightened my jacket as Boniface retreated and opened the door. ™Y ou may not
believethis, Larry, but | actualy do respect those who listen to the message from the Prince of Peace. |
think, however, that the words you're hearing are abit garbled. Let me makethisvery clear: leave those
childrendone”

Roberts smiled and laid hisright hand on the Bible I'd seen him thump in the tape. "I understand your
words, Mr. Kies, but | cannot be deflected from my course. On thisvery Bible| sworel would help
them. | cannot go back on my word."

| snatched the Bible from beneath his hand and saw him blanch as| started to flick the pages open. | saw
that the liner sheet backing the cover had popped free. Amid the glue stains | glimpsed acurious
collection of strange symboals, but they were as much gibberish as the Greek passages on the facing
pages of the book. The flyleaf had been inscribed, "To my darling Tina, | will love you for eternity.
Andrew Cole," but that made even |ess sense than the other cryptic stuff.

Hemadeagrab for it, but I held it back, frustrating his effort. My stare met his and he flinched.
"Condder thisareading from the Second Book of Revelations: And the Wolf saith unto the
Preacherman, if you want Apocaypse, Stay your course.”

| tossed the Bible onto the blotter and plucked a car- nation from the vase on his desk. Stuffing it into the
buttonhole on my jacket, | turned on my hed and left him scrambling to clutch the Bible to his chest. |
headed straight for the door, but Boniface grabbed me and spun me around to face him before | could



leave the office.

"Thisisnot over between us." Though his back wasto the window, the solar effect did nothing but make
him abig-eared shadow. The threat in his voice made him into big-eared shadow clown.

| nodded dowly and carefully, letting the Old Onefill me with the strength and speed 1'd need. Y ou have
apoint there, Boniface. What do say wetake it outsde?"

His smile widened his cheeks enough to nearly eclipse hisears. "Y eah, outsde.”

My hands shot up into his armpits and boosted him back toward the window before he could so much as
yelp with surprise. The glass shattered in ha o fashion sarting with the area around his head, then
fragmented into amillion pieces. The glittering glass shower rained down as Boniface disappeared from
view. A second later avase of carnations |'d pulled from atable near the door followed him to the street.

| wiped my hands off on the drapes. " Sorry about ruining the view. Good day."

Outside, after I'd shut the door behind me, | noticed Miss Crandall was having ahard time keeping a
smilefrom her lips. She did my gun acrossthe desk to me.

"Much obliged.”

Her blue eyes sparkled. "My pleasure, Mr. Kies. God be with you."
"Thank you, Miss Crandal. I'm sure one of themis."

\Y,

| got back into my Fenris and punched in the ignition code. The scream of an ambulance Siren Started the
Old One howling triumphantly in my head. | pulled away from the curb and got off the road before the
Doc Wagon careened around the corner, lights blazing. It headed for the dley into which Boniface had
plunged while | started down Fifth Avenue.

The meeting with Roberts left me angry and not alittle puzzled. | had hoped that explaining to him that the
kids didn't want his help and assuring him they would be taken care of would be enough to deflect him.
Raven had dedlt with other "do-gooders' in that manner, and they were usudly content to let shadowfolk
take care of their own.

| had believed | could accomplish my mission until Roberts asked the stopper question: "Do you believe
in God?' I'd known other preachers and found them dl quite capable of rational thought and logica
analysisof aproblem. Like Roberts, however, when a discussion took them into aream where they had
no expertise or factsto bolster their argument, they resorted to the divine shield. For them, and for him,
the ultimate refuge boils down to this: "We might not understand it, but it is part of God's plan and we
must do what we can to empower it or Satan will win."

| waswilling to grant Roberts his supposition that Satan had taken over the Earth in 2011, when magic
made itsreturn to the world. At therisk of being seen asaheretic, | dso acknowledged that the
reemergence of magic in the world had done virtualy nothing to changethelot in life for most folks. Yes,
the few lucky oneswho could wield magic were ableto turn that talent into a career, but it did nothing for
those who were magic-blind. Giant corps still controlled the economy, and most of them controlled
cadres of spellgrubs aswell.

| recognized that my menta discussion was doing severa undesirable things. Fird, | had haf amind to
turn around and defoliate Roberts boutonniere with 9mm weed-killer. | redized that particular half of my



mind had been taken over by the Old One, so | tucked the Homicide Hound back into hislittle box. |
also saw that | was heading south toward the Barrens and | knew 1'd not fedl good unless | was surethe
kids were safe. While Roberts seemed very earnest and directed in his Chritianity, the theatrical bits
layered on top of it fill made me uneasy.

More than any of that, though, it dawned on methat | was hungry. | scanned the street and did the Fenris
into aparking placejust up the block from a Dominion pizzajoint. Even with an armed escort, the place
would never consder ddivering to the Barrens, so | went in and ordered five pizzas, including two
vegetarian speciasjust in case Kyrie was not a carnivore.

Whilewaiting for my order | decided to cdl the office. Vderie Vakyrie answered and got Raven for me
immediately.

"How didit go, Wolf?'

"| discovered that Roberts bodyguard can't fly." | grimaced and chewed on my lower lip for a second.
"Roberts gppreciates our concern, but he says he's made the kids into a centerpiece for adriveto
encourage hisflock in helping the disadvantaged. He sounds sincere, but something deep down insde me
doesn't likehim, and | agree.”

Raven asked some pointed questions and | reported the meeting back to him as completely as| could.
He sounded most interested in the Bible, itsinscription, and the Sigils, but my momentary glance at them
made the information | gave him fairly usdess. | promised I'd try to duplicate the symbolsfor him when |
returned to headquarters and told him | was taking some food to the kids.

"Good idea, Walf. Vaerie has turned up some interesting information on Roberts, but we've yet to find
anything truly sinister. I'll have her working on this Tinaand Andrew Cole. Maybe well have something
when you get back here."

"Good. I'll be back early, | think."

| hung up and discovered, to my surprise, that my order was ready. | took the pizzas out to the Fenris
and belted the stack of boxesinto the passenger seat. As| got the car on the road, my stomach growled
more fiercely than the Old One had ever managed.

Kid Stedth would have questioned the wisdom of bringing my Fenriswithin anauticd mile of the
Barrens, but then he thinks he'straveling in akiddie-kar unlessthe vehicleisarmored and has a .50
caliber machine-gun mounted in aturret on top. | parked right in front of the crib that had been my
temporary home and set the anti-theft system on "maim.” With astack of pizzas precarioudy baanced on
my left hand, | used the other to knock on the door of the ramshackle townhouse.

Kyrie answered the door and didn't recognize me by what little of my face showed over the top box.
"Y ou've got the wrong place. We didn't order any pizza."

| lowered the boxes and smiled at her. "Not to worry. Thisis Dominion's new service. We drop pizza off
and you pay for what you eat. You're atest market.”

Shelaughed lightly and | saw true happinessin her face for thefirgt time. " Smile like that more often,
Kyrie, and | think you could convince Dominion this serviceis more than worth it."

Her dark eyes glowed with amore mischievouslight. "I'm sure Dominion would just loveto give me an
endorsement contract. We est pizzafairly often, and it'susually theirs" She stepped back away from the
door. "C'mon in before the neighborhood catches awhiff of that Stuff.”



Albion met us hafway to the kitchen and | dealt him abox off the top. Sine splashed abucket of water
over asoapy collection of plates and glassesin the sink, then wiped her hands off and took a box from
me. With one broad swipe of the box, she cleared some old paper plates and styrofoam soyburger
cartons from the table and onto the floor. When that earned her areproving glare from Kyrie, her next
pass was less swift and more silent.

Cooper came clumping up the steps from the basement and shut the door behind him. He looked at me
and smiled. | presented him abox with al the ceremony of Sesttle's governor bestowing acitizenship
medal on someone, and his smile broadened to show me al of histeeth. He scrambled up on astool
beside Sine and pried his box open.

| handed Kyrie the next to last box, leaving one for me. "Help yourself. Raven doesn't often cater his
jobs, but when he does, the food is good.”

She smiled and looked down timidly. She started to say something, but Cooper's surprised shout cut her
off. "Thisisnt pizzal"

"Sureitis, Cooper. | just got it myself from Dominion. Eat it and you'll grow up to be big and strong like
Jmmy Mackeroy."

Thelittle guy shook his head adamantly and jammed tiny fists againgt his hips. "Nope, it'snot pizza. It
doesn't have pizzastuff onit." Heglared at me, hislower lip thrust out defiantly.

| frowned and looked to Kyrie. "Pizza stuff?

She blushed. "Y ou don't want to know. We do most of our food shopping in dumpsters.” She set her
pizza down on the kitchen shelf and squatted beside Cooper. "Listen, Coop, thisis special pizza, that's
why it doesn't have pizza stuff onit. Y ou don't have to scrapeit off, see?”

Cooper's eyes flashed warily. " Specid 7'

Kyrie nodded emphaticaly. "It's birthday pizza. Today is Wolf's birthday and he's sharing his birthday
pizzawith us"

Electric excitement lit Cooper's face with neon intensity. "Wedly? It's yuwa biwfday?'

| tossed him awink. "Y ou bet. That'swhy | have thisflower on. Now eat your pizzaso I'll have agood
birthday, okay?"

n IK@/,"

Kyrie waked back over to me and glanced at my lapel. "A carnation. Y ou went to see Roberts, didn't
you?'

"Suredid." | started to reach for some pizza, but theworry in her voice cut my hunger. "l tried to explain
to him that you wanted to be left done, but | don't think he got the message. Still, his bodyguard will be
recovering from atest of faith so we might have bought sometime. Don't worry, you'l befine."

| wanted to reach out and take her in my armsjust to reassure her, but she held hersdlf back and |
ingtantly knew why. Accepting ahug would have showed weakness, and that she could not allow. Albion
styled himsdlf the leader of thelittle band, and probably did motivate them to get lots of things done, but
Kyrie certainly held the group together on adaily basis. If she gave him any opening, he would lead the
group to ruin because of his bitterness and anger.



Cooper hopped down off his stool and came over to take her hand. "Don't wowwy, Kywie. Mista Wolf
and Hawse will protect us. | pwomise.”" Asif that affirmation had set dl right with the world, he smiled
and returned to smearing more pizza sauce over hisface.

Inaquiet voice| asked, "Hawse?"

Kyrielicked her lips. "When we scavenge we sometimes have to leave Cooper heredl by himsdlf. Harse
ishisimaginary friend. He says Harse is guarding the house and it helps keep Cooper cam, so we don't
discourage him. Everybody hasimaginary friends when they're young. Hell outgrow it."

"Or write Smsense scripts about it and get rich. Listen, Raven wants me back at headquarters so we can
figure out what werre doing next. I'll take alook around the areajust to make sure nothing strangeis
going down, then I'll take off." | folded one piece of pizza over on another and saluted the assembly with
it. "Thanksfor sharing my birthday pizza, gang. Seeyou laer.”

The second | stepped from the dice of multiplex that housed the kids, | knew something waswrong. The
Old One kept agrowl smmering in the back of my mind and the hackles rose on my neck. The Barrens
iS, even at the best of times, alawless battle zone that makes all but the irredeemably insane fed insecure.
Thistime, however, it felt maevolent.

| bit off some pizzaand chewed as| started a circuit around the block. | reached inside and demanded
that the Old One lend me his heightened senses. He did o, but the garlic in the pizza quickly erased any
advantage the Old Oné's dlfactory abilities might have given me. Still, hisincreased night vison did help
me pierce shadows, and his hearing made audible everything from rats scrambling ingde wadlsto lies
whispered passionately in one of the upper-floor apartments across the strest.

| definitely heard something out of the ordinary. It started with the dushy, muffled, sucking sound that a
boot would make when dowly drawn out of mud. Along with that came the crunch of beer-bottle glass
being ground againgt stones and ametalic clinking like links of achain striking apost. And yet, asclearly
as| heard what | have described, | heard much more as those sounds played in concert with others.

Above and beyond that | knew two other things. Had | tried to point those sounds out to anyone without
hypersenses they would have thought me crazy. The sound had no rhythm or repetition and thereby it
avoided classfication. It could have been afigment of my imagination, but given my other redization, |
was uncomfortablein dismissng it as much.

It was staking me.

That'snot aconclusion | drew without benefit of experience. I've been stalked by some of the best. Two
of the elven High Lord's Paladins had come after me during the Full Moon Sashings. Back before he
became one of us, Kid Stealth had done his best to put my head on histrophy wall. Each and every time
the uneasy fedling coiling in my gutstells me I'm one rung down on someone'sidea of the food chain and
| dont likeit.

| swallowed and the pizza spiraled into the knot that had once been my stomach.

| turned toward the place from which the sound was coining, but | saw nothing huddled in the piles of
debris between two buildings. | tossed the pizzaaway and drew my Viper. | hunkered down behind the
burned-out hulk of aFord Americar and suddenly found an acrid, bitter odor dissolving the garlic and
carnation scents from my nose. Whoever or whatever was coming after me had bizarre ideas about

persond hygiene.
Waiting behind cover irritated the Old One no end. Do not slink here like a coward, Longtooth. Let



me help you. | will destroy this thing that hunts us. Leave it to me.

| shook my head. Though the scent had grown strong enough to be completely distracting, | concentrated
beyond it. | heard adifferent sound: running feet. They were gpproaching from my back. | whirled and
jammed my Viper toward the car's rear bumper.

Cooper stopped short and looked at me with eyesfull of innocent hurt. "Mr. Wolf?'
| swallowed hard. "Cooper! What are you doing out here?"

His smile cracked caked tomato sauce at the corners of his mouth. He extended a newspaper-wrapped
bundle bound with string. "Biwfday pwesent.”

Somehow, asif hiswordswere amagic spell, the sensation of being hunted vanished. | did the Viper
back into the shoulder holster and accepted the little, pencil-thin package. | carefully tugged the string of f
it. "Did you wrap thisyoursel f?*

He nodded proudly.
"Y ou did agood job, Cooper. Why, what isthis?'

As| pedled the paper away, | knew exactly what his gift was. The dender item was a credstick. They
camein one of two flavors. A persona or account credstick hasamicrochip in it that can be encoded to
take care of credits and debits—as convenient as cash and no problem with arguing about whether a
corp's scrip isgood this month or not.

The second type, of which thiswas one, isabearer stick. It has a set amount of credit burned into the
chip. When that istransferred into a banking account or into a person's credstick, the chip melts. Some
corps mass-produce them for petty funds expenses, but those sticks are generdly of low credit vaue.
The chief benefit of the bearer stick isthat it can be used to transfer large amounts of funds without their
being immediately traceable. Bearer sticks are small, unmarked billsin amuch handier package.

The bearer stick Cooper gave me had been broken in haf. The bresk, which rendered it useless, was
jagged s0 | assumed it was an accident. | fingered both halves but couldn't make heads or tails of the
coloring scheme on them. | looked up to see an expectant expression on Cooper'sface. "Thank you very
much, Cooper."

Hisvoice sank into awhisper. "The othews look fo thelongaones, so | decided to give you two of the
small ones." He clapped hishands. "Y ou and Hawse will keep us safe.”

| touded hisblond hair. ™Y ou got that right. Harse will have to watch you right now, because I've got to
go talk to Raven. Thanks again for the present.”

Thelittle boy beamed, then turned and ran off into the shadows. | noticed he headed straight for the area
from which | had earlier heard the sounds, but he disappeared before | could warn him away. Using the
Old One'sears, | heard him giggle happily and | envisoned more pizzaleftovers pedling off hisface.

Hopping into my Fenris, | made aquick circuit of the areg, then left the Barrensto ward their own.
\Y

The scowl on Vaerie'sface meant only one of two things. Either the Seadogs were losing, or she'd not
been very successful in collecting data concerning the Right Reverend Roberts. "What's the score?”



She shrugged. "Roberts one, me zippo.” Her frown darkened her cafe-au-lait skin, but only intensified the
azurefirein her eyes. Raven came down the stairs and gave Vderie an encouraging smile. "1'd not say
that, Va. You've pulled plenty of dataon al the Andrew Coleswho've ever lived in Segttle.” He tapped
the hardcopy report in hishands. "This stuff on the kidsis very complete. Y ou've aso given usarundown
on Roberts empire. As soon as your other search knowbots report back, you'll have everything you set
out to get."

Va shrugged. "I know, but something iswrong with that report on Roberts. | know it's been tampered
with"

"Mycroft?' | asked, naming another wiz decker | knew.

Vaeriewrinkled her pretty nose. "No, if it were Mycroft I'd have to dissect it with ascalpd. For thisone
| need achainsaw. If | had to guess, I'd say it's got agovernment mask running over atranscription

program.”

Raven's head came up. "Assuming you're right, how tough would it be for Robertsto find out the
government istapping his accountsto keep track of him?"

"Not that hard.” Vd haf-closed her eyes as she concentrated. " Jack could spot it, and maybe the Glass
Tarantula. And maybe a haf-dozen other deckersin the sprawl, but the preacher's network goes al
over. He could have deckersfrom New Y ork or Dallas checking his stuff."

Doc nodded thoughtfully. "Walf, did you learn anything from the children when you went out there?"

| seated myself on the edge of achair. "No, not redly. Mogt of the food they eet is scavenged, but | think
| knew that al along theway." | plucked the carnation from my lapd and tossed it into the trash. "Wait, |
did get something."

| reached into my pocket and pulled out both halves of the broken credstick. "Cooper gave thisto me as
abirthday present.”

Raven took the two halves and fitted them together. Wetting the tip of hisfinger with histongue, he
washed away some of the mud and got aclear look at the colored markingson it. He stared at it for a
second, then turned to Vd. "Cross-corrdlate Cole, Andrew with Kensington Industries.” He studied the
stick for another second. "Backdate the search from fifteen years ago to 2005. When you get a match,
give meresident datafor the house the kids are squatting in for the month on either side of Col€e's degth
date. I'll dso need afull file on the house's resident at that time, sarting with Lone Star data.”

| managed to pick my jaw up off the ground by the time Raven looked back at me. "What are you
looking for?'

"| scanned the Cole data earlier and | seem to recall an Andrew Cole working for Kensington Industries.
The color coding on this credstick is the type they used for a period between 2005 and 2035, before
their merger with Saeder-Krupp.”

| nodded. "Didn't Kensington get into money trouble, so Saeder-Krupp camein like awhite knight
before Begtrice-Revlon could snap them up?’

Raven amiled. "I'm surprised at your knowledge of Seettlesfinancia history, Wolf."
| said nothing. | wasn't going to tell him the story had been the subject of atrid docudramal'd once seen.

"Homerun, Doc!" Vaeries enthusastic shout saved me from any chance of Raven testing my command



of mergers and acquisitions among megacorps. "Cole, Andrew, married to Tina, died 14 March 2034.
Heworked in their accounting and disbursement division and was under suspicion of having embezzled
500,000 nuyen in bearer credsticks. Tinadied just last year, but Kensington gave her aclean bill because
she never spent adime that couldn't be accounted for by her income. Insurance paid
Kensngton/Saeder-Krupp off after her death.”

"And the resdent of the house wherethe kids are?'

"Thomas Harrison lived there from June of 2033 to March of 2034. The house was reported abandoned
after somefood riotsin the area. Officidslist it as ASC-1, but no one hasfiledaclaimonit, soit
technicaly remainsin the hands of the city. Harrison himsdf was a smdl-time hood and conman.” She
gpunin her chair. "He hasalist of bunko arrests longer than Mackeroy's hit stresk!"

| blinked twice. "Wannabet Harrison was the unnamed partner the good Rev claimsthe devil took
away?'

Raven nodded. "They went to work the Bible scam on Tina Cole after her husband died. She doesn't
buy into it, but confesses to these two obvioudy godly men that her husband has been stedling from his
corporation.”

"Yeah, Doc, yeah. She'safraid for his soul, so they offer to return the credsticks to Kensington
anonymoudly. That way her husband gets eternd salvation, and histerrestrial reputation doesn't take any
hits either. Harrison and Roberts have 500,000 nuyen in credits to split and Harrison skips with them?”

Raven shook his head. "I doubt it. Harrison would have gone through 500,000 in sixteen years. Given
Roberts successin that time, | would have to assume Harrison would return to blackmail hisformer
partner. I'm certain Harrison is dead and that Robertskilled him in arage after Harrison said heldd hidden
theloot."

"l don't follow."

Raven folded hisarms. "The Bible Roberts usesis|eft over from the scam they tried to work on Tina
Cole. | suspect Harrison hid cluesto the location of the credsticksin the Bible. The symbolsyou saw on
the cover liner could well be a code that |eads to them. The glue findly gave way, exposing the secret,
and Roberts has deciphered it."

| frowned heavily. "I've been to his office. What's 500,000 nuyen to this guy?"

"Curve ball, wait, two curves," Va announced as her computer beeped at her. "To answer your first
guestion, Wolf, 500,000 nuyen isthe cost of getting out of Seettle and living comfortably. The
government has alock on al of Roberts accounts pending an investigation of fraud on his proposed
Jesusville amusement park and devotion center.”

"What dls=?'

"Second curve. Roberts hasfiled to take possession of the house under an ASC-1 action. He found
some judge to give him custodianship of the kidsin a phantom hearing, so he's got the
Abandoned/Squatter Claim filed in their names. Lone Star is supposed to be heading out there to help
him serve the papers right now."

Raven tucked the credstick piecesinto his pocket. "V, filean ASC-1 counterclaim on the property.”
He tore a sheet from the hardcopy file held been reading. "Use this nameif the computer will takeit.
Otherwisefileit in my nameand well fight it out later. Wolf, let'smove."



The Fenrisleft two blackened patches on the floor of the garage and part of one on every curve we took
as we headed toward the house. | didn't just break speed laws, | smashed them to up-quarks. We
surprised the hell out of some Ancientsas| took a short-cut through part of their turf, but the elven bikers
abandoned the chase when they redlized by my driving that | wasn't in the mood for games.

Standing on the brakes, | swung the Fenriswide around the last corner and brought it smack up against
the curb just a the edge of the street light's circle of illumination in front of the house. Further up dong the
street | saw alL.one Star car with the driver's door open and light strobing. Beyond that, Reverend
Roberts stood in the shelter of hislimo.

The Lone Star cop looked over as Raven and | exited my car with our hands up. "Just get back in your
car, Wolf, and leave. We have enough trouble without you here.”

"Not much for gratitude, are you, Harry Braxen?' | let my hands drop dowly and closed my door with a
hip-check. "Doctor Raven is helping these kids, so just chill.” The ork cop scowled. "Raven, | canrun
youinaseadly as| can thekids. Roberts ownsthis place free and clear, and he'stheir guardian.” He
raised hisvoicefor the benefit of the kidsinsde aswell. "If they don't come out, I'm going to splash the
loudmouth with the gun, then bring them out in handcuffs.”

Raven raised a hand to hold the children back and another to calm Braxen. " Officer Braxen, no violence
isnecessary here. | believe, if you check your onboard computer, that the Reverend's claim to this

property isin disoute."

That bit of information brought asharp yelp from Reverend Roberts. "Get thee behind me, Satan!" He
marched forcefully forward, brandishing his Bible like asword. He cameto confront Raven, but still kept
the Lone Star cruiser between him and Doc. "Y ou are meddling in good work being performed in the
name of God."

Raven's head came up and asardonic smiletwisted hislips. "1 was unaware that ‘God' was a synonym
for greed, Lawrence Roberts. I'm certain Tina Cole would be shocked at how you betrayed her trust.”

In the half-second Roberts terrified gaze swept from Raven's eyesto mine, | knew everything Raven had
pieced together about him was true. He sarted to ssammer adenid, but an unearthly roar cut him off.
Cooper came running through the front door and Braxen hunkered down behind his car door with gun
drawn.

Surging up and forward through the front yard | saw the thing | had heard and smelled before. More
formless than humanoid, it writhed forward like an amoeboid centaur. A vast skirt of mud and gravel and
debris swirled around to form aconica base that supported alumpish torso with multiple arms. At the
top of thetorso | saw a shape that could have been described as a head, and when some of the dime
dripped down | knew | saw bone.

The Old One howled out achalenge that had my skull bursting. | drew my Viper and snapped around
into the chamber, but couldn't see any spot to shoot the thing that might hurt it. Cooper looked over at
me with horror on hisface and shouted, "Wolf, no!" He glanced at the creature and repeated the cry.
"Hawse, no!"

The creature went straight for Roberts. Multiple bubbles burst from the area of its chest asif the creature
were trying to spesk, but any sound it made was drowned out as Roberts held the Bible up and shouted
something. The creature kept coming and, to my eye, picked up some speed. The good Reverend tossed
the book at the monster, missed high, then turned to run toward hislimo. Harse shifted left, tracking
accurately even though | couldn't see anything on it even gpproximating eyes.



Over the acrid burning stench of the creature, | caught awhiff of Roberts flower and knew how Harse
had tracked him. It had to be orienting on the carnation. I'd been wearing one before and it came after
me until Cooper proclaimed me afriend. Now it went after Roberts.

| briefly considered shouting awarning, then dismissed the idea. Whatever would happen to him, Roberts
had brought it on himsdf. It wastime for the money-changer to be cleared from the temple.

Roberts screamed incoherent prayers as the monster chased after him. He cut back and forth, trying to
shake it, but had no success. Harse tracked Roberts like the best cyberbacker going after the bitcarrier in
cyberball, closing with each turn Roberts took. The creature did forward on apool of mud and oily
scum, cutting Roberts off from the limo.

His gun shaking like a china plate in an earthquake, Braxen looked over at me. | turned to Raven for
guidance, but the Doctor just shook his head. He glanced at the children huddled around Cooper, then
back at Roberts. Something in his eyestold me he wouldn't have stopped the creature if he could have.
Denied his escape, the Reverend dropped to his knees. Screwing his eyestight shut, he clasped his hands
together and prayed furioudy. | don't remember the words he shouted exactly, mainly because they dl
sort of ran together, but they amounted to a confession of hissinsand a promise to sin no more. Mind
you, thisisjust alayman's opinion, but his catalog of snswas quite enough for severd lifetimes.

He begged for God's absol ution, and Harse made sure he was shriven.

The creature dammed into him like amuddide into ahouse. One second | could see Roberts, and the
next he was covered in 0ozing muck. The Reverend half-stumbled to hisfeet, literaly knocked back by
the mongter, then fell again as hislegs melted away. The creature's acidic touch pedled Roberts flesh off
and smoked his clothing away. He tried to scream, but could only vomit mud.

His body dumped face-first onto the ground, and Harse covered him with acairn made of garbage. The
tentacle arms dissolved into nothingness and the molten mound stopped moving. A small dust-devil
danced up and away from the pile asif carrying off Harse's spirit.

Braxen dowly stood from behind his cruiser and the kids | ft the safety of the front stoop. Cooper tried
to dart forward, but Sine held him back. | took onelast ook at the barrow, shuddered, and put my pistol
back inits holster. The Old One barked out onefinal challenge, then retreated to his den.

Harry tipped his hat back. "What the hell was that?*

"Justice?' Raven, on one knee, examined the Bible Roberts had thrown. "This, dong with Roberts
'desthbed' confession, indicates that he murdered his partner Thomas Harrison for afortune in bearer
credsticks. Roberts buried Harrison in the basement here. Apparently the ghost remained quiescent until
Robertstook an interest in this place. His hatred for his old partner was strong enough for him to fashion
anew body out of debrisfound in his grave and elsewhere." Cooper sniffed. "I used to bwing Hawse

| walked over to him and knelt down. "Don't be sad, Cooper. Harse—Harrison—protected you just the
way you wanted him to. HE's gone, but he's happy now. Y ou want him to be happy, don't you?'

IIYSII
"Good." | sood dowly. "Well, Braxen, | think you can ignore the claim Robertsfiled for thisplace.”
The ork frowned. "I'm afraid | can't, Kies. That claim is part of Roberts estate.”

Raven scooped the Bible up and tucked it under one arm. "Actudly, Officer, | think you'll find that the



counterclaim filed againgt the property isvdid. After dl, Kyrie has been living here for the requisitetime
tomakeaclam.”

Kyrie diffened.

Braxen shook his head. "Nice try, Raven, but she's SINIess so she can't own this place no matter how
long she'slived here”

Raven turned and stared at Kyrie. "1 did some checking, Sdacia. Y ou might have tried to run away from
your family, but you arelegd. The house is yours under the squatting Statutes. Pay the back taxesonit,
and you own it freeand clear.”

"Goforit, Kyrie," | said. | turned to the Lone Star. "Harry, how much to claim this place?"
The ork shrugged. "Ten grand, | think."
Kyrie'sjaw dropped. "Where am | going to get ten thousand nuyen?

Raven tossed her the Bible. "Five hundred thousand nuyen in bearer credsticks belonging to the

K oshiyama Insurance Combine is hidden in a place indicated by the code on the cover-liner. Standard
recovery feeisfifteen percent, which should buy you the house and plenty of the things Roberts would
have offered you."

Sine picked Cooper up and hugged him, then he turned in her arms and gave Kyrie akiss. "It's ah house
now." "Yes, itis, Cooper, it'sours.”

"Fine, take the house and everything,” Albion snapped bitterly, "I'm outta here.”
"What?' The hurt in Kyrie's eyes dashed through me like amonofilament whip.

"You'vegot aSIN. We don't trust anyone who'slegal.” He dapped Sine's shoulder with the back of his
hand. "C'mon, Sine. She owns the house now, so wereleaving.”

Sineshook her head. "I'll stay.”
"Great. Hopethelot of you rot." He whirled around and ran smack into me.

"You and | need totalk in my office.” | grabbed him by the back of his neck and force-marched him to
the gtreet. "Hasthe glue you use on your hair gone straight into your think-box or what?*

He stared at me sullenly when | released him. "She'slegdl. | don't trust anyone who'sgot aSIN."

"Think for aminute, will you?' | pointed back to where Kyrie and the others were studying the Bible's
clue page. "She'shad a SIN for the whole time you've known her, but she's pretended not to. Why do
you think thet is?"

"Wed kick her out if shetold thetruth."

"Listen to yoursdlf. Y ou know aswell as| do that she could head out for the Tir and get help from the
elves down there. She doesn't need you, but you need her. Cooper and Sine need her. Kyrie hungin
here because she didn't want the group to be torn apart.”

He spat on the ground. "Good for her."

"They aso need you. Y ou provide the drive so things can get done.”



Albion folded hisarms across his skinny chest. "Greet, fine, well, someone el se can give them the kicksin
the pants they need, not me. I'm outta here." He turned and walked away into the darkness.

| wandered back to me others. Kyrie looked up a me expectantly, but | just shook my head. "Sorry."
Cooper blinked his eyes as he turned to me. "'Is Albion coming back?'

"I dunno, Cooper, | just don't know." | gave him ahalf-hearted smile. "Say your prayers and maybe he
will."

Numberunner

| felt like | was trgpped in one of those math problems: Wolf, sprinting south through the aley at 40 kph,
has 50 metersto the street and safety. The car, going south at 100 kph, is 100 meters from the Street in
the same dley. How long will it be before a sted -belted massage ruins Wolf's day?

Leaping over agrease-stained box 00zing something noxious a the corners, | figured that my speed
meant | was traveling 40,000 meters per hour, or 666.6 metersaminute, or 11.1 meters per second.
That put me approximately 5 seconds from Westlake and a vague chance at being able to walk home
under my own power.

The AcuraToro cruisng down the dley behind me, with a piece of newsprint fluttering from itsradio
antennalike aflag, boasted 100,000 meters per hour. That put it at 277.7 meters per second. Roughly
trandated that meant it would be through me faster than the curry 1'd eaten the night before—adistinctly
unpleasant prospect. The calculations checked and | eft no doubt.

That'swhy | hate math.
That'swhy | like magic.

The Old One howled with glee as | let him share hiswolf-born speed and strength with me. | stooped in
the middle of the aley and yanked up the heavy bronze manhole cover. The driver, thinking | meant to
drop into the sawer to escape him, punched the accelerator and centered his dender sports car on me.

Like amatador with ametal cape, | cut to my right but let the manhole cover hang in space where | had
been. The lower edge hit the windscreen about hafway down and shattered the glasslike it was a soap
bubble. The disk began to somersault, end over end, doing its best to turn the hardtop Torointo a
convertible. It had better success with the driver, ensuring that while he might have lived fast and died
young, he would not leave a pretty corpse.

The Toro hit the dley wall pretty hard. Sparks shot up from where the fiberglass body scraped away to
metal, then the scarlet speedster rolled out into traffic. A Chryder-Nissan Jackrabbit hit it going east
while aHondatruck rolled over its nose. Nothing exploded and no flames erupted, but the Jackrabbit's
driver did vomit when he yanked open the Toro'sdoor. | think he wanted to give the Toro'sdriver a
piece of hismind, but ended up getting pieces of the driver'sall over hiswhite pants.

| took onelast look at the Acuraas| |eft the dley and turned down toward the Sound. | didn't recognize
it nor the half-second glimpse I'd had of the driver'sface whileit was il in one piece. It wasn't thefirst
time aprofessona had come after me with intensive homicida mayhem on hismind, not by along shot.

It was, however, thefirg timeit took lessthan afull day for someone to decide to off me.

New records like that tend to make me nervous.



Cutting back and forth through the streets gave me the time | needed to make sure no one was following
me. | did see another Toro, which spooked me a bit, but only because it was white and looked like a
ghogt of the car I'd killed. Other than that my trip through the heart of Seettle's urban gray jungle showed
me nothing I'd not seen amillion times before.

My haphazard course brought me into what that had once been my old stomping grounds. Normally I'd
avoid that areaif | were traveling with anything less than an army because theloca gang and | did not get
along too well. The Halloweenies—Homo Sapiens Ludicrous—were led by Charlesthe Red, but he'd
been feding poorly for the latter haf of the summer. That allowed meto go where | wanted without being
hasded.

As| entered the old neighborhood | suddenly found myself wishing for the return of hogtility. A stretch of
Westlake from Seventh Avenueto Sixth Avenue had gotten asignificant toasting during the Night of Fire.
| remember the blaze rather well as| rdive that evening in more nightmaresthan | careto count. Every
fragment of that frightful landscape was burned into my memory in exquisite detall.

Standing a ground zero | couldn't recognize athing.

All the burned-out cars had been moved. Buildings had been refaced and the tarmac was more level and
priginethan I'd ever seen it. Old, boarded-up apartments had been refurbished and, if the window
decorations were any indication, aready occupied by tenants. All the little grotty businesses on the street
level had been replaced with sharp-looking boutiques with awnings.

And not asingle street light had ahooker grafted toil.
Looking at the place where'd grown up | finally understood the meaning of the word desecration.

From deep inside me, in that lightless cave where the Wolf Spirit choosesto dwell, the Old One growled
deeply. Now you know what | saw in the Seeping Time. Your people, Longtooth, they destroyed
the lands | loved. They crushed my people and savaged my world. And for what?

"So you can complain.”

"Excuse me, young man?' An old woman with adowager's hump stopped in front of me and let her little
metal grocery cart cometo arest. "Did you say something to me?”'

| smiled at her. "No, I'm sorry. | wastalking to mysdf.”

She squinted her eyes and | half-expected her to recogni ze me. Something did flash through her eyesand
| desperately searched for aname to attach to her face, but | came up ablank. She, on the other hand,
pointed at my tie. "We owe you agreet vote of thanks.”

| cocked an eyebrow. "Excuse me?"'
She jabbed my tie again. "Y ou do work for Tucker and Bors, don't you?'
For at least thisweek, if | surviveit. Y es—sorry, | just started with them.”

"Oh." Sheamiledinakindly way. "Y our company oversaw the rebuilding of this neighborhood. Did
everything very fast. You'd never know it to look at it, but this place used to be horrible.”

"l can believeit." | amiled at her, then stepped into the street. "Good evening, maam.”

My smilegrew as| saw afamiliar narrow doorway with a pumpkin glaring down at me from aboveit.



Tucker and Bors might have renewed thisbit of urbanity after the Night of Fire, but there were some
ingtitutions that were too sacred to be touched and too disgusting to die. The Jackd's Lantern was one of
them.

| pulled open the door and reveled in the wall of smoke that poured over me. True, I'd never liked the
placewhen | lived here, and the Halloweeners would have cut my heart out for invading their stronghold,
but the Lantern was alife preserver to adrowning man. | let the door swing shut behind me and rubbed
my hands together. Who says you can't come home again?

Well, whoever said it wasright. The Lantern might have been too sacred to touch and too disgusting to
die, but apparently it wasn't that hard to buy out.

The smoke didn't cling to my flesh like atoxic fog because it came from a smoke machine. The only light
in the place till came from orange and black plastic pumpkins, but the wattage of the bulbs had been
upped so you could see more than afew stepsinto the bar. They'd left the car fenders wrapped around
the pillarsthe way | remembered, but al of them sparkled with anew coat of chrome. Barbed-wire
jewdry ill adorned various parts of mannequins, but al the rust had been polished off it and the razor
wirewas duller than your average chiphead's sense of redlity. They gtill used cable drums astables, but
thick coats of epoxy seded them, fosslizing graffiti 1eft behind from when redl people used to populate
the place.

A fresh-faced girl walked up to me and smiled. Thetwo dark triangles surrounding her eyes pointed
down and an upward-pointing one hid her nose, but they'd been drawn in adark green make-up, not the
black the Halloweeners demanded. Her clothing, while stylishly tattered, had obvioudy been washed
within the last week. Ingtead of looking like azombie summoned from beyond the veil to serveinthe
Jackal's Lantern, she looked like a cresture from the Casper-the-Friendly-Ghost school of haunting.

"Welcometo Jack O's Lantern,” she smiled.
Something ingde medied. "Jack O's Lantern?”’
"Thevery same. Tablefor one?!

| blinked twice, then shook my head. "I'm meeting someone. A guy, mid-forties.. .." Her nosewrinkled in
distagte. "In the back. HE's nursing a beer.”

| smiled. "Bring us both ancther.”

Leaving her to traipse through the corpgeeksin synthlesther trying to look tough at the bar, | made my
way toward the back. Even though | didn't like the changes, | had to admit the added light was an
advantage. 1'd never noticed how big the place redly was, or how tall the scarecrow crucified on the
back wall. Of course the smiley face didn't redly suit him, but not many people got thisfar back.

| did into the booth and noticed my name was gtill carved into the table top. Even the nine lines beneath it
had been left intact. "Hi, Dempsey. How'sit going?'

Dempsey gave me ashrug. He's one of those guys who looks like absolutely everyone dsein the
world— you'd forget him in asecond if you had no reason to remember him. That, and the fact that he
knows people who know just about everyone or everything in the world, make him very good at what he
does. Dempsey isaprivate eye and for someone who's got no magic and no chrome, he'slasted alot
longer than he has any right to.

"Lifegoeson.”



"Easy for youto say.” | laughed lightly. "Dropping cold intathe corp world means | have to wake up
during thisthing caled morning."

Dempsey kept both his hands wrapped around his swesating beer bottle and appeared not to hear what
I'd said. "'I've done some checking, just like you asked."

"Arﬂ?'

Another shrug lifted the shoulders of his kevlar-lined trench coat. "There are plenty of folkswho'd loveto
take ashot at Tucker and Borsfor what they did to the Lantern here, but no one has anything that
suggests TAB isangry at the Ancients. Moreover, there are no anti-metahuman groups with tiesinto
TAB. Thiscity postively stinkswith Humanis Policlub members, but TAB isas clean as can bein that

department.”

| chewed my lower lip. "Whét are the chances some snakeisliving under arock you haven't overturned
yer?”

Dempsey showed no concern over my having questioned his ability. "Sim and none. The word
whispered in some high dark placesisthat Andrew Bors had adaughter who goblinized right after the
awakening. Her daddy got her out of Segttle and has her staying in amansion up on Vachon Idand. After
that, employees were screened for their attitudes toward metahumans through their employment
guestionnaire. Y ou show signs of being abigot and you're out.”

"Damn." I'd been inserted into Tucker and Bors because the Ancients had gone to Doctor Richard
Raven with their suspicionsthat TAB was backing gangs making attacks on them. Asthe Ancientsarea
rather powerful and militarily adroit street gang, the invasion of TAB headquarters was adistinct
possibility and Raven started to work on the problem to forestall that from happening. The waitress
arrived with our beers, and | handed her some corp scrip. Shelooked at it and laughed. ™Y ou should
have told me you were one of us."

| frowned. "Come agan?'

"YoureaTABbig, just like me. Tabbies get adiscount,” She scooped up the bill and headed back
toward the front.

The Old One did not like being called atabbie, but | managed to keep him in check. "Dempsey, | need
you to keep digging on the policlub angle. Thiswhole thing smacks of race hatred to me. Something has
to be there."

He nodded. "Anything €lse?"
"Yeah. | need you to find out if anyone hasahit out on me."
"Y ou mean besides La Pante?'

"Yeah, besdes LaPlante." It was an open secret that Etienne La Plante had a contract out on Dr. Raven
and any of hisassociates. It was aso well known that hurting asingle hair on any of our heads would set
Kid Stedth onthe n—yproving once and for dl that capitd punishment, if gpplied quickly and
without mercy, could be adeterrent to crime. "Somegillettein a Toro tried to interest mein tarmac
fusion. | declined, and heflipped hislid and had an accident.”

Dempsey took it dl in gride. "Do | ill relay information through Vaerie Vakyrie?'
| thought for amoment, then shook my head. "Takes too much time. If you get anything on the hit angle,



cal TAB and ask for Keith Wolverton.”
"Andif Mr. Wolvertonisnot at hisdesk and | want to leave a message?"
"Say ardation iscoming to vist. The greater the danger, the more distant the relative.”

Dempsey's eyesfocused digtantly, then came back with atwinkleinthem. "So if | say Adam and Eve are
comingtoseeyou..."

"I'll know Stedlth isfredancing again.” | glanced a my watch and did out of the booth. " Stay and have
another if you want. I've got to go meet Raven.”

Dempsey shook his head and |eft the booth. "I | stick around here, they'll come by and give me anew
trench coat.”

"It'shell being afashion trendsetter.” | looked at the refurbished bar and shuddered. "I think thisisthe
firgt timeI've been in here and not felt like taking a bath afterward.”

"It'sthe only time | haven't needed a bath afterward,” Dempsey quipped. " Those were the days."

| Sgned for the tab up at the front, then walked a couple of blocksto the parking garage where I'd | eft
my Fenris. The black coupe waited for mein adarkened corner of the basement like aferd cresture
hiding from the light. | disarmed the anti-theft devices—you only forget to do that once—and climbed in.
| punched in theignition code and cruised out into the light evening traffic.

Thetrip to Raven's headquarters took longer than it should have because of the series of turnsand
cutbacks | used to make sure no one was following me. After Raven and the rest of our crew had done
various thingsto anger some of the more powerful individuasin the sprawl, paranciahad become a
surviva trait. Just because Kid Stealth would descend like abloody avenger on anyone bothering us did
not mean we were inviolate. Insanity becomes a courtroom defense because lots of folksdo irrationa
things, and | had no desire to have bits of mein baggies labeled Exhibit A.

| parked the Fenrisin the basement garage below Raven's brownstone, then took the stairstwo at atime
as| climbed to the main floor. Adjusting my tie and rolling down my deeves, | marched straight to
Raven's office and paused in the doorway. "Would have been here sooner, Doc, but someone wanted
meto play immovable object to their irresstible force.”

Raven leaned back in hisblack leather chair, pressed his hands together and rested hisindex fingers
againg hislips. Seated there in acustom-built chair, behind hisindividualy hand-crafted desk, he looked
normally proportioned. The pointed tips of even earsjutted up through hislong black hair asthe only
cluesto his heritage. If not for that, his coppery skin, high cheekbones, and broad-shouldered, muscular
build would have marked him as an Amerind.

His dark eyesfocused above and beyond me, but | found myself entranced by their steady gaze. The
blues and reds weaving through them in an aurora-like fashion flickered past in what | imagined was a
mirror of how quickly thoughts strobed through his brain. The lights dowed, then he closed hiseyesand |
felt mysdlf in control of my own mind again.

"Interegting.” Hishandsfell away from his mouth as he leaned forward and stood. "I will want afull report
later, of course, but | should introduce you to our clients. Thisis Sting and her lieutenant, Green Lucifer.”

Elven women are often described with plant imagery, but with Sting you'd have to make that an industria
plant. Sure, shewaslong and lean like most of them, but you could only describe her aswillowy if you
thought rebar swayed in light breezes. | heard she had atemper to match her fiery mane, and her yellow



Opticon eyes certainly reflected none of the warmth in her soul—if she had one. She had an edgeto her
that made it clear why she was running the Ancients, but likewise told me why, though she was attractive,
| didn't find her seductive.

"My pleasure.” | smiled but didn't offer her my hand. | knew her sireet name had been earned because of
the metal clawsthat could shoot from the backs of her hands and rake through flesh like it was water.

"So you're Wolfgang Kies. Makes sense, | guess.”

Before | could even begin to work my way through the maze of tone and inferencein her words, the
nearly imperceptible stiffening of her partner drew my attention to him. Unlike Raven, Green Lucifer had
thetypica starveling build of an €lf. His chin, or under-abundance of it, suggested a character flaw that
the burning light in hisgray eyesused asfuel. Green Lucifer clearly did not like the fact that Sting had
paid me any notice at dl, and he was aching for any opening to exert histerritorid rights. That told me
they were more than just partnersin power and that Green L ucifer was the jeal ous type.

| immediatdy put him onthelist of folks | didn't want in possession of achainsaw while my back was
turned.

"Mr. Kies, or 'Mr. Wolverton,"" he began with mock sincerity, "what have you learned?'

| stared at him for a second, then turned to face Raven. "'l spent most of the day getting Situated. Vaerie's
trandferring Mike Kant to Shangha was accepted without question, aswas my being sent in to replace
him. Ms. Terpstra acts more like a school marm than a supervisor, but Bill Frid is helping me get squared
away in Kant'soffice. Infact, I've not redlly had to do anything because Frid did it al while showing me
what I'm supposed to do."

Raven sank back in his chair again. "Good. What about this attempt on your life?"

Themention of an nation attempt caused the fourth individua in the room to take conscious notice
of the conversation. Kid Stedlth, Sitting back on his haunches, turned his head to watch me. Thelight
flashed off his Zeiss eyes and his brows nearly touched as they pointed down at hisnose. | knew better
than to think he was concerned about me—he could see I'd survived—buit his concentration came from
his desire to hear how arival assassin had failed in hisjob.

Having Stedth crouched behind Green Lucifer and Greenie surreptitioudy trying to kegp an eyeon him
made mefed loads better.

"| found a couple of thingsin some files and made copies of them. | tossed them into my trash basket,
then bagged the litter and dropped it in the disposal chute. After work | went back around to the aley
and fished the bag out.” | reached into my back pocket and retrieved the folded-over papers. "They're
severad pages of receipts Kant got while, as nearly as| can figure, making money dropsto the folks
fighting the Ancients

Green Lucifer'sface darkened. "That's hardly a substantia amount of evidence, Mr. Kies." Scorn rolled
from hiswords like crude oil off aduck's back.

| continued to speak to Raven aone. "It has to be something because arazorboy in an AcuraToro
mistook mefor an on-ramp.”

"Did you get anything from him?' Raven asked.

"Sorry, Doc. The dead don't like talking to me. Chances are my cover isblown. | think we should
consider taking me out of there."



Raven nodded solemnly. "If you think it best.”

Green Lucifer hammered afist into the arm of hisred leather chair. "Thisistoo important and has taken
too long to set up just to let him drop it like this. Were being systematically exterminated. Order him to
remainin place”

Raven leaned forward and rested hisforearms on the desk. "Being new here, you do not understand .. ."

"I understand this human operative of yours has no stake in or concern about elven livesbeing logt.”
Green Lucifer gave me agray-eyed sare that started the Old One growling defiantly in the back of my
mind. "He's your employee. Order him back in."

"You do not understand,” Raven repesated dowly. Thethreet arced likelightning in hiswords and anger
reverberated like thunder in his voice. "These people are not my employees. They are my aides, my
companions, my friends, and my allies. They work with me, not for me. What they do, they do because |
ask, not order. | have never found mysdlf called to doubt their judgment or their courage or their
compassion. If Wolf believeshislifeisin danger, then | believe that aswell."

Green Lucifer managed to hold his composure better than the other haf-dozen people I'd seen invoke
Raven'swrath like that. He settled back into his chair like astedl beam being bent by theinexorable
progress of aglacier, but his defiance did not drain away. Still, he knew better than to open his mouith.

Histonelightening only dightly, Doc continued. "Wolf isfully cognizant of your Stuation. He knows that
your dternative to a peaceful solution to this problem isfor the Ancients to wage war with Tucker and
Bors, and that isnot likely to be pretty. It isfor the sake of your lives, and the lives of the innocents who
might be caught in any crossfire, that we began thisinvestigation. Wolf knows | would not ask him to
return there unless| believed the risk was judtified, but if he choosesto decline my request, | will think no
less of him and my confidencein him will not diminish.”

I'd have said | wasleaving Sesttle for Japan if | thought it would deepen the scowl on Green Lucifer's
face, and | knew Raven would back my play unques-tioningly. | started piecing together the perfect way
to drop that bit of information on Greenie, but | caught Sting's eye and saw ahopeless determination in
her expression and shifting posture.

| knew the Ancients had gone through a nasty battle recently with another street gang. The Ancients,
supposedly under direction from someonein TAB, had tried to expand their territory into the turf held by
the Meat Junkies. The battle got nasty fast, and looked redlly grim for the Ancients when an ork sniper
killed their leader. At that moment, however, Green Lucifer smoked the sniper and used hisrifleto ace
the Meat Junkies top dog.

Both gangs retreated to lick their wounds, but over the following weeks other gangs had taken shots at
the Ancients. That wouldn't have attracted any attention except that no one was picking on the smilarly
weakened Meat Junkies, and the Junkies themsalves started sporting very new and very expensive guns
and bikes. As TAB had stopped bankrolling the Ancients, anyone with more than two working brain
cells could deduce ashift in corporate policy that was not beneficia to the eves. Sting clearly knew her
gang had to ded with the problem of TAB's shifting loydties or the Ancients would become fodder for
the"Obitsand Old Bits' newsfax files. If Raven couldn't help her—and looking for outside help, even
from another df, showed how desperate she saw the situation to be—she had to go to war. Given that
TAB, like any other multinat, had its own army, long odds for betting on the gang were not hard to find.

Even knowing that, she would have no choice. If she didn't go to war, she'd be replaced by someone
who would. The outcome would be the same, but when you whisper "I told you so,” frominsde agrave,
very few folkslisten or care.



"Actudly, Doc, | have Dempsey looking into the contract angle. That could be a shortcut to whoever is
ramrodding this campaign. If | bow out, the bait will be gone. I'll just be more careful.” | glanced over at
Sting. "AsI'm replacing Kant and he appeared to be the boss-man's courier of choice, | should see some
action soon. If we et it dip that you're bidding on a shipment of arms coming into Seettle, our man should
move to procure that shipment before you."

Raven smiled. "If someone wants you dead, Dempsey will find out. Good choice, Wolf."

| painted awide smile on my face and proudly displayed it for Green Lucifer. He Sarted to get a bit
restivein hischair, but Stedth's flesh and blood right arm snaked over the back of the chair and his
shoulder. Pointing in my direction, it stopped just short of Gree-nie€'sface. From the deeve of Stedth's
waist-cut coat, ablocky little derringer did down tofill hispalm. The delivery device retracted Slently,
then Stedlth arced the gun across the room to me.

| caught it gingerly. "What'sthis?"

Stedth didn't exactly smile, but his expression grew as pleasant as|'ve ever seen it sansanyone actudly
dying inthevicinity. "Richard said he found your being unarmed disturbing. | customized adesign based
on aRemington Double Derringer.1 expanded the cdiber to .50 and have crafted some of your 'slver'

bulletstofit it. It issngle action. Y ou get two shots.”

| turned the pistol over in my hand, then dipped it into my pocket. Getting it into TAB would not be a
problem, and | could fed safe even without nearby manhole covers. "Thank you, maestro.”

| knew it was loaded because Stealth wouldn't have it any other way. The Old One knew it too and
snarled something derisive about my dependence on the tainted and artificial when histools were so pure
and natural. The only problem with the Old One and the abilities he lent mein times of need wasthat |
couldn't dways be certain | would remain in control of my actions. In light of that, using a hand-detonated
nuclear bomb could be seen to have an up side.

"So what isyour next step?' Green Lucifer leaned forward and leaned his chin on hisright hand.

"WEell, tonight I'm going to go check on aformer client, Lynn Ingold. That'savery important part of this
cae"" | saw Raven suppress asmile. Lynn Ingold was awoman we had rescued from La Plante earlier in
the summer. She and | had begun seeing one another and 1'd been planning to take her out to a Seadogs?
game well before the TAB problem came up. "Then, tomorrow, | return to work and wait."

Hisface screwed down into a sour expression asif

1 Because Stealth knows I like using a Beretta Viper and an HK MP-9— both of which he thinks should be in a

museum—he's decided I can't really handle any weapon crafted for use in the twenty-first century. Taking the
specs for a Derringer from some docudrama about the old, old West (I think it was called Deadlands), he
manufactured the gun for me. I mean, I was glad to have it, and even happier that he had a hobby, but I
kind of wished his hobby was more benign, like model trains. Then again, I didn't really want to see what the
Murder Machine would do with model trains.

21 had gotten the feeling, at the time we rescued Lynn, that she was special. The fact that she was a Seadogs

fan proved it. And I do mean she was a Seadogs fan—I don't think I ever heard her call the team the
Mariners.

he'd been sucking sulfur schnapps through astraw. "We can't afford to wait long.”

Raven looked over at Stedth. "Kid Stealth has agreed to let it be known that he and his Redwings are
just waiting for someone to start shooting at you so they can raid undefended territory. Again, this steps
up the pressure on TAB and will makeit easier to find out who isbehind dl this"



"Fine, Raven, just so long as you know we won't wait until forever." Greenie leaned back in his chair and
geepled hisfingers. "Y ou have until Fri..."

Sting laid her right hand on hisleft arm. ™Y ou have aslong as you need at this point. If things change, Il
let you know."

Greenie didn't like that very much, but he and Sting exchanged apair of glances | can only describe as
cobraand mongoose. | smiled broadly at his discomfort, earning myself abig jump on hisenemieslig, |
do not doubt, and nodded to her. "Well get you results.”

"Good, Mr. Kies." She looked me up from my toesto the tippy-top of my head and back down. "Just s0
you know, if they do get you, Stedth will have al the help he needsin avenging you."

Damn, | just loveit when women talk lethd.

Lynndidn't talk lethd to me, but she did say some other things that made me think 1'd died and goneto
heaven. | wastired enough in the morning that | almost day-tested Stedlth's pistol on my aarm clock. |
refrained because | wastoo lazy to want to patch the hole | knew abullet would leave in my wall—and
that of the other two tenants on this floor—and dropped back to deep for another haf hour.

The Blavatskys downstairs woke me up for the second time with aloud discussion of things that shouldn't
be mentioned in daylight. After aquick shower and shave, | headed downtown to Tucker and Bors. |
arrived ten minutes late and, as an afterthought, | considered what a good idea that might have been.
Whoever had set me up to be killed would probably faint when he saw me come strolling in.

In fact, the only person who seemed to notice me was the matronly Ms. Terpstra. She stared a me hard
enough to melt my brain, but | scampered to my cubicle too quickly for her to properly focus her
powers. On my monitor | read the note she had sent me at precisely 9:00:01: "Punctudlity isavirtue and
the virtuous are rewarded. Those without virtue face perdition.”

Bill Frid appeared at the doorway to my private domain and handed me a steaming cup of soykaf. "'l see
you got a perdition memo."

| accepted the soykaf and sipped. "Isthat bad?"

"Naw, wait until you get an 'eterna damnation’ note. That's bad. She's been in abad mood since
Reverend Roberts stopped doing video.” A jovid guy, Bill had adouble-chin and curly blond hair that
made him look softer than | figured he saw himsdlf. Right from the start | had him pegged as one of those
typeswho'slearned al the shortcuts to getting things done. They're workhorses, and no corp could get
anything done without them, but contempt for the bureauicracy barred them from ever getting into the
power structure.

"You look tired. You feel okay?' he asked me.
| shrugged. "Went to the 'Dogs game last night.”
"Extrainnings?"

"Yeah." | amiled. "Oh, wait, you mean the game. No, just eight and a hdf. Mackdroy caught one on the
warning track in center, then threw out the runner from third on a one-hopper to end the game. It was
gredt.”

Bill sipped his soykaf. "Good, good. WEIl haveto take in agame sometime.”



| nodded. "Y esh. Let'sdo it when we're on some errand for old TAB and we can get them to spring for
a'businesslunch.'”

"I likeit." He gave me a conspiratoria wink, then looked up and nodded. " The wicked witch of the
paycheck iswatching, so I'll get back to my work station. If you need anything, just let me know."
"Thanks, Bill."

Left to my own devices | had to figure out what | was supposed to do. | really had no ideawhat Kant's
duties had been and even Frid had been fairly vague. Asnearly as| could make out, Kant was part
troubleshooter, part confidentia courier. Even when | called up alog of things Kant had donein the past
two weeks, it looked like most of histime had been spent sitting on his hands.

Fully aware that idle hands are the devil's playthings— a concept that | was certain Ms. Terpsira
detested—I pulled ablank manilafolder from my desk drawer and placed the employment and location
policy agreements I'd signed the previous day into it. | 1abeled the file "Wolverton, Keith" and stuck it
behind the Wolcott Trucking file.

Feding fairly satisfied with mysdlf, | noted, to my chagrin, that | had another two hoursto kill before the
lunch wagon arrived outside. | looked at the stack of datachips on the corner of the desk, but al of them
dedlt with gtatistics, math, and probability modeling, so | just couldn't bring mysdlf to pop one of them
into the computer. Making amenta note to have Vaerie get me games that would work on this mongter,
| started exploring the Interactive Building Directory.

By the time the telecom beeped and saved me, I'd succeeded in memorizing the names and divisonsfor
al TAB employees A to Jin the building. "Keith Wolverton here.”

"I have good news and bad newsfor you." Dempsey was one of the few people who sounded better on
the telecom than in person. "What's your pleasure?'

Seeing Ms. Terpstraglowering in my direction, | raised my voice abit so she could hear. "Well, Doctor,
will the patient live?"

"Mr. Kiesisin no danger, beyond those expected for aman in hisline of work. Whatever symptoms he
thought he had, he was mistaken.”

"And the bad news."

"No one's out to ace Walf, but there'sfive thousand nuyen on your head, Mr. Wolverton." Someone
wanted Keith Wolverton hit? Why? He didn't exist forty-eight hours ago. ™Y our source was impeccable
asusud, | assume?!

Dempsey grunted out alaugh. " The grieving widow was spending the five hundred nuyen down payment
to blot out the memory of her late squeeze. Closed casket ceremony, you know."

"At least they could go for ashorter box and save money.” | drank some more of the soykaf. "Y ou have
anamefor the patron of this poor departed soul ?*

"Areyou Stting down and done?’

| looked at the monitor and saw amessage presenting itself to me, Ietter by letter. "Only my very
wonderful supervisor, Ms. Terpsira, reminding methat | should not be taking persond calsviathe
wonders of binary magic."

"Probably safe, then. The name William Frid mean anything to you?'



| suddenly wondered if soykaf could cover the taste of arsenic. | assumed | would find out shortly. "Rings
abdl. Thanks. Dempsey."

"No swest, chummer. Tel me, isyour Ms. Terpstraheavy-s, first name Agnes?”'
| shrugged. "Hit onthefirst, and an ‘A’ for afirgt initial on her nameplate. Why?'

"No red reason.” | could see Dempsey smiling like afox in some dark telecom booth. "Heard that was
the handle she'd adopted. Alwayswondered where she ended up after the Mitsuhama embezzlement
scam. Watch your paycheck.”

"Got it, Dempsey. | oweyou bigtime."
"Youll be hearing fromme."
"Anytime, bud, anytime."

| broke the connection and glanced over at Bill's cubicle. Braving the harsh look on Ms. Terpstras face,
| walked over there and crouched down at Bill'sside. "Bill, | need some help.”

Hissmile dowly died asthe seriousnessin my voice got to him. "Sure, Keith, what isit?' | shook my
head. "Not here. It's persond. I'm new in town and there was thiswoman last night.. ."

He patted me on the shoulder. "Y ou're right, not here. C'mon.”

He led the way past the dragon lady to the men's room. We quickly checked the stallsfor lurkers, then
flipped the lock. Leaning back againgt asink, Bill smiled with mild amusement. "Now, what's the
problem?’

| shrugged. "The problem isthat thiswoman is upset because the man you hired to kill me got dead
himsdf inthe atempt.” | filled my right hand with Stedth's pistol. "That dmaost ruined my day. Explainto
mewhy | don't want to ruin yours."

Bill's eyes grew wider than the bore of the pistol he was staring at. "No, no, no, you haveit al wrong."

"That's correct about one of the two of us.” | tore the loop-towel across the back part of the loop and
garted pulling it down inlong lengths.

Hisblue pupilsrolled around like achak-mark on acuebadl. "What's that for?"

"Y ou're going to wrap it around your head so the brains don't splatter when | shoot you.” | let my smile
die except for anervous twitch at the corner that convinced him | meant business. "No need to make the
janitor's job any tougher."

"Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God." Frid dropped to hisknees. "I don't want to die."

"Good, then tel me everything you know about the elvesand TAB."

"What?' Helooked at mewith absolute terror in his eyes. "What are you talking about?"
"The Ancients"

"Who?'

"Dammit!" Heflinched as| swore. "Why'd you want me killed?"



"I didn't want you killed. | just wanted you, ah, roughed up." Histhick lips quivered in away that told me
he had to be tdling the truth. " Offering someone five thousand nuyen to rough me up isabit much.”

Helooked crestfdlen. "How was | supposed to know? | went down to Damian's and offered aguy five
grand to do ajab, then | gave him five hundred and the copy of your picture | got from security. | just
wanted to have you put out of action for aweek or so."

| frowned. "I'm gtill waiting for a‘'why' here, chummer.”

"Because | wanted your job. Kant gets all sorts of courier jobs and he gets bonuses." He looked down at
thefloor and clasped his handsin an attitude of prayer. Y ou haveto believe me."

"No, chummer,” | said, tossing him the towd. "Y ou have to convince me. What do you know about
Kant's courier actions?'

"Oh, God, you're from Auditing, aren't you?" Frid wilted and his shoulders dumped forward. "Kant said
he dedlt with shadow projects.”

Shadow projects. Anything a corp wanted to do without the shareholders or the government knowing
about it. Projects that never showed up on the books, but got money funneled to them through fake
projects and promotions. Given dl theinterlocking directorates and verticd integration within the
corporate world, tracking down the source of funding for dmaost anything wasimpossible. For shadow
projectsit was that much more so.

And funding awar againgt the Ancients definitely sounded like a shadow project to me.

"Okay, Bill, let'stake thisdowly. Kant made three courier runs recently. One was on the twenty-third of
last month. This month he did one on the seventh and the other on the twefth. Enlighten me.”

Sweat poured from his forehead and down hisface. "I don't know."
"You'l look good in aturban, you know."
"Keith, | don't know. Honest, | don't.”

| dropped down onto my haunches and parked the Derringer a centimeter or so from thetip of hisnose.
"Y ou've got two strikes againgt you, you weasdl. Y ou fig- ured you'd get Kant's job and his bonuses, and
you gtill think you can swing some sort of dedl out of this..." | paused to let him consider how much his
greed might cost him. "Well, chummer, you can. | only care about that one job. It involves eves and only
locd traved.”

| tapped his nose with the gun. "What will it be? True Confessions, or die knowing that whatever you had
for breskfast was your last med."

"Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God. Ah, ah ..." He screwed hiseyes shut. "I don't know for sure, Keith. All
those jobs went through Ms. Terpstra. Please believe me.”

I'd seen enough men crumble in my timeto know Frid's marshmallow center was leaking through dl the
cracksin him. He had to be telling the truth, which meant | had anew nut to crack. | wouldn't have
thought Ms. Terpstra capable of running a shadow project, but with Dempsey's cautionary tale about

her, anything was possible.

"Okay, Bill, thisisthe way things go down. Y ou're going home sick, right now." The man nodded likea
child promising Santaheld be good. "If | find you've been lying to me you can consider our littletalk here



asthe opening scene of the worst nightmare you've ever had.” | dipped the gun back into my pocket.
"Get out of here”

Back inthe office, | leaned forward on Ms. Terpstrals desk. "Agnes, | redlly need to know who asked
you to give courier jobs concerning the demise of the Ancientsto Mike Kant."

Ms. Terpgtras head jerked around asif I'd gaffed her in agill and yanked her from the Sound. "Mr.
Wolver-ton, | have no ideawhat you are talking about. How dare you address me in such afamiliar
manner?'

| gave her my best I-know-lots-you-don't-want-to-have-known smiles. "Isit that Tucker and Borshasa
better retirement policy, or did you just tire of the Mit-suhama corporate grind? Audits after an
embezzlement can be so tedious, don't you think, Aggie?' From the sour look that answered my
question, | redlized who- ever had her running a shadow project was using the same or smilar blackmail
evidenceto keep herinline.

"You play well, Mr. Wolverton, but you will meet your match." She gave me acold smile. "Benbrook,
Sdney M."

"Benbrook?' | frowned as| tried to remember his entry from the directory. "Benbrook isin Marketing!
Why would Marketing have a shadow project?”

"Mineisnot to wonder why ..."

"Y eah, what you do issted and fly." | shook my head. "Thank you for your help, Ms. Terpstra. You
make me proud to bea TABbie."

Sidney Benbrook looked exactly the way you'd expect someone with that name would. The Interactive
Building Directory showed me atal, cadaveroudy dender man with dark hair so thin that when he
combed it from right to left over hisscalp it could have been deciphered by a barcode reader. His deeply
st eyes remained hidden in shadow and, along with his corpse-like pallor, accentuated the impression
that he had died late in the last century.

As| entered the darkened sanctuary of hisoffice, | knew, almost immediately, that no matter how benign
or un-salesperson-like he looked, he was at the core of the problem with the Ancients.

Benbrook sat in abig padded chair centered on araised dais a the end of a narrow canyon formed by
walls of computers and other e ectronic equipment. Little amber and red lights flashed off and on across
the faces of the machines, enclosng himin astar field with congtantly shifting constellations. Cables
crisscrossed the area behind him and one snaked out from the tangle to jack into his skull behind his|left
ed.

Like aspider aware of afly's careless tread upon its web, Benbrook swiveled his chair around toward
me as | entered the room. | had not tried to be particularly quiet, but hisreaction unnerved me. His head
came up and historso came around instantly, but his eyestook their time in focusing down on me.

"You're Sidney Benbrook?' "I know that. Who are you?' His voice came out as aharsh croak, asif he
was entirely unused to speaking to another person. "I did not send for you.”

I'd seen other wireheads who were tied even tighter to their machines, but never in a corporate setting
likethis. | held my hands up in the universal Sgn of surrender. "'l am Keith Wolverton. I'm taking Kant's
place. Thought we should be acquainted in case you need anything done.”

"Done?'



| gave him my best hey-we're-dl-in-the-know-here smile. "Aggie told me Kant did courier jobsfor you,
al vapor, no flash. She says there's bonus money in it and she turned me on to the deal for arounding
error. Shetold meit could be dangerous, but | told her | wasn't afraid of any dandelion-chewers.”

"Dande. . . yes, dves" Benbrook froze—the only maotion from hisend of the room coming from the
computer light show. "I find it disturbing, Mr. Wolverton, that your computer records gppear never to
have been tampered with. How do you explain that?"

My smile broadened. "Y ou can figure I've made a career of keeping my nose very clean, or you can
assumethat | came across Kant's action independently and | decided | would like to milk the cash cow
mysdf for awhile"

"Tucker and Borstakes adim view of extortion, Mr. Wolverton."

"l said 'milk’ not 'daughter.’ Y ou've been devoting significant resources to destroying a popul ation of
elves. If you happen to know someone whao's paying for even scalps, | might know people who would
be willing to create a supply to satisfy that demand.”

"Y ou smal-minded bigot. Elves and scalps and bounties are not important.” Benbrook's eyes reflected
the flashing computer lights around him. Do you think these people might be able to get rid of the
Ancients?'

| frowned. "Y ou have me confused. Y ou said scalps aren't important, but you want someoneto 'get rid'
of the Ancients?'

"That iscorrect.”
"But you do not mean 'get rid of as synonymouswith kill?"

He frowned, which was rather scary given the gangrenous pdlor of hisskin. "I mean it asin move,
dispense with, create a decreased population concentration of .

| shrugged. "That sayskill tome."

"Whatever!" Fingers clicked and clacked across an illusory keyboard. "1 need to affect aten percent
reduction in the even population of the Denny Park zone by the end of thefiscal year. Isthat possible?”

Denny Park marked the southwest edge of the territory the Ancients claimed astheir own. Their recent
battle with the Meat Junkies was over apiece of turf to thewest of that area. That zone was one of the
least habitable areas in the Sesttle el ven enclave, but it wasthe Ancients stronghold.

"Possible, yes, but that will be avery tough block of iceto salt." Something was not adding up because |
wasn't hearing Humanis Policlub rhetoric coming a me. In fact, Benbrook had accused me of being
anti-ef. "If you don't care how | get rid of the eves, why do you want that particular piece of red
edate?'

Hisright hand rose from the arm of the chair and, with index finger pointing down, rotated dowly to
indicate| should turn around. As| did so, ahuge display screen did down from the false celling, flickered
to life and shared computer graphics of Seattle with me. As| watched, the image swooped lower, likea
helicopter sailing down through vector-graphic canyons. Asit headed north from downtown it hit ablock
of solid green: the Ancients turf.

Theimage dissolved into aseries of numbers. They scrolled past fairly quickly, but | caught bitsand
pieces of things. It looked to be acost comparison between two programs, and then it shifted over into a



point by point comparison of population. Outlined in red, and pulsing in time with my heartbegt, | saw the
gpproximate number of elvesliving in the Denny Park areaof Sedttle.

| turned back. "I still don't get it. Why are you paying to have eves scragged?”
"It'sobvious." Benbrook stared at me asif | wasanidiot. "Demographics.”

| remembered the datachips in Kant's workplace, then stared at Benbrook unbelieving. "Y ou're killing
them because of numbers?’

The red pulsing light burned off and on in hiseyes. "Those are not just numbers, Mr. Wolverton. They
arethe very lifeblood of this company. Those numbers affect our bottom line. That means those numbers
determine how much we can pay you and how much you get in your pension plan and what your profit
sharing statement will ook like. Those numbers are the most important numbersin the world.”

Though tolook at him I'd not have thought it possible, Benbrook rose from his chair and pointed a
scarecrow finger a me. ™Y ou will forever be doomed to be nothing but adave chip in the engines of
indugtry if you fail to understand how important those numbers are. On the right you have the
demographics and psychographics of the group the North American Testing Agency usesto test market
our products.”

His shoulders hunched and his hands rubbed together like those of a miser aching to fondle credsticks.
"They determine what we produce, when we produce it, what it tastes like, what it looks like, what it
gmellsand fedslike and how much we can charge for it. The shift of a percentage point or two in the
approval rating for a product can cause usto retool afactory or to scrap aline adtogether. NATA'stest
group is afickle mistress whom we labor to please, yet pay whether our results satisfy or anger.”

His eyes went to the screen. "1 will free us of our dependence on NATA and their group. The Denny
Park Digtrict isidentical to their areaexcept for one thing. We have too many elves. Once | can diminate
enough of them, welll have our own captive market here. | can create adivision that will perform like
NATA and we will wrest the dataflow away from them. Our costswill be afraction of what they were
for research, and we can charge others for using our group, which will reverse anegative cash flow in my
divison."

| shook mysdlf to clear my head of his missionary message. "'Y ou want to kill elves so you can taste-test
chocolate barsin the sprawl ?"

"Cruddy put, but | believe you have agrasp on redity.”

"Oh, I've got more than a grasp on redity, chummer." | pointed back toward the flashing red numbers.
"Y ou'retrying to lower theriver when what you need to do israise the bridge!™

He shook hishead. "I tried that. | paid the Ancients to take more territory outside Denny Park. It would
have created amore even distribution, but they failed.”

"No!" | dowly started drifting toward hissilicon dtar. "Have you seen what TAB did on Westlake?'

Benbrook paused asif unable to remember the project or unable to comprehend why | would mention it.
"That was the congtruction division. They are not my concern. Irrelevant.”

"Very relevant, Mr. Benbrook." | channeled the Old One's growl of outrage into my voice. "You are
seeking to destroy something when you could makeit all so much better. Y ou are blowing a perfect
chance to do more than just develop one new division.”



His hawk-gtare bored in at me ashe dowly sat. "Explain.”

Ashe called my bluff | panicked for a haf-second. The Old One cameto my rescue as he trandated al
the demographic gatigticsinto his own view of the world. Suddenly | saw Sesttle asit must have been
before men set foot on the continent. The Old One and his brothers knew where the deer would drink.
They knew what plants would flower or bear fruit when—attracting animasfor the hunt. Had it beenin
their power they would have crested more tree stands to keep their animals safe in the winter and more
meadows to feed them in the summer.

"It'sfairly ample, redly,” | said."Y ou can rebuild sections of the Denny Park area. Encourage people
who will even up the demographic mix to movein. Y ou'll have your own little population from which to
draw focus groups. Y ou can have your own stores where you can test product placement. Y ou can
employ some of the people and raise or lower their income to levels appropriate for whatever you want
to test. Y ou can create your own little world and it will pump out Streams of datafor you to andyze, dl
thewhile saving money.”

Hisface had begun to become positively animated as | started to talk. | thought | dmost had him with the
"dreamsof data" line, but something changed. Thelight in hiseyesdied. Settling hisangular, skeletd
body into his chair, he became an eectronic spider again.

"Projections show the cost of building up that areawill be more expengve than wiping out the Ancients.”
| drew the pistol. "Factor in the cost of your own funera.”

He dowly shook his head. "Employee contract, page two, section six, paragraph three prohibits one
employee from threatening another with deadly force."

"l quit."
"Now that | think of it, your suggestion has some merit.”

| nodded solemnly. "Those expenses can be charged back againgt the fees of clientswho use your
market testing. And you can make the changes through the construction divisions, guaranteeing the head
of that divison atidy profit on the construction work, while the work is done at a below market rate for
you."

Benbrook's head started bobbing in timewith music that | could not hear. "Y es, that could work. Asyou
said, | would have focus groups and store fronts to test product placement.” His eyesflicked up a me.
"These people would have children and | would have to educate them, correct?"

"Y ou better believeit.”
"Excdllent. We diversfy into children's products.”
| winked at him. "Y ou build schools and sports facilities. Y ou improve Denny Park and ..."

"And we create sports leagues for employees. We get them exercising, which will cut hedth insurance
cogts. And they will all be wearing clothing they buy from usthat has our trademark names embl azoned
onthem.”

"Now you're cooking."

He stopped hearing me. "And we create Brandname Loyalty Indoctrination Centers. We incul cate the
children in theways of only buying our products. We can wire every homefor closed-circuit televisons



that will display our ads. . ."

His eyes started to glaze over orgasmicaly, so | cocked the pistol and brought him out of it prematurely.
"Hey, Sparky, you dso have to pay the Ancientsto patrol the area so no one can infiltrateit, right?"

Benbrook hesitated, then nodded. "We can get them uniforms.. ."
"Do you redlly want to see what they would do with uniforms?”’

"No, perhaps not. Plausible deniability can cut liability." His eyeswent blank for amoment, then he
amiled. "Yes, | think thishas ahigher profit potentia because of theretall sales and the information
development angles. It will work."

"Good for you." My eyes narrowed and became the same silver shade as the wolf's-head pendant | wear
at my throat. "Listen, M oses, there's only one more thing you have to do before you can lead your
people to the promised land."

"Andthat is?'

"Y ou want to adjust the environment of a profit center because the psychographics are set to take it into
anegative growth curve." | gave him asmile that was al mayhem and arson.

"That sounds unsatisfactory. I'm sure, in return for your service here, | can do something about it." His
hands hung in space asif poised over the keyboard. "Explain.”

| smiled. "Ever heard of aplace called Jack O's Lantern?’

| breathed in and got anose full of noxious vapor that convinced me someone was burning tiresfor
warmth in the middle of the Jacka's Lantern. Of course | couldn't seethat far into the place, but | felt
happy enough that | waswilling to stumble blindly toward the back. Lucky for me, ablond waitress name
Pia saw me groping about and dipped her arm through mine.

"The dves sad they were waiting for you, Wolf." Despite the black makeup turning her faceinto a
nightmare pumpkin mask, the smile she gave me made my socksrall right up and down. "I can be softer
than sheis, and I'm much prettier than heis.”

"No disputing that." | returned her smile. "It's busnesswith them, darling.”
"All work and no play will make Wolf adull boy."
"And you're the whetstone that will sharpen me up?'

"We can rub our bodies against each other and see.” She laughed lightly as we reached the back of the
bar. "A Henry Weinhard'sfor you, Mr. Kies?'

"Inthebottle, no glass.” | did into the booth across from Sting and Green Lucifer. "Anything for you?'

Sting shook her head and Pia vanished into the billowing cloud of smoke. Green Lucifer wrinkled his
nose, looked around, then snarled at me, "Why did you demand we come to this dump?"

"| wanted to see you in your natura habitat." | glanced over at Sting. "Herestheded: TAB isgoing to
rebuild some housing in your turf and generally upgrade the Denny Park area. They'll pay you to keep
things under control. The new housing will go hdf to folks dready there and half to peoplethey bringin.”

As Sting considered what | had told her and Green Lucifer practiced his"1'm mean and nasty” ook on



me, Piaarrived with my beer. | saw sheld written her number on the napkin she put beneath the sweating
bottle and | gave her awink. | twisted the cap off the bottle with my left hand, drank, then set the bottle
down again and frowned at Green Lucifer. "Wéll, pay her." He blinked hisbig ef eyesat me. "What?'
"And tip her well, too. I'm abig tipper.” Piasmiled and gave me awink. "Thank you, Mr. Kies." Green
Lucifer became obstreperous. "'If you think..." Sting nudged him with an dbow. Grimacing, Green Lucifer
pulled out a couple of credsticks and started to sort through them for one sufficiently big enough to pay
for my beer. A light cough from Sting added a pair of twinsto it and al three ended up deposited on the
tray Piacarried. With abroad smile and anod of thanksto Sting, Piaretreated from sight. | drank abit
more. "What do you think?" Sting's eyes narrowed into lifeless amber wedges. "Do you think the dedl will
be honored for along time?* | shrugged and my left thumb traced the letters of my namein thetable. "If
they invest in the project asthey are supposed to do, yes, they will stay therefor along time. If not, well
know soon enough to forestall more trouble of the type you've been through. It's chancy, but if Raven
thought it was going to blow up in our faces, he'd not have asked you to meet me here. Isit ago?' Sting
nodded her assent.

"Good." | started to smile and fedl proud of mysdlf, but Green Lucifer went and spoiled it. Hisface
scrunched up asif he were about to throw atemper tantrum, but then the expression eased everywhere
except around hiseyes. "And now the minority report?”

"l just want one thing from you, Kies." He hissed thelast | etter of my namelike asnake. "Who was
behind the plot to kill us?' | shook my head. "Not part of the dedl. Y ou hired usto stop them, not mount
them on atrophy wall."

"Y ou needn't worry, well do our own killing," he sneered at me.

"Hey, Greenie, thisistherea world." | let the Old One growl through my throat as | rubbed my right
hand over my silver wolf's-head pendant. "Any of uswith Raven are willing to do wetwork, but not to
salve your ego. So, chummer, you've got what you've got.”

"What I've got is an anti-elf racist protecting more of the same." He balled hisfists and hammered them
down on thetable, nearly upsetting my beer. "We've had people dying out there. Weve had € ven blood
running in the streets. Someone hasto pay."

My eyes sarted adow shift from green to slver, with the black Killer Rings circling theiris. "Someoneis
paying. TAB is paying awergeld that will make things better for your people.”

"Tell thet to the dead.”

My right hand contracted into afist. "I've seen the streets run with blood, chummer, and I've lesked my
fair shareinto them, too. It's damned easy to call for blood when you aren't going to be the one shedding
it. And you can't tel me, Greenie, that asingle death a TAB will makelife better for thosewho livein
Denny Park."

He started to reply hotly, but Sting stopped him. Y our dedl is acceptable and, if TAB upholdsits part of
the bargain, we will |et the matter drop.” She glared at Greenie, and he nodded his head as much ashis
stony rage made possible. "We are indebted to you and Raven and even your friend, Dempsey.”

"Ravenwill send you abill," I said, amiling, "and you probably dready have amessage from Dempsey
waiting for you a your crib." | used the bottle cap in my left hand to scratch atenth line beneath my
name, then snapped Green L ucifer's head back with aright jab. He bounced off the rear of the booth,
then hisforehead dented the table just before his unconscious form did beneathit. "1, on the other hand,
consder useven.”



Designated Hitter

The pitch came screaming in at 153 kph, but the black man's bat whipped around yet faster. With a
bone-breaking crack the baseball shot away like a satellite planted on top of an Ares booster rocket. |
waiched the white pellet sail off onitsballistic arc through the Seettle Kingdome's still atmosphere. It
dwindled and disappeared over the top of the Dominion Pizzasign out at the 131-meter mark. The
center-fielder just waved at the ball asit flew by.

| clapped appreciatively asthe hitter |eft the batting cage. "Damn, Spike, that was a shot. One thirty-one
and it cleared the fence clean.”

Jmmy "Spike' Mackeroy smiled broadly. "Y eah, | got good wood on that one." He flipped the bat
around and thrust the knobby end toward me. "Y ou should take some cuts, Wolf."

| choked out a gasp-laugh. "I don't think that would be such agood idea, Spike. Thelast timel hit aball
| was using abroomstick as a bat and we were playing on asphalt, not thisfancy astroturf.” | toed the
plastic grasswith my right foot. "Besides, your pitcher's throwing them faster than | liketo drive, and his
curve practicaly pullsaU-turn out there.”

Spike draped amassive arm across my shoulders and steered me toward the batting cage. "Practiceis
amost over and there's no one in the Dome here who will laugh at you." He dapped me on the back.
"Youreinauniform. Y ou might aswell do somehitting."

Asmuch as | wanted to protest that if | was hitting | couldn't be keeping my eye out for trouble, the little
kid insde me desperately hungered for the chance to step up to the plate. "All right, you've got avictim.
Y ou aren't recording this, are you?"

"Wolf, | wouldn't do that to you?'

Asl| shucked the navy-blue Sesttle Seadogs training jacket*, Jmmy got me abatting hemet. " Strgp this
on. You're not chromed, are you?"

"Nope. The only chipsin me are the nachos we had for lunch.”

Handing me the helmet, he flipped a switch on the back that started alittle green LED blinking. | pulled
the helmet on and noticed the faint green glow tinting the full faceplate. The helmet had been fashioned of
high-impact plagticsand didn't fed particularly heavy, even though | knew it contained batteriesto power
the faceplate.

"Wolf, take alook at this." Jmmy picked up one of the baseballs that had squirted under the batting
cage's canopy. He hedld it under asmall lamp built into the batting cage. As herotated it dowly, | saw a
purplish grid play like fagrielight over itswhite horsehide. On the helmet'sfaceplate | saw anearly
life-sze smulacrum of the bal, complete with grid, track dong with the bal's movement.

"The hdmet tracksthe bal | ?*

Jmmy nodded and dowly stood. "Up there, in the roof, there's an ultraviolet light projector that provides
theillumination for the grid to show up to our eyes—or, in your case, on the hemet'sfaceplate. Inthe
case of most jacked hitters, the helmet would interface with the hitter's biosoft and send an impul se that
would direct his swing to connect with the bal. In your case you'll get aprojection of wherethe ball will
be, but you have to use your own judgment asto when to swing."



11 had actually planned to refer to the Seadogs as the Mariners in this portion of my memoirs, but the
word-processing software Valerie set me up with seems to be determined to avoid use of the word Mariner.

| heard some laughter and looked over toward the bullpen. The pitchers had gathered to watch me, no
doubt certain they'd see someone yet worse than themselves at the plate. In the two daysI'd been
around the team, they'd given me something of awide berth, which | didn't mind. Thelast thing | needed
was abunch of practical jokerstrying to give me ahotfoot while | wastrying to figure out how the team
was being sabotaged on their pennant run.

Just before | stepped into the batting cage, | looked up at the mound. The practice pitcher had been
shooed away by atal, stocky player with apug nose and broad grin. | turned back to Jmmy. ™Y ou guys
have been planning this, haven't you?' | pointed toward the mound in an imitation of agesture my pitcher
had once made famous. "'l may not be the world's greatest basebd| aficionado, but even | know Babe
Ruth had a hot hand on the mound.”

Jmmy shook his head. "Don't worry. Ken's not wired from those years.”

Babe plucked abal out of the basket behind the mound. “C'mon, Walf, they never let me pitch. You
aren't afrad of me, are you?"'

| let alow growl rumble from my throat as| dug in on the left Side of the plate. "l just hate southpaws,
that'sdl, Babe."

He reared back and threw.

The helmet picked up the ball asit left hishand. In an instant the computer dropped abox around it, then
drew aline straight from that origina box to a point low and tight across my knees. A series of green
boxes then plotted the course of the ball asit actudly camein. The direct line readjusted itself asthe ball
began to break, but by the time I'd seen and tried to digest dl the information, the pitch thudded into the
batting cage.

Up on the Scoreboard someone toted up a strike. Giggling sounded from the dugout, and the outfielders
dowly garted trotting in. Babe beamed and armed himsdlf with another baseball.

"Dont let it get to you, Walf." Immy's voice soothed some of my embarrassment as| tightened my grip
on the bat. "Just relax. When you seethefirst line, take acut. You'l get apiece of it. The hemet istough
fordl of us”

"Y eah, but you get paid to do this."

Babe's second pitch camein and | knew 1'd seen that track before. | stepped into the ball, but | didn't
quite manageto get al of my bat on the carbon-copy pitch. My hit popped straight up, then shot back
down asthe bal ricocheted from the cage's stedl skeleton. | jumped back and dodged it.

More laughter from the dugout started my cheeks burning anew. A second strike appeared on the
score-board and someone triggered a computer graphic showing a cartoon figure swinging and missing
bigtime. One of the pitchersflopped over onto his back as the breeze from my cut reached him.

You do not have to tolerate this, Long Tooth, the Old One snarled in my head. Let me give you my
quickness and strength. Then you will show them.

| shook my head. Ringing the practice field, four watcher spirits monitored the areafor magic. For meto
invoke the Wolf spirit in ared gamewould result in my being gected from the league forever. Here, in
practice, it would attract unwanted attention, and it had been agreed upon earlier that such athing was



not agood idea.

| held my hand out to Babe and backed out of the batter's box. "Ever have a desire to burn one down
the third-base lineinto those clowns?'

Jmmy chuckled under hisbreath. "Y eah, back in double-A when | was starting out. Pitchers can be hell
on you because they're out in the bullpen without adult supervison most of thetime.”

"I know. When | was out there earlier they were teaching me how to spit.” "Now thereésaskill for the
Fifth World." IJmmy hooked his fingers through the netting on the cage. "What would you do if Babe was
shooting agun at you?'

"I'd shoot him back."
"Samedif here, only the bullet isbigger and you're sharing it with him."
"Gotcha" | reached up and turned the helmet off. "I think I'm set now."

"Go get 'em." Jmmy waved at the outfieldersto back up. "Longball hitter stepping up, boys. Get on your
horses”

Babe wound up and ddlivered a solid fastball. It came straight down the pipe and | swung al the way
through the ball. | waslate on the swing, so the ball hooked out into foul territory, but it was along way
out in foul territory. That surprised Babe because his next pitch camein high, leaving the count at 1 and 2
on the Scoreboard.

"Wolf, thisll be his curve. Tight, golf-shot it.”

Just as Jimmy predicted, Babe's curve arced in and broke down. | stepped out and snapped the bat
around, connecting rock solid. The ball exploded off my bat and passed just above Williams glove asthe
third baseman legped up at it. Beyond him it skipped off the turf and tucked itself into the corner of the
outfidd.

Behind me Jmmy chuckled. "That's adouble for sure, maybe even atriple. Y ou've got good whedls."
"Y ou're being generous."

"Never going to fit undercover, Walf, if you don't brag abit."

"Jugt taking my lead fromyou, Jm."

With the rest of his pitches, Babe kept me honest, but | got pieces of more than | missed. As he began to
tireand | got into my rhythm, stroking the ball felt really good. Finally, as we both agreed it wasto be the
last pitch, | pointed toward the outfield. "Thistime I'm serious.”

Babe laughed doud. "Y eah, you and every other curb-climber. No mercy, Wolf." "Asked or given,
Babe."

Because I'd begun to hit his curve, he came straight at me with ahard fastball. | saw him releaseit a the
top of hisarm'sarc and | knew in asplit-second that ball would be jetting fat and happy through my
strike zone. Pushing off with my left foot, | strode forward. Cranking the bat around, | knew the ball was

going places.
It was, likeright into the backstop as my bat missed it by the same margin Christmas misses June.



With my bat pounding the turf as my swing spun me around, | dropped to my knees. Looking up | saw
even Jmmy holding hissdesto stop chuckling. "Whét the hdl wasthat?"

Babe jogged down from the mound and laughed with alow, snister voice. "Just areminder, kid. Were
the prosin thisleague, and you're just apromising amateur.” If not for theimpish light in hiseyes, I'd have
figured Babe was mad a me. He dapped Jmmy on the arm and headed into the dugoutt.

| dowly regained my feet and brushed my knees off. "That ball broke like a Ferrari on Pothole Road.”

Jmmy nodded and kicked some of the balls back out toward the mound. "Y eah, well, Babe wasjust
having somefun with you."

"What was that pitch?"

Hekicked abdl toward me and | noticed that dirt clung to part of it. "Babe gave you a spitter.”
| swore. "And what do you do when somebody pitches you one of those?"

"Misslikeyoudid. . ." Immy shrugged. "Or hit it on thedry sde.”

Even though I'd not worked up much of aswest, the shower felt good. | would have lingered, but Immy
and | had datesfor the evening and the woman | was seeing considered punctuaity next to cleanlinessin
the way of divine attributes. As | was definitely considering dedicating atemple or two to her, | knew
better than to keep her waiting. A tall, beer-bellied man with alopsided smile tossed me athick white
towel as| stepped from the shower. "Y ou went after the spitter. 'Sanasty pitch." He pounded hisown
chest proudly. "Fzz ableto hit that one."

Theman'sdightly durred speech and the partid pardysis of theright Side of his body made me uneasy,
but | returned hissmile. "Y ou're a better man than |, in that case.”

Jmmy |eft the shower and fielded the towd line-drive easily. "That you could, Thumper. Y ou could hit
that spitter like it had been in the desert for years." He jerked athumb at me. "Wolfgang Kies, meet Al
Grater. He used to play under Ted Williams for Sesttle about ten years back.”

My smile broadened. "Y eah, okay, | remember now. Y ou were playing Williams 1947 season back in
‘39, weren't you? | actually saw you play. Y ou hit adouble, atriple, and ahomer in that game.”

"The Thumper, 'sme." His brown eyes watched me carefully. " 'Sagood year."

The ragged scar tracking back through his black hair on the left sde of his head reminded me of what
had happened to him. In the 2040 season he'd been hit by a pitch that, asit turned out, had fractured his
skull. He remained up at the plate and hit the next pitch out of the park, but collgpsed rounding third. The
brain damage hit him as hard as a stroke. The Seadogs management tried to put him back together, but
could not, so they let him work around the Dome.

"It was agood year indeed." Babe Ruth draped an arm over Thumper's shoulders. He pointed afat
coronasglowing tip a me and grinned. "That was the year | entered the team's AAA Coastd League
franchise, and the last year | ever swung at aspitball.”

Jmmy rubbed histowe through his closdly cropped, kinky black hair. ™Y ou had to throw that pitch
because you knew Wolf would have hit anything else you threw at him." Babe winked & me. "True
enough. A little seasoning, Wolf, and you could play Wildfire Schulte or Footse Marcum.”

"Thanks, | think."



Jmmy rested hisleft hand on my right shoulder. "Might want to rethink that, Babe. Wolf isn't wired and
he turned the hemet off. He was hitting you dl by hislonesome.”

Babe blanched a bit, but hisjocularity only vanished for a nanosecond. "I'll get someoneto get memy '16
gatsofts? and then well give him ared workout."

| nodded. "Y oureon.” | turned to Jmmy. "We'd best get moving. We don't want to belate.”

Jmmy fastened histowd around his dender waist. I hope you're right about this woman you've got me
meeting. | hate blind dates."

| frowned. "It's not redlly adate. Just drinks and maybe dinner. Wouldn't do that to her or you."
Babe seated himsdlf on the bench by our lockers. "Big night? Where are you going?'
"Itsanew place." | grimaced. "It'scdled ParVenue."

Babe smiled wryly. "Oh, | think you'l love that place, Jmmy. Thinking about asking the boys upstairsto
get me amembership there as my next signing bonus.”

Jmmy grunted, but | was unsure if he was sill uneasy about having ablind date or if something about the
club Valerie had chosen irritated him. | looked at Babe and Thumper. "If you two want to come along, |
think my connection can get youin."

Babe shook his head. "Not me. Sesattl€'s governor wants the Sultan at some reception she'stossing
tonight.”

2 Statsofts are what they call baseball activesofts. They're just like normal activesofts in all respects save that

they carry with them a bit of a personality overlay—much the way an activesoft of Hamlet for some actor
might carry with it data on how the role was played by this actor or that in the past. Depending on the rev of
Hamlet you run, you can be Gibson, Branagh, or Olivier.

"Thumper?'

Al shook his head with a herky-jerky motion. " 'Sanot for me. 'Sides, | got work to do around here. I'm
changing all the burned bulbs in the Scoreboard. Want it right for when we beat the San Diego Jaguars.”

"Another timethen." | opened my locker asthey left Jmmy and me done. | tossed awink at the picture
of Lynn I'd taped to the insde of the door—just keeping with my cover, mind you—and pulled on apair
of khaki dacks. The polo shirt | tugged on over my head was navy blue and had the team'slogo
emblazoned on the right breast. Shesthing my feet inapair of nylon Armani-Nike® power trainers and
pumping them to snug completed my outfit, then raking acomb through my hair finished my preparations.

Jmmy took asidelong glance at me and whistled. "L ook lots better now than you did in the batting cage.”
| jingled the keys of my car a him. "And wéll both look better in the Fenris.”
"Thenlead on, my friend.”

The short tunnd from the locker room brought us directly to the parking lot beneath the stadium. Off to
the right, the Fenrislurked like apiece of primordia darkness. All smooth and deek, it reflected none of
the garage's meager light because of aradarbane coating Doctor Raven had sprayed on it. Time seemed
to dow asyou gpproached the car, but | figured that was relativity in action because the car looked like it
was doing light speed when it was Sitting il

The Fenriseven impressed Jmmy. " "Fifty modd, with atwelve-cylinder engine, right?"



| nodded. " Seventy-five hundred klicks on her and till not adent.”

3 Active wear for the chic. I actually prefer Gucci-Puma sneakers myself—despite the Old One's protests—but

part of the licensing deal with the team meant we got this stuff for free, which meant I didn't mind slumming
my way into it.

Jmmy ran ahand gently over the top. "Doc Raven must pay very wdll."

| smiled and keyed open my door. The automatic locks snapped open and Immy settled into the
passenger seat. "Actudly thiswas a gift from afriend, but Raven has been known to be generous.” |
smiled openly. ™Y ou can bet Ms. Lacy-Mitsuto will pay very well if | can solve your little problem here."

"Y ou find out whao's been trying to sabotage our drive for the pennant and money will be no object.”

| punched in theignition sequence, and the dozen cylinders beneath the Fenris hood started hitting like
Murderers Row. The vehicle's headlights rotated up into position and | shifted the car into gear.
"ParV enue, here we come.”

Againirritation flickered over Immy'sface, but | didn't know him well enough to guess what the cause
might be. He controlled it and forced himsdlf to relax. "Hey, Wolf, that was nice of you to ask Thumper if
hewanted to join us."

"No big dedl. He seemslike anice guy. | thought hed like time away from the Dome."

Jmmy frowned. "He probably would, but | don't think he can exist away from the Dome or the circus
environment. He'sin deep.”

"Like Babe?'

"No." Jmmy shook his head solemnly. "Ken Wilson isin deep by choice. Sure, the Sesttle organization
planned to draft Babe Ruth and use him, so they wanted someone like Ken whose physiology matched
the Babe's right down to length of thumbs and space between the eyes. Ken was groomed to play Babe
Ruth since Little League, so making it to the show isthe fulfillment of adream for him."

Coming out of the Dome's parking garage | waved at Thumper, then steered toward downtown Sesttle.
"Wilson's lucky—he looks enough like Babe Ruth to be hisclone.”

"He didn't when he started.” Jmmy began to scowl. "The man's had more plastic surgery than many elf
wannabes. Ken'sin deep because he chooses to be in deep. He lets the statsoft ride al the time, and he
wearsthe Babe'sidentity like amask."

"| takeit, from your tone of voice, you've got a problem with what Ken does?'

Jmmy waved me off. "Not redlly aproblem, but adifference of opinion. Look, when | started playing
bal, | wasjust likeyou. | played in the streets with the kids from the neighborhood, then | graduated to
Little League on ateam sponsored by Renraku. My father isadistrict manager for them and the corps
take care of their own. A scout saw me and | got pumped into the Sesttle organization, of which Renraku
ownsabig chunk."

From outside, Street lights strobed pinkish highlights on the ebony of Jmmy's nose and forehead.
Humanoid shadows scuttled through the darkness surrounding Fourth Avenue South as we shot around
the Renraku Arcology. Try as| might, | couldn't make out any signs of where the helicopter had crashed
during the Night of Fire, but I'd have expected Renraku to clean up fast, so that didn't surprise me much.
By the same token | knew the area of Westlake where I'd seen action that same night had long since



been patched up by Tucker and Bors, so the power of corpsto heal their wounds was never in question
inmy mind.

Jmmy'slips peded back from whitetegth in agrin laden with irony. "I redly lovethisgame. Infact, |
have it written into my contract thet | can play in pick-up gameswhenever | want to—unlike others
whose playing timeisal tied up by contract.”

"Having your father asasuit in the corp hierarchy must help.”

"Yeah, it hasits advantages." He stretched, placing his pdmsflat against the dashboard. "Ken stays
dtatsoft-operational al the time because he really wants to be Babe Ruth. Whatever persondity Ken
originaly had has been smothered by his statsoft. Me? | redize that basebd| ismy life right now, but it
won't beforever. | only let a statsoft ride when I'm on the field. Other than that, I'm Immy Mackelroy."

| nodded. The Old One, the fragment of the Wolf spirit lurking in my brain, likewise had to be segregated
out of my life. Yes, hispower and abilities gave me, through magic, what Jmmy got through wired
reflexes and cybered eyes. Still, the Old One, with hiswild wishes for combat and killing and blood,
brought with him adark sidethat | could not let runriot. Like Jmmy, | could not let the Old One control
me, or | would lose my persondity and end up hurting many people.

Asthose thoughts coursed through my brain, | looked out and saw anearly full moon flashing through the
picket fence of skyscrapersin downtown Segttle. The Old One's howl echoed through my mind.
Beware, Longtooth, with the moon comes my power. You retain control for now, but invoke me
and | will show you the true way of the warrior.

| shivered and spoke to deflect my thoughts away from the path blazed by the Old One's whisper. "So
why is Thumper different from Ken Wilson?"

"Ken has a choice, Thumper doesn't.” Jmmy's brown eyes narrowed as bitterness entered hisvoice. "Al
had Ted Williams riding him when his skull was fractured. The brain damage was extensive, and the
doctorsinitialy thought held never be more than aturnip suitable for organ-harvesting. His Sster agreed
to pull the plug on him, but she demanded he be dlowed to die as Ted Williams. League officias agreed
and returned the statsoft to him. That brought Al out of it, though through rehabilitation his personality
integrated with that of the statsoft, creeting the composite persondity of Thumper.

"The corp meat-mechanicsrefer to him asthefirst Al in awet chip. Bastards.”

"Amentothat." | whipped the whed around and pulled into the semi-circular drivein front of the
ParVenue. "Were here

An ork valet opened my door and helped me out. "Be niceto my car and I'll be niceto you,” | told him
with asmile. He glanced up a me, surly, until he met my eyes. The dark ring surrounding my green irises

zapped alittle respect into him.
"Yes, ar. Not ascratch, Sr."

| nodded happily. What's the purpose of having Killer Ringsin your eyesif you can't make use of them?
A howl from the Old One rose from the depths of my mind, but | stifled it. Not thistime, you old tick
hound. Nothing and no oneto fight here.

The ParVenue Club had some fairly unique architecture. The drive led to asimple three-story
brown-stone facade, much like the one Doctor Raven used as his headquarters. The prefab granite
looked suitably westhered to give the building an air of antiquity, and the copper avnings glowed greenin



an advertisement for building fossilizers. In ahigh-speed, low-drag world where avenerable geneal ogy
means respectability and virture, thisbuilding came off like an old-money family with avirgin daughter.

The door df, nattily attired in along, scarlet wool coat with gold braid, smiled cautioudy as Jmmy and |
gpproached his gation. "Good evening, gentlemen.” He turned the word into atitle that implied his
pleasure a seeing us, though his tense stance and sour glance belied hiswords.

"Evening, yoursdf." | gave him a hey-everything-is-cool-here-chummer smile. ™Y ou'll want to verify our
memberships?"

Histenson eased just amicrovolt. "Yes, sr, | am afraid | must." He reached back and touched a brick
with awhite-gloved hand. A pand did up and the hole in the wall extruded ablocky lucite sheet. | smiled
and pressed my right hand to it. A light passed under it and back, then the beeped verification of
membership. Thedf smiled. "Very good, sr. And thisisyour guest?'

| speared the man with aquestioning glance. "Guest? Mr. Mackdroy isamember.” Winking a Jmmy, |
waved him forward.

The door df paed—which isquite afeat for an ef anyway. "l am afraid you might be mistaken, Mr.
Kies. He can enter asyour guest, but..."

Jmmy hestated and the door elf looked stricken. "Trust me, gentlemen.” | smiled. "Mr. Mackelroy isa

"Wolf, I don't know about this™ Jmmy murmured.
"Don't worry, Jmmy. Just imagine you're running Jackie Robinson's statsoft."

Jmmy pressed his hand to the printscanner, and the df didn't hide his surprise at the affirmative beep. He
smiled as sheepishly asan df can. "Welcometo ParVVenue, chummers." He swept the door open and
smiled. "Locker roomisto your left. Your lockerswill bein berths four and seven. I've made sure they're
upper units.”

| stabbed a credstick down into adiscreet socket beside the door and zapped him afive-nuyentip. "
'Predateit, chummer. Don't let the corporators get you down."

"Sot and run," he said with alaugh, then let the oak and glass door dide shut behind us.

Aswe entered the locker room we saw asingle bank of twenty-four lockersfacing us. Two of the
lockersin the upper row, in dots four and seven, withdrew back into the wall. It left the row looking like
some gillette's broken grin for amoment or two, then new lockers did into place. We both exchanged
glances, then shrugged and located our appropriate lockers by thelittle laminated name plates dotted into
them.

| opened mine, then sat down hard on the bench. "Oh, Va, what have you done?"
"Do we have to wesar this stuff?"

"Dresscode." | groaned doud. "Y our clotheswill fit perfectly. Vaerieis pretty sharp, but her tasterunsa
bit odd."

The ParVenue, being the latest word in virtua country clubs, demanded that its patrons attire themselves
gppropriately when on the premises. Thismeant | exchanged my polo shirt for anavy one of alighter
weight and pricier designer labdl. Over it went ayelow cardigan swester of ahue I've only seenin snow.



The knickersthat replaced my pants matched the swester in color and fastened tight right below my
knees. My blue and yellow plaid socks got tucked beneath the knickers, and my pseudo-golf shoeswere
amerciful black without any spikes.

"I'm not wearing my cap,” Jmmy growled.

Oh yesh, my cap was atarn that matched the socks. In silent agreement with him | sent it flying likea
Ms-bee into awastebasket. " Comes a point when aman just hasto put hisfoot down."

| swung my locker door closed, giving Immy hisfirst full look at me. "Wolf, my mother used to dress her
poodlein that type of outfit."

| growled a him. "Hold your arms out at your sides and in those red togs you'll 1ook like the poodl€'s
favoritefire hydrant.”

"Point taken. Hope these women areworth it."

| caught aglimpse of mysdf in awall-mounted mirror. "I'm beginning to doubt it, but let's not keep them
waiting, justin case”

Asdrange asit may seem, Jmmy and | were not the oddest-looking individuas at the club. The corridor
leading from the locker room to the bar and restaurant had a glass-walled section that let uslook into the
huge warehousdlike structure onto which the front facade had been grafted.

Jmmy paused and stared out at the people gathered there. " Just think, if they were bees, how much
honey they'd be making."

| nodded at his gpt andlogy. Honeycombed stacks of small golfing stalls rose from ground to ceiling. On
the bottom two levelsthe stark white rooms had golfersfitted with smsense helmets. Little mechanica
bal|-setters placed golf balls on tees or appropriately angled sections of astroturf. Asthe players swung
through the bals, they blasted them into nets at the other end of their golfcave. One guy, at the far end of
the row, endured adriving shower and buffeting winds produced by the chamber as he sought the
absolute most in sim-golf experiences.

Just above them golfers dso wore smsense hdmets, but hit no bals. They il swung their clubswith wild
abandon, and one man snapped a putter in haf and tossed it down into the net protecting the floors
below. Other golfers went through the motions of delicately chipping a shot onto agreen, and one man
stood with driver in hand, desperately waving a animaginary bal to get over the imaginary trees and
onto theimaginary green.

Thetop level had smoked-gray caps on the hexagona rooms. Up there golfers were pulling down
simsense data directly from the ParVVenue's golf course database. These did not need the challenge of
westher and balls and perfect posture or square groove clubs. They played solely in their minds. For
them the challenge was besting golf coursesin places dreamed up by madmen arid physicistssand
modeled on the fastest decks available. They might play two holes on the front nine from the Sea of
Tranquility, then shift to acourseimagined for the blazing surface of Venus. Changes of gravity and
density of atmosphere were their enemies.

| saw one golfer on the lower level miss his shot and twist around before faling to hisknees. "Do they
have spitbdlsin golf?'

Jmmy shrugged. "I dunno. Maybe that was awater hazard.”

| smiled and led the way to the bar. We passed two soaking wet guys who were swapping stories about



playing the club's smulation of the Burning Tree course during Hurricane Feliciaand | spotted our dates
immediately. Of course | didn't know any of the half-dozen men watching them from the bar and
surrounding tables, but | gathered neither did the women, and they liked that Situation just fine.

| smiled at Lynn Ingold and gave her ahug and akiss as | reached the table. She'd braided her copper
hair, and the braid dangled down the front of her white blouseto thetip of her left breast. Her pert nose
and quick smile combined with bright green eyes and a scattering a freckles to make her seem full of
elven mischief from back in the dayswhen that didn't mean gunfire and magic. Thetop of her head came
up to my nose, and my arm fit around her shoulders asif we'd been designed asa s=t.

"Jmmy Mackeroy, thisis Lynn Ingold and that is probably your greatest fan in dl of Seettle. Vderie
Vakyrie, mest IJmmy Mackeroy.”

Va isnormaly quick-witted and | expected averbd jab for my introduction of her, but she was
awestruck enough to just ignore me. Like Jmmy, she was of African-American descent, but her blue
eyes and cafe-au-lait complexion suggested aliberal dose of other thingsin her bloodline aswell. She
wore her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Taler than Lynn, but with the same dender, long-legged
figure, she was sufficiently gorgeous to make the Pope reconsider hisvow of celibacy.

Infact, if not for the barely noticeable jack behind her left ear, she'd have been the picture of the sort of
fashion model Jmmy dated, according to thetabloid trid.

Jmmy took her right hand in his. "I am very pleased to meet you, findly."
That shook Vd out of her trance. "Findly?'

Jmmy smiled. " Section seven, row five, seat twelve. Y ou've got the whole box, paid for and all.
Everyone on the team has been curious, but the team's deckers can't find out who you are.” Va blushed
and sat down. "Oh, that, well. . ."

"Jmmy," | said, nodding toward Vderie. " She's the reason we're members here. Could your father's
deckers do that?'

"No, | don't think they could.” His smile broadened as he glanced from VVa to me. "I guess now I'm going
to oweyou afavor.”

"Excuse me?'

Jmmy smiled sheepishly. "Remember when we met you said you'd owe me afavor? Well, introducing
meto Ms. Vakyrie herefulfills that and then some. Oh, and dinner and drinks are on me—the team had
apool collected for thefirst man to learn her name."

All of uslaughed, easing abit of the nervousness Vderie clearly fdt. It struck me asfunny becausel
knew she was bold enough to deck her way into even the most secure of corporate databases without
even ahint of anxiety. With other deckers, the problem would have been just trying to interface with
something that wasn't silicon-based, but Val's never been asocia disaster. She wasredly taken with
Jmmy and dmost paralyzed because of it.

Lynn clearly sensed the same thing in Vaerie and took the conversation initigtive before any silence could
become awkward. "Jmmy, I've never been ableto get Wolf to tell me how you actualy met. | know he's
hel ping you now, but | gathered you've known each other snce before that."”

Jmmy nodded easily and leaned forward onto the table. Y ou remember the night when the gangs dll
went nuts and blew up that apartment complex?



Lynn nodded. She knew of it in die same way that a most everyone elsein Seettle did—by what she
heard on the trid and read in the newsfax. This meant she had no ideaabout my involvement in the events
of that evening. As she's a pacifist who never seemed too interested in trying to find out exactly what | do
inworking with Doctor Raven, | never felt inclined to give her a blow-by-blow description of what had
happened that night. Not that | repeated Stories of that night al that often—describing dmost dying
leaves something to be desired.

"About aweek later, a the Dome, | saw thisguy leaning against my car. | wasn't getting a clean read off
him, but he didn't seem overtly dangerous. He introduced himsalf as Wolf and asked if 1'd be willing to
make apersona appearance at a pizza place downtown.” Immy shrugged. "1 dmost referred him to my
agent to blow him off, which iswhat | normaly do."

Before Jmmy could continue his story, aman who had managed to create afashion atrocity within the
drictures of the club's dress code sauntered over to our table and lightly dapped Jmmy on shoulder.
"Jmmy Mackeroy, it it?"

Jmmy nodded and shook the man's proffered hand. "And you are?’
"Phil Knobson. | own the Mitsu dedership over in Bellvue. Ace Mitsubishi. Heard of it?"

Jmmy thought for a second, then shook his head. " Sorry, but | put most things out of my mind during the
season, you know?"

"Yeah," the man replied automatically as he waved awoman over. Her outfit matched Phil'sand | sarted
looking for aphoneto cal the haute couture police. "Thisismy wife, Maggie. Maggie, thisis Immy
Mackeroy. I've told you about him, right?'

Maggie nodded, her blond perm as siff as an acrylic spider web. "Phil, he never missesyour games.”

"So, look, Jmmy, I'm thinking we can do some business. Y ou come down to the shop, we cut an ad or
two, and | make you a sweet deal on anew car, you know?"

Jmmy stood dowly, continuing to smile as he towered over the sdesman. "1 think that's worth talking
about, Phil, but right now I'm here with my friends, you know."

"Sure, sure, | gotcha. Look, why don't we dl go to dinner? My treet.” Phil glanced at the rest of us, then
looked back up a Jmmy. | et the Old One's didike of Phil and his plastic wife bleed into my voice.
"Actudly, we were going to be dining outsde the club, Phil. A private party.”

Phil didn't get my message, but hiswife did and gently tugged on her husband's shirt. "Honey, let'slet
these nice folks get back to their party, okay?'

Phil looked at Maggie asif her suggestion wasawild pitch, but when he glanced a Jmmy he saw that
Jmmy had blasted it out of the park. "Y eah, okay, well, look, can | call you?"

"Just cal the team office and they'll direct you to my agent. She arranges al those things." Jmmy shook
Phil's hand again. "1'm sure we can work something out."

"Right. Have agood night, folks."
Asthey departed, Vderie shivered. "When | get home, his credit rating will die.”

Jmmy smiled. "If you can do that, | can guarantee you alot of businessfrom the other players on the
team.”



Lynn raised an eyebrow. "That doesn't happen very often, doesit?"

"More often than I'd like to admit, I'm afraid.” Jimmy shrugged and jerked hishead in my direction.
"When anyone approaches me | have to be thinking 'What does he want me to buy? What'sin it for
him? That'sredlly tough, especialy when it's a kid wanting an autograph, because dedlers are known to
use kidsto get playersto sign holopicsthey later sell for big nuyen. Most of thetime folks are just
nervous and genuine, but there are clunkersin the bunch.”

Lynn covered my left hand with her right and gave it asqueeze. " So what did you think Wolf wanted
when you fird met him?"

"He was different. None of thisfake camaraderie or an apologetic "Y ou don't know me, but. . . .' Hejust
introduced himself and asked, explaining held aready told someone ese I'd do the sgning. Most folks
would have then tried to play on my sympathies, begging meto get them off the hook. Wolf just said, 'If
you'rewilling, great, if not I'll haveto think of something dse." "

| grinned sheepishly. ™Y ou remember it better than | do, | think. | seem to recall some tammering on my

"No, man, you were cool." Jmmy chuckled lightly. "Instead of wanting something from me, Wolf was
giving me a chance to do something nice for someone. | asked him what wasin it for me, and he just
smiled like heisnow. He said he didn't have much, but hed owe me. | got the feeling that being in his
debt wasn't abad thing at al.”

Lynn gave me a peck on the cheek. "It's not been for me."

Jmmy smiled, then nodded to me. "At least he treated me like a human being. Too many players get
tightly identified with the players whose statsoft they use. | guessit'sliketrid actors being identified by
their rolesinstead of their true names. For the guyswho like that, it's great—Babe being afine example
of that. For therest of us, it'sapan.”

Lynnfrowned. "I guess| don't understand why you have to use statsofts when you play."”

Vaeries eyes brightened. "It'sredlly not that hard to follow, Lynn. Back toward the end of the twentieth
century baseball started dipping in popularity. A devastating players strike and anumber of betting
scandals rocked the game. Because players and managers were betting on games and seen as grossy
overpaid, fans started deserting. Basebal| officias reacted, taking serious steps. For example, one of the
greats, Pete Rose, was banned from the game and initialy barred from election to the Hall of Fame
because of gambling. Basebd | dso tried expansion, interleague play, and radica realignment to bring the
fans back, but it only dowed the dide. They needed something to reverse it and that need, coupled with
two other things, set up the current system.”

Her earlier nervousness banished aswe got into adiscussion of basebdl, shelaid out the thinking behind
the current system like a professor lecturing from her dissertation. "When the world changed and magic
came back, and with the rise of bioware and cyberware, the potential for rigging games redly spiked.
Something had to be done to combat that eventuality. At the same time sabermetricians had managed to
reduce the game to a stack of stats, and with the proper program you could produce a box score that
would be very close to what the true outcome of the game would be."

Va held her left hand open, pam up, then made the same gesture with her right hand. At roughly the
sametime agreat nostagiafor basebal hit. Old-timers games and replays of old championship series
became very popular. Thefilm Field of Dreams and its holovid sequels made lots of money. Suddenly
the corps that owned basebd | got agreeat idea.”



She brought her hands together, her fingersinterlaced. "The Hall of Fame produces statsofts for al the
playerswho ever played the game. Teams bid for the services of playersin certain years of their
careers— guaranteeing adtatistica leve of performance—and the teams play. It's possible to have Babe
Ruth from 1916 pitching to himsdf from 1927, for example, and that makesfor avery exciting game.”

Lynn shrugged. "But that could be done with a computer smulation. Why do they need players?

Jmmy nodded. "Good question. They use us mules because we can get broken, which introduces an
element into the game that acomputer smulation can't realy cover."

"Even S0, aren't the outcomes preordained— Satistically spesking?”

| gave Lynn's hand a squeeze. "They would be except for playerslike Immy here. Hesa L egacy
player.”

"What's that?"

Jmmy hesitated and Vd answered for him. "There are some playersin the annas of mgjor league
baseba |l who never had the chance to play enough gamesto pro- vide asolid statistical base to make
them agood player. Theteamsbid alot of money for the headline players, like Babe Ruth and Tom
Seaver, thenfill out their roster with lesser known players. Legecy players come after that, and their
identities are kept secret. That injects more chance into the game and alows folks to guess at who their
favorite playersare.

She reached over and gently dapped the back of Immy'shand. "Last year | thought you were playing
Luscious Luke Easter from 1953, but thisyear, | don't know. This season you could be Red Lutz in
1922 or Bobby Lowe from 1894."

"Good guesses dl." Immy smiled at her and | saw Va blush. "Luke Easter was agreset player. I'd liketo
think, if I were playing him, | could do him justice.”

So would management, and that was the basic problem I'd been asked to help solve. The team wasn't
playing up to their averages. Everyone was off their Satistical average and even though afew players, like
Jmmy, were doing better than they should have, the overall effect wasto take the edge off Sesttle and
that spelled disaster in the upcoming pennant battle with the San Diego Jaguars.

Jmmy leaned forward and brought his voice down into a conspiratorial whisper. "L ook, thisplaceis
making my skin crawl. Shal we get out of here?!

"Sure. We can catch something to eat down the street.”

Jmmy's face brightened. "Y ou know, I'd just as soon head over to that pizzajoint on Westlake you
taked meinto visting.”

Va looked dightly stricken. "The Dominion place across from the Jacka's Lantern?”

| waved her concern off. "Don't worry, Va. The prevailing breeze blows from Dominion toward the
Lantern and not vice versa” | stood and pulled Lynn's chair out for her. "How did you get down here?!

"Vd gavemearide”

Vderiesmiled as Jmmy held her chair for her. "Lynn, why don't you go with Wolf. I'll drive Immy, if
that's okay with you?'



"I'd be ddlighted,” hereplied to her and | had no doubts he would indeed.
I

| arrived a the Dome late in the afternoon the next day because of the night game. | found Jmmy aready
there and dropped to the bench in front of the locker I'd been assigned. "Jmmy, thanks for going out last
night. Vaerieison cloud nine, or so | wastold when Lynn called me after talkingto vVa."

"Good. Shewasalot of fun." He smiled pleasantly. " She drove me back to my place and we talked for a
long time. She knows basebal and alot more, too."

| pulled my street shoes off and set them beside the spikesin the bottom of the locker. "I was directed to
communicate to you, through means subtle but effective, that Va would be willing to go out with you

agan."

He nodded. "Y eah, I'd like to see her again, too. Did you manage to get Lynn back to her gpartment in
the tower before her folks called Lone Star?”

| shook my head. "They called, but | have afriend at Lone Star who intercepted the report, calmed them
down, and gave meacall on my car phone." Lynn and her parentswork for Fuchi and share afamily
suite of apartmentsin one of their corporate towers downtown. Because sheis an only child and because
the corp encourages close familid ties, her parentstend to worry abit. | get dong well with them, but
come the witching hour, her mother gets anxious. "Lynn said her mother wanted to know if we had anice
time, what with the evening being so short and all."

| pulled off my leather jacket, then shrugged my way out of my shoulder holster. As| turned to hang the
Beretta Viper-14 beneath the jacket in my locker, my right shoulder popped audibly. Jmmy looked up
and | worked my shoulders around, diciting asimilar pop from the left shoulder. "Batting practice left me
giff."

Jmmy waved Thumper over. "Wolf, take off your turtleneck and that kevlar vest. Thumper, work some
of that Atomic balm into his shoulders™
"Relax, Wolf. Rdief'shere.

| pulled off my shirt and vest as Thumper dipped hisindex finger into asquat white jar of red gdl. It came
out with a big gob pungent enough to make onions weep, and the Old One started howling because of
theway it smelled to him. | did my best to ignore hiswhining and just let mysdlf luxuriate in the warmth as
Thumper worked it deep into my shoulders and neck. "Man, Thumper, that's greet.”

Jmmy smiled, then nodded at agrizzled dwarf bearing ablack case. "Time already, Coach? We got a
couple of hours yet before the game.”

The dwarf shrugged. "The league's got someone here to go over things, so | expect the whole process
will takelonger.” The dwarf reached over and bent Immy'sright ear down, exposing the chipjack set
into his mas-toid bone. From the case he drew asmall chip and dotted it into the jack with aclick.

Jmmy let hishead droop forward for amoment, then he hummed faintly while the chip coach moved on
toward the ork* who played third base.

| glanced back a Thumper. "What's Immy doing?'

"Warm-ups. L etting the software blend with the wet-ware. Trangtion's not easy dl thetime.”



"Right. | should havefigured.” Activesofts become active the second they're inserted into a chipjack, but
to assumethat every user hasingtant or perfect command

4 There was a time, of course, when metahumans weren't allowed to play baseball, but that sort of prejudice

pretty much ended fast when folks realized elves made great pitchers and having an ork blocking the plate
made running through him something that didn't always work. Dwarfs and trolls, of course, weren't allowed to
play because of strike zone problems, but they had their own spring and fall leagues respectively, and drew
decent crowds.

of themisabsurd. If that were true, dl golfers could dot and run Tiger 4.2 and smoke their friends. Fact
is, though, that the wetware side of the equationisfull of variables and unless someoneis ableto focus
himself and integrate his physiology with the activesoft, he won't get the most out of it.

To usethe activesofts, al players had to be chromed. Some went al out, getting their eyes done and, like
Ken, dtering their appearanceto look like aplayer of old. Others, like Jmmy and Thumper, took amore
conservative approach. Fiber optic cables had been worked into Jmmy's optic nerve bundle and
implanted in his eyes so he could get the data presented by the batting helmet. Hiswired reflexes and
muscles would then respond accordingly and hit or missin agtatisticaly appropriate manner.

The advantage to the conservative approach was that it left Jmmy and Thumper looking entirely normal.
I'd known plenty of gilletteswho reveled in the alien look their mods gave them, but not everyone wants
to be achrome-king. | suspected that having another person ride them during a game was disorienting
enough for some that being reminded of it when not on the field was preferable.

Jmmy blinked his eyes, then covered ayawn with his hand. " Sorry about zoning on you there, Wolf, but
| had to put my playing face on. I'm going to Verification. When you finish dressing, meet me there.”

"Right."

Thumper dapped me on the shoulder, then went off to minister to another player. | hung my clothes,
including my kevlar vest, in thelocker and started putting on my uniform. Leaving my vest off did not
please me, but kevlar isn't commonly worn beneath auniform?® and the Sesttle club bosses didn't want me
giving out any hints that something waswrong. So far the attempts at sabotage had been subtle to the
point of being nothing more

5 The exception being road trips to New York, of course.

than vapor, so the danger quotient was low on this job. Otherwise, Doc Raven would have sent Kid
Stedthinto bat clean-up.

Spikes, even the short ones for use on turf, fedl weird on the feet when walking across cement. They
lacked traction on the wet part of the floor where Babe walked out of a cold shower, naked except for
the water sheeting off him and the pouches under his eyes. He sniffed the air as he walked past me, then
drifted in toward the lockers, gently caling out Thumper's name.

Before | could get to software verification, Bobby Kane, the short, squat team manager pulled meinto
his office. "Walf, | want you to meet PAmer Clark. He's with the League's Office of Verification. Mr.
Clark, thisis Wolfgang Kies."

Clark stood a centimeter or so taler than me, and where | tended toward being lean and wiry, he il
carried afair amount of muscle. "Very pleased to meet you, Mr. Clark. | remember when you played
herein '43. Even though you were playing for Cincinnati and againgt us, well, | was one of 'Charlie's
Hudlers outinright field. Y ou were great.”

"Thanks." He smiled painfully enough that | guessed the last thing he wanted to dedl with wasagushing



fan, so | sobered up. "The club informed the Commissioner they had brought in an independent
troubleshooter, and we applaud their initiative. | wanted to meet with you just to stress the importance
that nothing about this be leaked to the outside world. Not aword of it. If any hint of scanda got out
concerning our system, well, that would bethe end of dl of it."

"Wolf'sthe soul of discretion, Mr. Clark."

"I'm sure heis, Bobby, asisthis Raven person he works for. Most impressive, the record they've racked
up. | just need to be sure they understand the extent of our need for secrecy. Thiswhole problemis
utterly vexing, and | appreciate the help, but basebal must comefirgt.”

From the expression on Clark's face and the tone of hisvoice, | began to get aread on him and what his
words redly meant. "L ook, I'm not here to grandstand or step on your toes. I'm just going over stuff and
asking questions because everything that's obvious to you guysisn't so obviousto me. I'm just an
interested observer, nothing more. And | won't say athing about any of this—not only do | work with a
basebal | fan who would make my life miserableif | destroyed the game, but |I've become friendswith
folkslike Immy and Bobby and I'd not hurt them.”

"Good, just so we understand each other.” Clark's expression lightened. "Now what can | do to help
you?'

| hitched for asecond, my mind blanking asit sorted through amillion questions. | started to backtrack
through my short-term memory, then came up with agenerd query. "Jmmy'sin Verificaion. Mind giving
me a datadump on that process?"

Clark smiled asif I'd served up afat curve with the bases|oaded. "We use asmple, hemetlike device
that flashes ultraviolet Sgndsin through the player's eyes. His scalp, facid, and ear musclesreact in
accordance with the pattern sent to them, asit isinterpreted by the statsoft. We read the eectronic
activity of those muscles and match them against the expected response. If thereisavariaion from the
expected response, we test futher. If the statsoft is bad, we lock the player up with acoded message,
then pull the software hel'sloaded. That's verified and if it's been tampered with, the player isout and the
team dealt with if the modifications have enhanced the player at dl and they areto blame.”

"| take it that doesn't happen very often?’

Clark shook hishead confidently. "The system isfool proof, so no one even bothersto try anymore. At
least they didn't. Thisiswhy it's so vita we find out what's happening now, because the dippagein
performances could jeopardize Sesttle's playoff hopes.”

"Got it." Despite the urgency in Clark's voice, | sensed a distancing between the two pointsin that
statement: he wanted to know why Sesttl€'s players were dipping, but heredly didn't care that they
were. Sedttle had never been one of the strongest draws in the game. Asfar as merchandising went, they
redly bit; which waswhy the team's faux franchise stuff did so well. The San Diego Jaguars, for example,
had a much better logo and better-looking uniforms that brought lots of added revenue for the team and
the league. Clark, looking at things from aleague perspective, wanted to stop the tampering, but perhaps
only after things got to the point where Seattle would finish behind the Jags on their way to the pennant
race.

| gave Bobby and Clark asmile. "I'll keep my eyes open, seewhat | can see.”
Clark nodded solemnly. "Good. We need to stop this before any redl damageisdone.”

Sitting in the dugout had mefull of dl sorts of conflicting emotions—all of them good and crawling



through my brain like toddlers wanting to be in the front seet of acar. Lining up on the third baseline for
the national anthem wasared kick, especidly with Vaerieand Lynn stting in Vd's box and waving at
me. | didn't see mysdlf on the Megatron screen out in center, but | knew | could the replay of the game
later at home. Being there was athrill, the fulfillment of adream | never redly knew | had. Just knowing
that something | might do on the field would rivet the attention of thousands of people al at once, well,
that'sreally heady stuff.

Ken's always dotting the Babe Ruth statsoft began to make more sense.

Technicaly spesking | could enter the game. Because we were in September, the teams carried an
expanded roster and they had me on the active list to explain why | was practicing with the team and why
I'd go on the road with them when we went to play for the Coastal L eague Pennant. The actual chances
of my playing were nil, of course, because | couldn't redly hit and, evenif | did get my gloveonabdl, |
didn't know enough strategy to know what play to make where. | had, however, paid close atention and
mastered dl the Signs, so | had avague ideawhat was going to happen in the game®.

We were even with the Jaguars and if we could get ahead of them, we'd have homefield advantage
through the series, which would be a great advantage. We were up against the Portland Lords—our
downcoast nemesis. Even though they were at the bottom of the league, they thrilled &t the ideaof playing
the spailer. On the mound they had an @f who was dotting Rosy Ryan, using his sats from the 1923
New Y ork Giants. Rosy had given ustrouble earlier in the season and tonight was no exception.

The seventh inning came and went with no score on ether sde. Our pitcher, Pete Westherd, was playing
Nomo from '03 and had atwo-hitter going. Ryan had afive-hitter and hadn't been scored upon because
of some great fielding by histhird baseman. Bottom of the eighth Ryan began to tire, so Bobby Kane had
someone pinch-hit for Westhera, with one out and one man on. Sacrifice moved our runner to second,
then our leadoff guy hit adouble into the gap in right center, scoring the runner. Next batter up hit a
worm-burner to third and the hitter was thrown out at first to retire the side.

Our 1-0 lead evaporated with asingle and ahomer to lead off in the top of the ninth. That left us down
one after our reliever struck out one batter and walked the next, then caught out the fourth manina
double play. We wereredly lucky to get out of that inning so easily, and we dl knew it.

Bobby Kane stalked through the dugout, clapping his hands. "We have achanceto win thisonein
regulation, men, so let'sdo it. Babe, you're up. Jmmy, you're on deck. Nothing fancy, just get on board
and come home, got it?"

Babe winked at Bobby and donned his batting hel met.

6 Actually, Val had told me I'd better do at least that much, and I didn't see giving her any reason to be angry
at me as a survival trait.

"Better put it out, immy. | don't want to have to run fast to score.”

"Y eah, just get on, Showboat."

| smiled as Jmmy came over to the bat rack and selected hisbat. "Y ou're handling the pressure well "
Jmmy shrugged. "Can' |t little things get to you.”

"Winning'sapretty big thing, isn't it?'

"Y eah, but the detailsare dl small. For example, you check the Scoreboard recently?!



| glanced out at it therein center, benesth the Mega-tron screen. Save for asingle, burned-out bulb,
everything looked fine, then | saw that the Dodgers-Jaguar game had ended with the Dodgers winning by
arun. "Wetake this game, we have afull gamelead going into the game on Monday night.”

"Y eah, that'sonething." Jmmy settled his helmet over his head and his voice became muffled. "Ther
pitcher isanother.”

The Lords had put an ork on the mound, and the Scoreboard reported he was dotting Fat Freddie
Fitz-smmons from the 1939 Brooklyn Dodgers. The stats displayed weren't dl that greet, but Freddie
had won about three times as many gamesthat year as he lost. Since he dropped the last two games hel'd
played for the Lords, statisticaly speaking, he was due for awin.

| frowned. "Ruth ever face Fitzammonsin red life?'

Spike shook his head. "' Careers overlgpped, but Ruth was mostly American League and Fitzs mmons
was entirely Nationd. Only place they could have faced each other wasin the World Series, but they
missed each other by ayear. That'swhat's so sharp about how the game's played now—greats and near
greats can face each other again, to decide what might have happened once upon atime.”

Kane spat brown juice into acorner. "Ruth would have creamed him. Fitzasmmons never did well in
seriesplay.”

"Let'shopethat'strue, satistically speaking.” | watched Babe stalk toward the plate. He had the tight

little walk down and seemed as naturd there as the shouts of hotdog vendors and the smell of popcornin
the park. A couple of Lords fans—standing out easily intheir kelly green and teal jerseys, yeled insults
at Babe as he gently tapped dirt from his spikeswith his bat.

"Fat suet-sack, you couldn't hit if they delivered the ball on atray!"

Ken smiled the way Babe Ruth would have, then pointed his bat toward centerfield. That brought a cheer
from our fans and derision from the Lords side. Then Ken set himsalf, drew the bat to his shoulder,
rased it abit, and waited.

Bobby swore and kicked the bench beside me. "No! No, no, no! Of dl the stupid .. ."

"What?' | looked at Jmmy, but he just pointed at the Megatron. It showed Ken'sface as big as could be
and hiseyeswere plainly closed. "What's he doing?"

Jmmy shook his head. "It's how he shows contempt for the pitchers.”

"It's how he shows contempt for the manager." Bobby spat more tobacco juice into the corner. "Fineto
do when we're a dozen runs ahead and he's hitting into astat curve, but now?”’

Jmmy shrugged. " Gotta believe, skipper.”
Kane growled. "I believe I'm going to kick his butt over thefenceif he strikes out.”

Thefirg pitch camein and Babe swung at it. He didn't get dl of it, but he got enough to foul it off into the
stands. He smiled serendly and got set again, then took a pitch that camein high. A second pitch was
outsde and he didn't go for that one elther, which puzzled me. How does he know?

The Old One growled degp within me. It is his nature to know, Longtooth. As you know when
trouble comes, he knows what is good and what is bad.



Somehow | doubted that. "He must be peeking.” Jimmy turned and winked at me. "Doesn't see much
through those lashes of his, but sees enough.”

Thefourth pitch camein and Babe nailed it pretty hard. It skipped off the infield between short and third.
The | eftfielder picked it up and threw to second, but Ken had barely rounded first and danced back to
the safety of the bag. There heraised his hands and accepted the adulation of the crowd, tossing his
batting helmet to the first-base coach and pulling on his uniform cap. He continued to smile and wave,
then turned toward hisimage on the Megatron, doffed his cap, and began abow complete with cap
flourish.

He never straightened up from the bow and instead plowed face first into the infield dirt. Laughter Started
asif thiswere some joke, then his body twitched asif held landed on a high-power cable. He flopped
over onto hisback, his cap flying from nervelessfingers. Froth formed at the corners of his mouth, then
another saizure shook him and helay ill.

Bobby and our trainer streaked from the dugout and joined the first-base coach standing over Ken's
body. Bobby turned and waved urgently to the dugout, sending our chip coach scurrying onto thefield,
then from the bullpen | saw agolf-cart with astretcher coming out. The dwarf chip coach pulled the
statsoft from the chipjack, causing Ken to convulse one last time, then the trainer and Bobby lifted Ken
onto the stretcher. The chip coach traveled with him off the field.

Bobby came jogging back to the dugout and pointed at me. " Take off your jacket, Wolf. Y ou're
pinch-running.”

| blinked a him. "M¢e?"
"You."
"But..."

He waved me out of the dugout and draped an arm around my shoulders. "L ook, you're fast, you can run
the bases"

"So can anyonedse" "Y eah, but you're not being ridden by some byteghost.”
| felt achill run down my spine. "What are you talking about?'

Bobby shivered. "I've seen that reaction one time before, in the minors. Someone had hacked a statsoft
and that's what happensto the player when he's running bad code.”

"But Ken went through verification.”

"Right, something e se caused the failure. Don't know what, but until | do, you're running for him." Bobby
dapped me on the back. "Chanceto live adream, kid. Don't let us down.”

"Nothing fancy, | remember.”

"Well, that wasfor Babe. You | need in scoring position. Watch the signs and do what the coachestell
you to do."

| stripped off my jacket, tossed it into the dugout, and ran over to first base. The public address system
announced, "Now pinch-running on first, Keith Wolfley™."

Had it not been for two wildly enthusiastic female voices, the singsong mantra of the hot dog vendors



would have drowned out the cheer that went up for me. I got on first and smiled at Red Fisher, the
first-base coach. "What advice you got for me?"

The grizzled old man narrowed hiseyes. "Don't get out.”

"Do my best." | took alittle lead off first, dightly emboldened by the fact that Fitzsmmons had his back
to me. | saw Bobby wave me out another step and heard Red growl, "It's called alead for areason, kid.
Edge of the carpet.”

| centimetered my way back out there, then jogged back to the sack after Fitzammons delivered abdl to
Jmmy. | smiled at thefirst baseman, but he just spat at my feet. Asthe pitcher set himsdlf again, | took a
lead.

" That's the name they had me play under because it had parts close enough to my real name that I'd catch
it, and it fit on the back of a jersey real easy.

Even though only 27.43 meters separated the bags, second base looked afull light year away.
/ can give you war p speed, Longtooth.

| snarled at the Old One, and resolved never againto fall deep in front of the trid when watching reruns
of old shows. The Old Onée's grasp of technology faded about the time man began to make tools out of
something other than stone, but occasiondly he latched on to make-believe stuff. Someone once said that
any sufficently advanced technology isindistinguishable from magic?, and proof of that was the Old One
fully accepting asreal the technobabble science pedaled as entertainment by the media. Of course, he
thought of those shows as " Shamansin Space'—they were chock full of specia effects he saw as
magic—but the ratings folks never asked his opinion anyway.

A quick yip from the Old One warned me a haf-second before | saw the pitcher step off the rubber and
begin to turn toward me. | pushed off with my right foot and dove back to the bag. Dirt sprayed up into
my face and my handsfelt canvas as above me | heard the pop of the ball in thefirst baseman's mitt. A
gplit second later thefirst baseman dapped me across the head with the ball, the resulting thud al but
drowning out the umpirescal of "safe.”

| suppressed the Old One's urge to bite the first baseman and stood dowly, aways keeping in contact
with the bag. | brushed some dirt off my shirt. "Fitz has anice moveto the bag.”

Thefirgt baseman sneered a me. "Ear il ringing?'
"Yeah, but I've got call forwarding.” | took a one-step off the bag. "I'll take it a second.”
"Right, pd." The Lord shook hishead. "In your dreams.”

My dreams, your nightmare. Bobby flashed methe sign to stedl. At least, | was pretty sureit wasthe
ggnto

8 Raven said that was Arthur C. Clarke, some old guy who wrote way back when, back when they used ink
and stuff.

stedl. It made perfect sense—on second I'd be in scoring position, and | did have good whedls. In fact,
the only thing that spoke against my stedling second was that 1'd not stolen a base since before my age
wasin double digits.

| amost expected my lifeto flash before my eyes at amoment like that, but | got nothing quite so serious.
Wheat did happen was that every conversation 1'd ever had with Vaerie concerning baseball ran back



through my mind. Shewasjugt full of pithy bitsof baseball lore, including the very applicable, Y ou don't
sted on the catcher, you steal on the pitcher.” | took another step worth of lead, then, as Fitzsmmons
started to throw, | was off.

My vision kind of tunneled in on the bag. | saw the second baseman cutting in toward it, raising hisglove
to grab the catcher'sthrow. | could fed my spikeslike talons, digging into the carpet. My legs pumped,
my arms swung. | could hear my heart pounding in my ears. | watched the base, prepared to dive
beneath the second baseman's tag, and | even grinned at the prospect of diding head first.

Then | heard the crack of the bat and arising roar from the crowd. Nothing quite as clean and crigp and
pure as the sound of awooden bat catching al of aball and then some. | saw abit of blurred whiteto my
left, then turned my head to the right and picked up thistiny pellet getting smdler and smdler by the
second. It arced high through the Dome's darkened upper reaches, then rocketed down, over thewall in
dead center.

Fireworks shot up from behind the Scoreboard and the Megatron, exploding brilliantly. Below, the
score-board's graphics likewise put on alight display. The fireworks cannonade fill the Dome with red,
green, gold, and blue sparksthat drifted down as the Megatron showed areplay of Jmmy's hit. Asthe
explosive echoes of the fireworks died, the pulsing cheers from the stands washed out over thefields,
and | found mysdlf howling with ddlight. | made sure to step fully on second, third, and home, then turned
to welcome Jmmy home. He dapped both of my hands, then we butted chests and started laughing as
the rest of the team collapsed in toward us. An army of hands and arms reached past and around meto
congratulate Immy.

| managed to dip back out of the crowd and felt curioudy done as the team amoeba moved toward the
dugout and locker room. | was as happy as anyone with the win—the Seadogs were as much my team
asthey were anyone e se's—but | wasn't redlly part of the team. Y es, the run I'd scored helped lift us
past the Lords, but | felt like | was poaching. | hadn't earned a place there, | didn't have aright to
celebrate the way the rest of them were.

Y et being there, aone, was not the same as being londly. | held myself gpart not because | felt | wouldn't
be welcomed, but because | didn't want to intrude. They had a camaraderie born of their battles the way
| did with Raven and Stealth and Tark and Val; even with Zig and Zag. | respected what they had too
much to want to impose myself on it. | was happy for them, happy for what they had done and happy to
have contributed to it, even in aminor way. That wasfinefor me.

| drifted into the dugout asthe last of the players squeezed into the tunnel back into the locker room.
Bobby Kane stopped me with ahand on my chest. ™Y our attempt at stealing second .. ."

| winced. "I got the Sgn wrong, right?”

The manager shook hishead. "Y ou read it right, but that sign meant you could go if you wanted to. We
needed you in scoring position, but | wasn't going to force you to go." He brushed some dirt from my
jersey. "You got heart, kid. Sometimes, with al these wired guys muling for math-ghosts, it's easy to
forget that's what's needed for playing thisgame.”

"Thanks." | gave him aquick smile. "Any word on Ken?'

"Took him off to the hospital. He should be okay, but they'll want to balance out his electrolytes, get him
somerest. Given that we've got the Jags coming in, and the nonsense that passesfor Ken'slifestyle,
having him bedridden for two daysisagood thing."

"True, but helll be vulnerable there. I'll call Raven. He can take alook at him and put some protectionin



place" | narrowed my eyes. "Assuming this was an attempt to take him out of more than just thisgame, |
don't want to give whoever did this another shot.”

"Amento that." Bobby dapped me on the back. "Hey, Walf, just in case no one esethinksto say it,
thanks. And, welcome to the show. Y ou scored arun, you're astatistic.”

"Sure, someday someone will beusing measal egacy player.”

We both laughed and | headed into the locker room. | pedled off my uniform and hit the showers. |
parked myself under anozzle back in the corner, not out of any sense of modesty, but because that was
far enough away from the entrance that random cool breezes and giddy players with towels spun into
rat-tails couldn't easily get at me. The hot water felt good and even the Old One stopped growling when
we heard the occasiona snap of atowel and the resulting yelp of pain.

After much too short atime, | came back out and toweled off. A low growl and ashot of silver eyes kept
acouple of jokers away from rat-tailing me on my way to my locker. | dropped down on the bench next
to Jmmy and gtarted dressing. "Nice shot.”

"Thanks." He smiled & me. "Sorry to rob you of your stolen base, but when you went, Fitz hurried his
delivery. Camein abit higher than | like. .."

"Not that you could have noticed from the hit.”
Hisgrin broadened. "Y eah, | suppose. | did kindanail it, didn't 7"

The pure, unadulterated joy in his question brought abig smileto my face. | nodded and tightened my
kevlar vest. "I'd bet one side of that ball is squashed flat."

"Maybe. All that counts, though, isthat we won. Best the Jags can do now istie us and we have a playoff
to moveinto the pennant series.”

"I'll dot that and run any day." | pulled my turtleneck on. "I'm thinking of heading over to see how Kenis.
Want to go with me?"

"I wasthinking of doing the same thing, and was going to take Thumper—he said he wanted to go."
Jmmy jerked athumb in the direction of the mediaoffice. "I haveto go tak to the newd eeches, which
will take alittle while. Thumper's off changing abulb in the Scoreboard—he saysit's bad bulbs were
getting, or abad socket needs replacing. He wants things perfect for the Jags.”

"All right, I'll round Thumper up and well head over there after you get away from the mediafrenzy.” |
glanced a my watch, then did it onto my left wrist. "I need to call Raven anyway. Twenty minutes?'

Jmmy nodded. "Worksfor me. If I'm not out by then, comein shooting."

"Full-auto." | finished dressing by pulling on apair of jeans, and then some stedl-toed boots, theright one
with adender dtiletto sheathed init. | shrugged my shoulder holster on, then pulled on aleather jacket
over that. In my only concession to team spirit | wore the team cap, twisting the brim around so it
covered the back of my neck.

| headed out into the network of interna corridorsthat allowed staff accessto every nook and cranny of
the Dome and found a public telecom. | briefed Doc on what had happened. He said held head out to
the hogpital immediately and make sure someone was with Ken around the clock. | asked him to exempt
Va from that duty and, laughing, he said hewould. | said I'd see him at the hospitd, hit the Disconnect,
and sarted looking for Thumper.



| asked around among the clean-up crew if they'd seen Thumper, and | was pointed in severa different
directions. None of those leads panned out, so | headed for the Scoreboard, which iswhere | should
have been going in the first place. After acouple of false garts, | found the passageway to the area
behind the Scoreboard and hurried dong it. With the game over and the crowds clearing out, the lights
had been reduced by haf in the corridors and only athird of them still burned on thefield. Theair
conditioning systemsthat handled the playing area and pretty much everything save the locker rooms had
likewise been shut down, giving the Dome awarm closeness that made it easy to remember we were
redly just ganding in abig holein the ground.

As| cameinto the area behind the Scoreboard, everything looked normal. The space had been shaped
into alittle amphithestre used to store rakes, shovels, aturf roller, and seatswaiting to be repaired. The
black outline of the rear access hatch to the Scoreboard and the Megatron indicated it was open, but |
expected that. In the dimness at the base of the Scoreboard | saw the six short, organ-pipe style mortars
that shot fireworksinto the sky for ahome run. A chair sat next to them, but it had been knocked over
onto itsside and | saw something haf-hidden by the mortars.

Inaningtant | called upon the Old Oneto give me his senses. Asmy nose opened up, | caught aheavy
whiff of blood and ahint of Atomic balm. | so smelled a couple different colognes and started to reach

for my Viper.

A piece of shadow moved to my right. The truncheon my attacker wielded arced down fast. | tried to
move with the blow, but wastoo dow. It caught me at the base of my skull and would have dropped me
cleanly, but the bill on my cap absorbed some of theimpact. | crumpled to the left and rolled abit, ending
up on my back, with my throat exposed.

Given the phase of the moon and my being somewhat stunned by the blow, thiswas not the best position
| could have ended up in. The Old Oneimmediately determined that | wasin jeopardy and aready
defeated, since I'd left my belly and throat vulnerable to attack. With fierce disgust echoing through his
howl, he exerted himsdif, filling my limbswith energy.

/ will save us, Longtooth.

| had dl | could do to prevent him from warping me into awolfoid monster, which meant my control over
my actions wavered. The Old One spun me around and lashed out a my assailant with afoot. We
managed to trip her up—the Old One snarled about fighting awoman— but the way she bounced up
from the trip told me she had more wirein her than the sprawl power grid and that she had to be dotting
KillaKarate 2.3 activesofts, Black Belt edition.

Unfortunately for her, thereredly aren't that many katas dedling with the fighting style
Man-Who-Fights-Like-Wolf. The Old One bounded me up from the ground and drove me at her very
quickly. She brought her hands up in defense, but | just lunged forward, my mouth opening for abite that
would crush her windpipe. Not having amuzzle, | knew that wasn't going to work too well, but the Old
Onedidnt care. He jammed my facein at her throat, which meant | got her chinin my left eye, but her
jaw did snap shuit.

She fell back and managed to flip me over ahip, but | rolled into a crouch that kept me well below the
sdekick she snapped at my head with her right foot. The Old One again lunged me forward and we went
for her left leg. | got amouthful of synthlesther and hamstring, but, more important, managed to knock
her off balance and to the ground. She landed on her belly and the Old One popped me up into a
pounce. | landed on her back, with my knees hammering her kidneys and my hands mashing her face
agang thefloor.



A kick to my ribsfrom her partner picked me up off her and sent meflying. | would have howled, but the
kick knocked thewind out of me. | landed hard and rolled, but he camein at me and clipped me with a
kick to the head. That twisted me around and dumped me by the mortars.

And into the pool of Thumper's blood. His blood covered me and the Old One went berserk. Here
someone | had identified asbeing in my pack lay dead. My mission had been to protect him and the
others, and these attackers had killed one of the pack members. Thiswas not acrime, for the Old One
had no sense of crimindity, thiswasjust an offense, an aberration. It was something that violated the way
of things, and dl redlity cried out for thingsto be set to rights again. And set them to rights again the Old
Onewould do.

Though the Old One had often lent me his senses, never had | seen things so clearly through hiseyes, as|
did now with our attacker closing with us. | saw the man coming in—asimple gillette, nothing specid—as
acollection of weaknesses and dangers. The flashing feet, the gloved hands, these could hurt us, but they
could be avoided. | ducked my head beneath one kick, then, on al fours, leaned away from another. The
gillette pulled back, preparing for anew flurry of blows, dancing around to cut me off from his partner,
alowing her to recover, and further cutting me off from any avenue of escape.

Had | been aman, thinking like aman, that would have disturbed me. Had | been thinking gtrictly likea
man, | would have pulled my Viper and drilled both of them, but the Old One had cdlled the tune and he
wasleading, so dl | could do wasfollow.

The Old One proved to be amaster of the predator waltz. In hisfirst attacks he directed me as he would
have directed awalf, having mefight asawolf would. Now he shifted things, usng my advantagesto
account for my shortcomings. While hisinventory of my shortcomings would max countless chips, the
onething he doeslike about meisthat | have aweagpon he does not: a hand. Moreover, that hand comes
equipped with athumb and can be madeinto afidt.

The Old One launched me at the razorboy in what | would have classed as a bull-rush, but he howled
away the notion that we were employing the tactics used by food to defend itsdlf. | caught part of akick
on my left arm, then wasinside on my foe. The Old One dammed my right fist into the gillette's groin. The
man wore a cup, but the sheer ferocity of the blow compressed tender bits and surprised him. My head
came up, crunching into hisjaw, then the Old One stabbed my left hand into the man's throat.

Thegillette gurgled and lurched into the shadows. | legped for him, catching him on theright flank. He
clutched histhroat with both hands, so | levered his elbow up with my right hand and knifed my left hand
into hisarmpit. My right knee came up, smashing into his ssomach, then my Ieft fist hammered down on
the back of his neck. He grunted and rolled into the shadowed corner of the room.

| heard his partner get up and begin to ssumble off, running, but the Old One did not turn in pursuit. He
aready had his prey and wanted akill. His resolution to finish the gill ette came powered with the outrage
hefdt over being trapped in the Dome, in thisbuilding that was, like the gillette, entirdly againgt nature.
Thiswas a place where men sought to denature Nature, holding it captive to their whims, for their
amusement. And this, too, was a hubristic aberration that demanded correction.

| pounced on the man and pummeled him, then felt the Old One make afinal bid for power. He used the
scent of blood, the whimpers of the man | sat astride, and my memories of Thumper as abludgeon to
shatter my control over my body. | tried to fight him, but a quick, backhanded blow by my foe caught me
inthe face. It surprised me more than hurt me, but it loosened my grip and the Old One ran wild.

| heard my bones snap with gunshot reports as the Old One remade mein hisform. Hewas, in hismind,
not denaturing me, but renaturing me, making me over into what | should have been. Arm bones



became truncated and muscle protoplasm flowed to new points of insertion. My hands tightened and
knotted; my nails thickened and narrowed. Pain spiked up and down my jaw as my teeth grew, and my
face crunched as a muzzle began to protrude from my face.

The Old One made me lunge at the gillette's throat, but | snapped my teeth shut well shy of the intended
target. He is not prey you would kill and eat.

He must die for he isunnatural!
That, you mutt, is human thinking, not your way! You don't kill for sport.
Men do. Kill him.

Men may, | do not! | reexerted control, stopping the transformation shy of where the Old One wanted to
take it. With aquick backhanded dap, | stopped the gillette's strugglings, then rolled off his chest and sat
with my back to thewadll. | had control for the moment, but | could fed the Old One gathering his
strength to contest me, and the stink of blood helped him. Thumper was dead, and part of me cried out
for revenge, but that wastoo smplefor the Situation that killed him.

Somewherein the dark passageway back into the stadium | heard a thwok, then therazorgirl came
tumbling back into the small enclosure. A half-second later Immy entered the enclosure, abat in his
hands. "Woalf? Thumper?

| tried to answer him, but the Old One growled.
Jmmy turned toward the shadows, raising the bat.
The Old Onetook that as athreat and tried to make me lunge a him.

| gritted my teeth, locking my jaw shut, and refused. "Go. Away. Jmmy." My voice camein aharsh
croak, with lots of growl worked in and around it. "Go."

He, too, isunnatural, Longtooth. He is as bad as this place.

But heismy friend. | shaped my will into astick and poked it a the Old One. You tried to play at
man's games, and you lost.

It will not always be so, Longtooth.
Onegame at a time.

Jmmy lowered his head dightly, trying to pierce the darkness that shrouded me. "Wolf, isthat you? Are
you okay?'

"It'sme, Immy. | need you to go away." | had to force the words out through my throat. "Call security.
Thumper is hurt bad. Deed, | think. These two did it. Go. Now. Please.”

"Areyou hurt?" Jmmy took ahaf-step toward me. "Youlook . . . different.”

His eyes have been done, he can probably see me. | didn't know if hisoptica modsincluded low-light
vison, but the shadows would only hide meif he stayed back. "I'm going to be fine. Please, just go. I'll
catch up and explain. Get Thumper help.”

Henodded. " 'Kay, if that'swhat you want."



"Thanks"

Jmmy turned and ran away down the passage, and the Old One relinquished hisgrip on me. | felt dl the
agonies of my body returning to norma, but | refused to cry out. Torturing me that way was beneath him,
but the Old One had been thwarted so he didn't care. Grumbling like some guttercur, he retreated inside
me and lurked like ahangover.

| shivered, then stood unsteadily. | might have been deep in the bowe s of a building that mocked nature,
covered in the blood of people who had denied their own nature, but &t least | was mysdlf again.

And, for the moment, that was awin.
Il

Aswinswent, though, it was rather costly. Thumper's death nearly gut-shot the team. His enthusiasm had
kept everyone loose, his gentle words had dispelled the negativism that could prolong adump, and his
sense of humor reminded everyone that since baseball wasredlly agame, they should have fun out there.
To have him killed stunned everyone, and at such acrucia point in the year, that could easily have spelled
doom for the team.

Oddly enough, Ken Wilson helped turn that sentiment around. Against doctor's orders he | eft the hospital
and came to the team meeting after Thumper's death. He looked around at those gathered and delivered
asuccinct and powerful eulogy. "Each of us," he said, "knowswho we areinsde. I'm not Babe Ruth,
you're not Matt Williams or Pee Wee Reese. When we step away from the game, when werretire our
statsofts, we will be someone outside the game. Thumper devoted hiswholelife to baseba | and became
aperson who literdly lived for it. And now he'sdied for it. He died making sure everything would be
perfect for us, for our game against the Jaguars tomorrow. Our duty, our debt to him demands that we
make that game as perfect as he made this place for that game. Y ou know, you al know, he's ill here,
watching us. Well, I'm not gonnalet him down."

AsKen spoke| felt an upswelling of emotion and could see the same shining from the eyes of the other
players. | knew they bought into it wholly and completely, but that's because they didn't have afull
understanding of how Thumper had died. PAmer Clark had taken immediate charge of the investigation
and had clamped alid on things very quickly. All the medialearned was that Thumper had been engaged
in some routine mai ntenance duties when he'd had an accident, struck hishead, and died.

The truth was not nearly so neat. There was no denying that the two gillettes had killed him, but therewas
nothing to connect them with the team'’s sub-par Satistica performance. | was not a party to any
interrogations, but from what Clark told me, the two of them were being fairly tight-lipped. They had a
history of catting— burgling—various and sundry corporate apartments or placeswhere VIPsingaled
their extramarita lovers. They hit spots where they figured folks would not want much attention paid and
would have vauable items hidden. Clark figured they had been hiding out preparatory to breaking into
the Dome's luxury boxes, Thumper surprised them, and died in the ensuing struggle.

| couldn't dispute that idea, and cautioned mysalf againgt trying to make a pattern where none existed. It
seemed to me, though, that if Thumper had found them hiding, they could have made up some excuse
and gotten out of there. Moreover, they were wired and skilled enough to have taken Thumper down
without killing him. The only reason they had for killing him wasif hed seen something he wasn't
supposed to see. Though he might have been killed accidently, they should have vacated the areathe
moment he went down, not hung around.

Still, the security force and | looked around and couldn't find anything out of the ordinary. | didn't likeit,
but the accidenta death theory seemed to be the easiest oneto explain al that was happening. Normaly



that's enough for me, but | was pretty sure there were some dots that weren't getting connected and that
if I could find them, I'd be able to figure out what wasreally going on.

My generd feding of uneasiness had been heightened by abit of distance between Jmmy and me. He
definitely was putting his game face on during practice, concentrating agrest dedl. He told me that he'd
just wanted to help that night, and had come looking for me when 1'd not been in the locker room after
his media conference. HE'd headed for the Scoreboard area because that's where he thought Thumper
would be. He literdly ran into the woman as she fled, swatted her back into the battlefield, and then
wanted to help me.

Ashetold methis| could hear the hurt in hisvoicethat | had asked himto leave. | really wanted to tell
himwhy I'd asked him to go, but |etting someone know you've goneferal and are likely to tear histhroat
out isredly not the way to sed afriendship. | explained to him that with bodies and the like, | wastrying
to protect him from scanda or anything that would hurt the team. That was my job there, after dl.

He seemed to accept that explanation, which isn't to say he believed it. After that we drifted apart—able
to share jokesand dl, but it wasn't the same as before. Given al the other pressureson him, | didn't see
any reason to make an issue out of it. And explaining things would have required metdling him my
secret. While | knew | could trust him with it, learning it was something that had aready killed too many
of Raven'saidesin the past. With Thumper's death to show that folks were playing for keeps on thisone,
putting that burden on Jmmy wasn't something | was going to do.

| spent most of my time with the pitchers. | played alot of catch and received advanced indructioninthe
proper methods of spitting. Chewing tobacco and compost have alot in common, and you only swallow
tobacco juice once, which isample inducement to learn how to spit it asfar away from you asyou
possibly can. Very quickly | switched to chewing gum and got to spitting with a degree of accuracy thet |
figured would impress even Kid Stedlth®.

Inthiskind of story about baseball, I'm supposed to note that the day of the big game dawned bright and
sunny, full of promise and hope, but you wouldn't believe that. Thisis Seeitle, after dl, wherethey print
pictures of the sun on soyamilk cartonsjust to remind folkswhat it lookslike. And our gamewasin the
Dome, a night, which means the most cogent comment on atmosphericsisthat the roof wasn't leekingin
any inconvenient places.

The same could not be said of the team. We were leaking and lesking badly; but we were lesking
numbers. San Diego did have an df with Tom Seaver riding him. He was using the 1971 stats, during
which Seaver had a1.76 ERA and 289 strike-outs. He kept blowing the bal by our guys, or messing
them up with off-speed pitches. Those few guyswho did make contact al grounded out. Going into the
later innings, weweredl

9 Never did show him how well I spit, however. I kept thinking he might get his tongue swapped out for some
cyberthing that would allow him to spit venom like a cobra, if he ever thought of it. (If he hasn't already done
it!)

aware that Seaver had pitched four shut-outsin ‘71, but had only thrown three so far this year.

The mood in the dugout began to sour, despite guys turning their capsinsde out and wearing them
backward—anything to start ardly! | fet frustrated in the extreme because there was nothing | could do
in the dugout or on the field to help the team. The Old One snarled at me to convince Bobby to put me
in.

/ have seen enough of this game, Longtooth. | can make you fast to catch the rabbit-ball, and |
can let you club it to death as well.



Theimage of my trying to take abite out of apitch coming in high and tight made mewince. Sorry, Old
One, not your game. Therewasno way | could explain to him that if any of the etheric sensors here
caught magic being employed by me wed forfeit the game. Being on the roster had given me the access|
needed to get my job done, but it so placed alimitation on me.

| dropped down on the end of the bench as we went out into the field at the top of the eighth. | Sarted
running over thingsin my mind, looking at them anew, trying to seeif there was anything I'd missed. We
al knew tampering was going on somehow, but the software was being verified by the league before
each game, 0 it was clean. And it wasn't like the players were picking up aviruson thefield. . .

Or wasit? What | knew about computers and the way they functioned could be put on achip and ill
leave terabytes open, but | did know some of those greet, ancient, hoary, old statements that had gone
from being glib to trite. The eldest among them: Garbage in, garbage out. Based on what Jmmy had told
me when he convinced meto hit, | knew players actualy did get data fed into them during the game. It
alowed them to track the ball when pitched. Pumping other dataiinto hitterswould be asmpleway to
knock their performance off the statistical curve,

But what's the input device? | glanced from the hitter out to centerfield. The Scoreboard, with that
single, burned-out bulb!

It hit melike ahammer. Ken Wilson should have gone down at the plate, but he got up to bat with his
eyes closed. It was only when he was taking bows that he saw the Scoreboard and the signals put him
down. And Thumper had been out there changing a burned-out bulb, which wasn't burned out at all, but
st up to flash ingructionsin the ultraviolet light range. Even if folksin the stlands or other players noticed
it, if it wasn't flashing a code that did something to their stat-soft, they'd be unaffected and would have no
reason to remember it.

| blew abubble with my gum and jumped a bit asit popped. The two catters hadn't been waiting for a
chanceto rob luxury suites, they'd been making sure the proper bulb was in the proper socket on the
score-board. Thumper surprised them and they killed him. Which means that bulb is what's keeping us
down.

| got up and started running into the clubhouse. Thisis not easy to do in spikes. | crunch-clacked my way
down corridors, then skidded around corners and scrambled like a cartoon character to get up speed for
my next dash. | heard the muffled roar of the crowd aswe got San Diego out and started to come to

bat. Now or never.

| bounced off the corridor wall leading to the score-board area and dashed into it. | saw Pamer Clark
waiting by the entrance and redlized he'd heard me coming, which gave him timeto set up for my arriva.
Hisright hand fell fast and the muzzle of hisgun hit me solidly on the neck. I went down hard and would
have been unconscious but for my aborted attempt to stop running when | saw him. My cleats had
dipped out from under me, aready dropping me to the ground, so the blow didn't hit ashard asit could
have. Still, I bounced once and rolled up into abal against the wall where I'd lurked in the shadows two
nightsearlier.

From my position there| could see severa things, thefirst and foremost being the Ares Predator in
Clark'sright hand. The muzzle looked like the south end of the Alaskaail pipelineand | redly had no
desireto be catching what it would be pitching. Up beyond him, just past the edge of the Megatron, |
saw one of the smaler video display units set high above the seats on the third base side. It showed
Jmmy warming up and stepping toward the plate.

Clark amiled. "Just aswdl you're here. I'd planned on framing you in the tampering scanda once | heard



you were working with the team. Y ou engineer this point-shaving dedl, you get caught and get dead.”
"That'swhat | get for dotting Shoeless Joe Jackson, right?*

"Y ou should be s0 lucky.” AsJmmy stepped into the batter's box, Clark pointed arectangular remote
control sort of device at the Scoreboard. | saw no receiver for it, but from where he stood he angled
things down past the fireworks tubes, so | assumed it was hidden from my view. "There, that should do
it

On the screen | saw Seaver rear back and throw. JImmy took awicked cut at the ball, but missed it
cleanly. He twisted around and hit the ground. He stayed down for a second, then shook his head and
stood again. The umpire caled for time while Jmmy backed off and brushed dirt from his clothes.

| smiled a Clark. "He's tougher than Ken."

Clark shrugged. "What happened to Ken was not very subtle, but was necessary as a show of what can
be done. Thisevening, the effects have been more gentle.”

Use me, Longtooth. We will get the gun away from him and stop him.

| shook my head and rubbed at the back of my neck. | still hurt from the clubbing and wasn't certain |
could concentrate enough to summon the Old One's help. Moreover, | ill knew that if | did so, the
game would be log, I'd be dead, and Clark would be free to continue doing what he was doing. A
second pitch camein and Jmmy started to swing for it, then held up. The bal grooved straight down the
middle and the umpireydled, "Strike."

Clark smiled. "One more pitch and your boy strikes out. The anguished cries of thousands will be enough
to drown out the shot that killsyou.”

"Think s0?"

Clark composed hisface into amask of serene civility. "Count onit."
The wind-up.

The pitch.

| gave Clark a spitter.

Thelittle pellet of gum camein like ahanging curve. He sumbled back from it and batted it away with his
left hand. Disgust curled his upper lip and he was about to snap something at me, when he heard a sound
that stopped him.

The crack of abat onabal.

Funny thing about being that far out in centerfield. On the screen | saw Jmmy swing and connect, buit it
was a second or so before | heard the sound of the hit. Clark half turned to ook at the screen | was
watching, and completed histurn about the time the bal cleared the fence.

| don't think anyone noticed that only five of the Sx mortar tubes sent fireworks exploding over the
score-board. The onethat hit Clark entered his back, lifting him up off the ground about a meter or so,
and spinning him around. As he came back to where | could see hisface, | caught ahint of horror and
agony in hiseyes, then he vomited green fire. His body somersaulted once, then hit the ground and
flopped alot until greasy gray smoke rose from his back and mouth.



Longtooth.
| rested my head back against the wall and closed my eyesto let that image fade to black. "Y es?’
/ see why you like this game.

** * | sawv Jmmy about aday later. | wasleaning againgt hisride and smiled as he came walking over.
"Never got achanceto tell you, that was agreat dinger yesterday.”

"Thanks." He glanced at the ground, then put his satchel down and folded his arms across his chest.
"They told us some of what was going on. They said Clark had extra code inserted into the statsofts that
wasn't picked up in the verification process. Said that dlowed him to code ordersfor us and load themin
through the Scoreboard.”

"Right." | shook my head. " Should have guessed what was going on dl theway adong. The only folks
outsde the league who benefited from the statsoft Situation are gamblers. They can run the sats and
figure out how agame should end up, then adjust odds accordingly. Doing what he was doing, Clark
showed he could skew those probabilities big time."

"Think he was betting on the games?”

"Possble. Apparently he still dotted one of the Pete Rose years he used to play.” | shrugged. "No
gambler will admit to taking his bets, but | think he was after something bigger. | think he saw Rose as
being victimized by gamblers and wanted to avenge him. By showing he could skew the results, hewasin
apostion to blackmail gambling concerns and get payoffs from them to do nothing.”

Jmmy nodded, but the stiffnessin his posture didn't ease. ""Funny how letting someone el se ride you can
get you mixed up.”

"Generaly why theré's only one persondity alowed per body." | smiled, but Jmmy didn't returniit.

"They said you got to Clark before he could zap me with histhing. Analysis of the code he broadcast
said | would have struck out, not hit ahomer."

"Redly? They didn't tell methat."
"Iswhat you told them the truth?’

| shrugged. "Truth isopen to alot of interpretations. The only truth | care about was the round-tripper
you notched in the eighth. It gave usthe win, puts usin the pennant hunt."

"But you know."

"Your secret? Yeah, | know." | nodded dowly. "When you didn't strike out, | saw the surprise on
Clark'sface—for dl of asecond—and | realized werealot dike. What you see now isthe real me, but
what you saw the night Thumper died, that's part of me, too. A secret part of me. Not even Va knows
about it, nor Lynn. It'smewhen I'm being natural ."

| smiled up a him. "You'rea natural, too. Y ou're not what people expect. Y ou may load the software
s0it can be verified, and you've had that much work done on you, but you're not using wired reflexesto
hit or field. You'rejust you."

Jmmy'sface hardened. "Ever since | wasakid | wasin lovewith basebdl. It'sagamefor kids and folks
who can till takejoy in the thingsthat kidstakejoy in."



"Instead of those who dot Kidjoy 1.37"

"Right, exactly." He snorted alittle laugh. "I saw baseball asagame for people, not machines, and my
father agreed. He works for the company that owns the team, so he's been able to adjust al the records
that show how much work was done on me and the league thinks I'm just like everyone ese. But I'm not.
Now you know my secret, so my career isover.”

"And you know mine." | gave himaquick grin. "I'll trust you if you trust me."

"That'sit?"

"|sthere something more | should want?'

"l think so. | mean .. ." Jmmy ran ahand back over his close-cropped hair. "Whenever | thought about

what would happen when someone learned my secret, | figured they'd want money. Baseba | makes
billions"

| stepped forward and clapped him on the arms. "'Y egh, but like you said, it's agame for kids and those
who can gtill takejoy in kid things. Consider me abig kid. I've got no use for money. I'd rather have a
friend.”

"Y egh, kindamore precious than money, isn't it?" "It'sasupply and demand thing, | think."
Jmmy stooped, picked up his bag, then draped an arm over my shoulder. "So, pd, food?"
"And women?"'

"Worksfor me" Jmmy smiled and tossed me awink. "Niceto know | have afriend who thinks of
evaything."

Fair Game
It looked like the prayers hadn't helped after all.

The mouth of the aley didn't boast much of acrowd. The onlookers had all seen adead body before. As
thisone had all its parts and wasn't anyone famous, the gawkers had nothing to stare a. The fact that
mogt of them were dlergic to the strobing blue lights on top of the Lone Star cruiser knifed acrossthe
sdewalk and shining its headlights on the manmeat aso helped thin the rabble. No onelingered in my
way as| crossed the curb, squeezed by the cruiser and into the dley.

The ork cop looked up a me, raindrops streaking white in the headlights glare. "Know him, Kies?'
Harry Braxen blinked and narrowed his eyes against thewarm rain. "Take agood |ook."

| didn't need more than asecond. His pink eyes staring up at the gray Sesttle sky, the abino |ooked
more like awax gtatue than the remains of a human being. Hiswhite hair had been sheared into a
mohawk, and therain failed to wash the glued spikes down. Hislips had never been that colorful, but
their unhealthy blue blended nicely with the grayish palor of his skin and the mists coming in off the
Sound.

"Y ou knew him too, Braxen. Y ou saw him in the Barrens the day Reverend Roberts did the martyr
dance" The same day | told a little boy to say his prayers so the albino would be okay. "Hisname
was Albion. | don't think he had aSIN."



Braxen made anote in asmal notebook. "Any guesswhy he got it?" "Why?" | shook my head and
reached ingtinctively for the silver wolf's-head pendant at my throat. "Not aclue.”

"Determining how he got itissmple," offered my shadow. Inching forward to squat down on birdlike
titanium legs, Kid Stedlth pulled aside the wet newspaper pages covering Albion'swindward flank. He
revedled aholein the side of Albion's washed-out Mercurid t-shirt. Despite Braxen'sweak protest,
Stedlth used hismetal |eft hand to rip the t-shirt open and point out the bluish holein Albion's chest.
"Entry wound, .30-06 with alight bullet and light charge. Stressed copper jacket, | would assume,
designed to fragment on impact.”

Stedth cranked his head around to look at Braxen. "Most of the kid's blood will bein thislung. He got
hit, started bleeding, and ran himsdlf to death.”

Braxen nodded but made no notes. He and | both knew that if Stealth—one of the world's experts on
innovative means of rival-retirement—pointed it out and it concerned deeth, he wouldn't be wrong.
"What kind of gun?'

Stedlth'sfoot claws grated dightly on the cement as he straightened up again. "' Customized rifle. Long
barrel to maximize accuracy and muzzle velocity. Good work."

The cruiser's headlights made Braxen's tusks stand out againgt his swarthy flesh. ™Y ou do the work?"
"I'm not atoymaker."
"Wasn't atoy that killed thisboy, Stedlth."

Stedth shrugged asif to say "haveit your own way." Hejammed his handsinto the pockets of histrench
coat and sat back on his haunches. The headlights|eft him a silhouette except for the reddish light burning
inhisZeisseyes.

| knew from the set of Stedlth's shouldersthat he wouldn't be saying anything more to Braxen. "Harry,
your forensics people will verify what Stedlth is saying.™

The ork cop shook his head. "No, they won't. No autopsy for thisone." "What are you talking about?
It'sasuspicious death, isn't it?' | glanced down at Albion's body. ™Y ou need an autopsy for your
invegtigation.”

"What investigation, Kies? Thiskid'sgot no SIN. He doesn't exist asfar asthe systemis concerned. He
isn't even adatidic."

| wanted to grab him, but two things sopped me. Thefirst was the redlization that Braxen was absol utely
correct. Without a System I dentification Number, neither Albion nor any of the other denizenswho
lurked in the shadows of the sprawl had any officia existence. Schools wouldn't take them, hospitals
wouldn't treat them, help centersignored them.

Wl | knew, for | myself had grown up without a SIN.

There was no way the system was going to investigate the desth of someone like Albion. Had he been an
ef or ork or Amerind, his own folk might have taken an interest in him. Lone Star, however, wasa
private corporation hired to keep the peacein Sesttle, not to clean up after some murderer who got
careless when dropping histrash.

The second thing that stopped me was Braxen'stone. For dl of hisbeing acop, Harry Braxen wasn't like
mogt of the blue crew. HEd grown up in Seettle and, as an ork, knew all about discrimination and the



callousness of the system. Hed known who Albion was the instant held seen him, but he had probably
caled me down to identify the body to get me interested in the case.

"Spill it, Harry. | dont likestandingintheran.”

Braxen sguatted next to the body and | dropped down beside him. Kid Stealth's shadow hid both of us
and Harry kept his voice low enough that only Albion and the Murder Machine could hear us. "Could be
thisisthe fourth body I've seen dropped like this. Two gillettes down by the docks and one
dreamchipper up in Bal-mont. She was the first and we got some datafiles on her before they lost her
body. Fileswere dumped.” " She have aname?'

"AthenaNeoniswhat | filed her under. She had aneon rose tied with a yellow ribbon tattooed on her

| nodded dowly. "It went down the same way?"

"ldentical except for maybe one detail.” Braxen reached out and turned Albion's faceto the left and then
to theright. "Can't tel with him, but the other three had dl lost alock of hair. One of the gilletteswas a
guy I'd popped the month before. That was how | first noticed it—hisrat-tail was missing.”

In the back of my mind the Old One—what | call the dice of the Woalf spirit lairing in my psyche—started
to growl. | felt the hairs on the back of my neck prick up. "No other links?"

Braxen shrugged. "Y ou know that sometimes us cops keep 'hobby cases.' "
"Onesyou work on in your sparetime, right?' | smiled. "'l have alist of women likethat.”

Harry nodded. "Wdll, these killings were ahobby case of mine, but my filesare gone, just flat vanished.
Someone with mondo-juice hit my corner of the Matrix and wiped them out.”

| straightened up. "Y ou're going to cal ameat wagon for him?”

"Unlessyou think Salaciaand her people want to make arrangements for him." Braxen |ooked down at
the kid as awind-whipped plastic bag molded itsdf to Albion'sface. "The kid should have stayed where
he was safe.”

"Amen," | said to that, knowing that to find out what happened to Albion, I'd be going placesthat weren't
evenin hailing distance of safe.

Stedth and | retrested deeper into the aley asthe morgue van arrived. The attendants zipped Albion into
abody bag glistening with rain. Harry supervised and handed the driver acard. Then he got into his car
and followed the van away, taking his headlights with him and leaving usin the dark.

| turned to Kid Stedth. "He's gone. Give me what you've got because | know you're dying to have me
show himup.”

Stedth answered mein aflat monotone. "Doc Raven will be back from Tokyo tomorrow night. We can
give him the scan, let him decide what to do about this.”

"Stedlth, let me do some legwork first." | pointed to the place where the rain had begun to darken the
lighter outline of Albion'sbody. "Thetrail will get cold.”

"Thekiller will be back." Thered lightsin Stedlth's eyes bloated and shrank. "He's athrill killer."



"Thisishisrecreetion." Stedth looked at me for amoment, looked away, then nodded. " The bullets you
useinyour Vipert. .. ."

"Silver, drilled and patched with aslver-nitrate solution to make them explosive.”

“Why?

| hesitated. Kid Stealth hadn't been around during the Full Moon Slashings so he didn't know what
Raven and | had run into back then. I'd developed the bullets to dedl with that messand I'd kept using
them since, justin case. | sensed in his question, however, not so much adesire to know the history of
my bullets asto understand the thinking that went into producing them.

"I had them done that way so they would maximize shock and destruction. Bullets are meant to kill and |
wanted mineto do the job well."

Stedlth studied me for amoment before answering. " The bullet used on Albion was designed to make him

1 The nice thing about carrying around and using a gun as old as the Beretta Viper 14 was that under most

current laws, antiques weren't really considered "weapons" for concealment purposes. Me, I never saw the
allure of these newfangled guns full of computer components and all. Go ahead, rely on Windows Sniper 4.0 if
you want to, but I prefer not to need software patches when I'm in a firefight.

die. Back before the Awakening, before magic came back to the world, there were people who would
test their hunting skillsby using abow and arrow to take wildlife" Stedth held his hands before him asiif
visuaizing what he was describing. "Bows are uncertain. Because an arrow might not cause enough
damage, innovative arrowhead designs were created. One type had three or four razored edges that
spirded around the arrowhead like the edges on adrill-bit. It was called a bleeder and was designed to
chew up as much of the animd'singdes asit could, whileleaving ablood trail for the hunter to follow."

The Old One howled angrily in the back of my mind. "Stedlth, you mentioned a stressed copper jacket
with alight bullet and light charge. Y ou're saying Albion was shot with the balistic equivaent of a
bleeder?'

"Hiswound was non-midline."
1 frowned. "It ill killed him."

"No. Therifle used was more than capable of putting a shot through someone's eye at arange of at least
two hundred-fifty meters. Albion waswounded by design.”

"What killed him, then?"
"He drowned in his own blood. He was coursed to death.”
"Coursed?'

Stealth nodded and—wonder of wonders—for once the Old One agreed with him. Unbidden, the Wolf
spirit lent me his heightened senses. The night vision made everything much clearer in the dley, but that
wasn't the sense the Old One wanted me to use. My nostrils twitched and, amid the noxious odors of
rotting garbage and thrice-scorched radiator fluid, | caught avery sharp scent.

The Old Oneforced meto savor it. A large canine, Longtooth. It was here and marked the territory



of itskill. It did asits master commanded. It is much like the Murder Machine to whom you speak.

"A cyberpup ran Albion down?' Stedlth nodded. "Foot spurs scraped the wall over therewhen it lifted its
leg to mark its hunting ground.”

"Custom rifle, custom dog. This guy must have some serious nuyen to be dropping on hispastime.” |
shook my head. "If what Braxen said is accurate, he's dusted four. Not likely to ssop—asyou said, a
thrill killer."

"A dilettante." Stedth looked hard at me. ™Y ou will pursue this before Raven returns?’

A lingering sense of guilt concerning Albion dowly stole over my mind. He'd been angry when | last saw
him and had stalked off into the night aone. That had been months ago, but part of me thought his death
was my fault. | knew, redigticaly, that was nonsense, but | couldn't shake the feding.

"I knew him. It's persond.”

Stedlth extended his|eft hand, the metal one, toward me. "Give me some cab fare."
"I'll drop you a Raven's before | head out.”

"Give meten nuyen.”

| dug my hand into my pocket. Could Guinness ever check it out, Kid Stealth would surely make its
datachip of World Recordsin ten different categories—all of them lumped under the Homicide heading. |
pulled a credstick from my jeans pocket and handed it to him.

"l want to see areceipt and my change back,” | added. Stealth might have had more unsolved murdersto
his credit than Elvishad imitators, but if | didn't give him ahard time héd be insufferable.

Stealth took the stick and disappeared it into a pocket. "Wolf, this one plays at death.”

| nodded. That was about as close as Stedlth would ever get to telling me to be careful. He ascribes alot
to the"aword to the wiseis sufficient” school of caring for other folks. Given that the last time he tried to
show concern over my fate he shot mein the back, the verbal message did seem more friendly. "I'll keep
you posted, | promise.”

Without so much asanod, Stedth turned and withdrew into the dleyway. | didn't turn to watch him be-
cause the Old One tries to make me laugh a Stedlth's cyberbunny hopping gait. Intermsof lethdlity,
doing that strongly resembles sucking on twenty packs of nikogtix aday for longer than I've been dive.
The other reason | didn't watch him isthat Steelth was likely to cut up and over to Seventh by using those
miracle claws of histo scae abuilding. Getting my knuckles bloody as the Old Onetriesto prove we can
do that too isredly annoying.

The Old One's sensory giftsdid comein handy as| directed them back toward the street. As| walked in
the general direction of where I'd |eft the Fenris parked in another dley, | heard someone sobbing. Tears
arent dl that uncommon in the sprawl, and more than one Samaritan has been lured into a headache by
thinking he was rescuing awoman in distress. In this case, however, the sob wasn't coming from a
voxsynth chip, but from the throat of alittle gamin of agirl dumped againgt thedley wall.

Therain had soaked her hair and madeit clump into stringy tendrils about as skinny as her asams and legs.
Shewore aclear plagtic raincoat that ended somewhere between her neon green hot pants and her
argyle knee socks. Her blouse matched the shortsin color and ended just below her breasts to show off
aflat gsomach. It dso showed off her ribs. As shelooked up a me with hollow, red-rimmed eyes|



wondered if shewas an anorexia poster-child.
| gave her asmile | hoped wouldn't threaten her. "How long have you known Albion?”
Sheblinked as| said hisname. ™Y ou knew him?*

| nodded. Looking up the street | spotted a diner where I'd eaten before without dying. "C'mon, let's get
out of therain." | reached for her arm, but she retreated away from me.

"No way, chummer. | may be griefin', but I'm no flatliner.”

| held my hands up and kept them open. "Okay, bad start. My nameis Wolfgang Kies. | knew Albion
and I'm going to find out what happened to him. If you want to help, itll make my job easier.”

She watched me warily, then nodded. " 'Kay. Albie mentioned you. I'm Cuitty."
| pointed to the diner and she nodded. "How long you and Albion been together, Cutty?!

She cut across the street like a zombie hungering for a bumper-kiss. She never noticed the squealing
brakes nor did she acknowledge the curses shouted at her. | let the Old One growl a anyone who
vented hiswrath on me and that generally camed things. Once across Blan-chard, Cutty headed into the
diner and dropped into a booth like arag doll suddenly stuffed with lead shot.

The waitressfrowned at her, but | gave her one of my "this could be your lucky day, darling” smilesand
sherelented. " Soykaf for me. Milk and some soup or something for her, okay?' The waitress snapped
her gum, then turned and sang out our order to the ork working the kitchen.

"Third timeisthe charm. Cutty, how long had you been playing house with Albion?"

Her head came up and | saw aspark of lifein her brown eyes. "A month, | guess.” She blinked twice,
then frowned. "Thisis October, right?"

"November, but who's counting?'
"Oh, two months, then."

"Gotcha" I'd last seen Albion on avery warm July night, which put him with her within Sx weeks of
leaving hisfriendsin the Barrens. "He was cool during that time? No problems?”

Cutty nodded. "Likeice. Did some boogting, you know? His thing was fixing stuff, though, and he used
to patch decks together before folks would fence them. Made him sort of legit, you know? Then folks
garted recommending him and he fixed lots of stuff.”

"| get the picture.” And the picture | got wasadismal one. I'd been hoping Albion had gotten himself in
solid with some group or gang or specific place that might narrow my areaof inquiry. If | had to track
every cracked or heisted deck helaid screwdriver to, I'd be looking for hiskiller long after Kid Stedlth
rusted away to nothing.

The waitress arrived with our food, and Cutty stared at the clam chowder with the same look of horror
you'd expect if the waitress had regurgitated it right there at the table. She looked at the milk asif the
waitresswas Lucretia Borgia. | compensated for this by regarding the sseaming cup of soykaf likeit was
the Holy Grall and thewaitress asif she wasthe Madonna. Clearly, though, the waitress thought of
hersdf asadifferent sort of Madonnaand | redlized the kind of music we could have made together
would have beat Gregorian chanting by an ecclesiagtica mile.



"Drink, eat. Y ou need the milk to strengthen your bones and the soup will put some meat on them.” |
appropriated abit of her milk for my soykaf, which suddenly made her possessive about the food. |
feigned offense, which seemed to please her somehow and made her est. "Albion didn't have any steady
killtime, did he? Anything that would have made him a candidate for atoxic lead dump?’

She nodded her head as adroplet of chowder rolled down over her pointed chin. "Just started a caper at
the Pacific Northwest Huntsman's Club. Got it through a person he did somefixing for. Steady work that
didn't cut into hisside biz. Didn't need aSIN for it."

That lagt bit would draw Albion like aflame draws amoth. Albion fiercely defended hisindependence
and wanted nothing to do with the system. Like al those who scurry in the shadows, he dreamed of
being asbig asMercurid some day, but the chances of that were dimmer than Cutty here. What he didn't
know, what few of uswithout SINs did know, isthat it's easier for the society to destroy you than it isfor
them to even notice you.

"That's a place to start. Do you remember who gave him the job?"

Her wet hair flew back and forth as she shook her head. At least | think she shook her head, but |
couldn't see any of her face around the edges of the bowl as shetipped it up to drain it. The bowl came
back down and a plastic deeve came away from her face smeared with the last of the chowder. "Don't
remember.” Shelooked over toward the counter and licked her lips as she eyed a stack of frosted
donuts.

I'd seen bricks with alonger attention span than she had, but | put it down to her being in shock. Our
waltress returned and brought with her the donut tray. Cutty selected two big chocolate-frosted fat-pills
and | passed, so Cutty took athird in case | reconsidered. | paid the bill and the tip while Cutty watched
the credgtick vanish aimost as hungrily as she'd looked at the donuts.

"With Albion gone, what are you doing for money?'

She amiled a me, her eyes growing vacant. "For fifty nuyen I'll do anything you like."
"Yesh?'

She nodded solemnly. "Anything.”

"Yougotit." | pulled out my dender cash supply— figuring shed find the bills eesier to usethan a
credstick—and laid down two twenties and aten. "Y ou said anything, right?"'

Cuitty licked at the frosting in away she hoped was suggestively eratic. ™Y ou pay, piper, and you cal the
dance."

"Good." Had | anecrophilestaste for skeletal women, | might have come up with something truly
inventivefor her to earn my money. Asit was, | had amore sinister plan in mind. "For thisfifty nuyen
you're going to sit here and wait for an elf named Salaciato come see you. Shewas afriend of Albion's
before you knew him—just friends, not lovers. Tell her about him." | got up from the booth. " Stay with
her and the rest of Albion'sfamily and let them know what happened to him."

Cutty looked up at me and shook her head. "Albion ways said you were aweird chummer, but one he
could trust. He didn't trust many.” "Y ou'll wait?"

She nodded sadly. "I'll be with Sdlacia, and then you can tell me how Albion's story ends.”

| left Cutty in the diner and made my way back to the Fenris. Though he's not much on technology, even



the OId One likes the Fenris. Low and deek, angled except where the flat black body curves negtly
around awhed well or back around a bumper, the car looks like awedge sharp enough to split the sky
from the planet at the horizon.

Even before rounding the corner of the dley | pulled out the remote for the antitheft system. Because this
section of town wasn't that bad, 1'd set it for only one chirp, with the defenses on Stun. Asthe car came
into view, | tapped the control and got asingle chirp back in response as| deactivated the security
system. From behind the car two Startled kids jumped up and started running down the aley.

Their laughter made me believe they'd been up to mischief and little more, but caution made me check the
rear of the Fenris. Two big old rats, the fat kind that feast in dumpsters, lay twitching on the ground. The
kids had been amusing themselves by catching the rats and tossing them againgt the Fenris body. The
resulting shock |eft the rats half-dead, but served as apracticd |esson to warn the kids off messing with

my ride.

The Fenris whisked me through the Sesttle Streets. The radar-bane coating Raven had sprayed over the
car's surface made it reflect less light than the rain-dicked street. | cruised around, checking my six for
folksfollowing me. When | saw it was clear, | made for Raven's place and used the car phoneto call
Sdaciaat the housein the Barrens.

Another of the kidswho lived at the house answered the cdl. Sine said sheld get word to Salaciaand
they'd pick Cutty up quickly.

"Good," | told her. "But the girl'sin shock. Maybe you can do for her what none of us could do for
Albion."

She agreed and | hung up as| guided the Fenrisinto Raven's underground parking garage. The automatic
door shut behind me and locked tightly. | climbed out of the Fenris and locked it, then put the security on
two chirpsand st it on Mangle. Anyone stupid enough to break into Raven's place deserved dl the
surprises he could handle.

| went from the garage straight into the basement computer room. The sanitary white of thewallsand tiles
isashocker at the best of times, but it seemed almost dreamlike after the rainy Sesttle evening. The same
could be said of the room'’s sole occupant after an evening spent with Braxen and Kid Stedlth.

Vaerie Vakyrie covered ayawn with adender-fingered hand. She gtill looked radiant from having met
Jmmy Mackelroy, the enfant terrible of the Seattle Seadogs?. Actudly | think the radiance came from
helping him through the trauma of Sesitl€'slossin the series, which best the hell out of how sheld moped
last year until spring training. Though sheld lost her heart to him, she till had asmilefor meand | returned
onewith interest.

"Good morning, Ms. Vakyrie. Areyou up early or up late?"

Heavy lids hdf-hid blue eyes. "After thirty-six hoursthat sort of question hardly matters.” She glanced
back at the deck and the datacord that usualy fit snugly into the jack behind her I€eft ear. " Another
marathon Dementia-Gate session. | could have gone longer, but Lynn said she wanted to leave the game
s0 she could rest up for your date tomorrow night. Y ou getting serious on her, Mr. Kies?'

2 Vaerietook it asapersond victory that Jmmy referred to the team as the Seadogs in Matrix chat she
set up for him, despite the troubleit could have caused him. Granted, only afew of her closest friends
were present, and the one transcript of the chat came bundled with avirusthat did nasty things, but it was
avictory for her nonetheless. "That dat€'stonight, Val, after the sun comesup.” If it werent for Vaerie's
cafe-au-lait complexion coming to her through genetics, sheld have looked as paeas Albion. "Y ou have



seen the sun this month, haven't you?!

"Nice dodge, Walf." She smiled and killed another yawn. "Y ou here from the Committee For the
Production of Vitamin D, or have you got ajob that's beyond your meager computer talents?

"Meager?' | frowned as| pulled off my black leather jacket and tossed it onto one of the white leather
chairssitting in acorner. "I know how to turn one of these things on and off, you know. Meager, sheesh.”

She gave me an exaggerated nod. " Sure you do. What do you need?"

"The Pacific Northwest Hunting Club lost an employee tonight. Y ou pulled afile on him back when we
went after Reverend Roberts. Y ou remember Albion?”

"Hisfilewasanull. Burkingmen had some anecdotes about him. He wasworking at PNHC?"

"So | understand. A member recommended him. | want to know who that was and something about
him."

"Isthat dl?" Vaerierolled her eyes. "L ook, Walf, no jack."

| stuck my tongue out at her, but she'd aready started beating out a harsh staccato on her keyboard. |
left the room and mounted the stairsto thefirst floor. In the kitchen | grabbed two cups of kaf and

exchanged a series of uninformative grunts with Tom Electric. He had his eyes glued to aBookman and
was doing his best to upload some saf-help book into his gray-ROM.

"Annie's coming back to town, eh, Tom?"
Grunt and nod.

| looked at the container that had carried the book chip. "All | Need to Know to Under stand Women |
Learned In Catholic School? Areyou surethat will help you, Tom?"

Hopeful grunt and emphatic nod.

| shrugged and carried the dua mugs of soykaf from the room. Tom's ex-wife comesto Seettle every Six
months or o, whether Tom's recovered from the last visit or not. | wondered at his choice of scanning
materia because Annie struck me as about the most un-nunlike woman I'd ever met. Then again, |
couldn't rule out the possibility that sheld found a convent out there that catered to macrobiotically
nourished, politicaly correct, archeo-feminist, neo-retro splatter-metal enthusiasts with bipolar disorders.

Vderiedlently forgave mefor taking so long when | handed her the brimming mug. " Got your prey.”
"It wasthat easyT

"No, love. I'mthat good." She shook her head, her thick brown braid flopping from shoulder to shoulder.
"What does Lynn seein you?'

"She knows, deep down, I'm just ared sensitive guy.” | gave her acrocodile smile, then leaned againgt a
mainframe cabingt. "Who ishe?'

"She. Selene Reeceis her name. She's agreat granddaughter of Harold Reece. He was a newspaper
tycoon before the Awakening. He diversified and | eft everyone alot of money. She's ablack sheep of the
family, theillegitimate daughter of a granddaughter who used alot of recrestiona chemicasat atime
when it was thought LSD could keep one from goblinizing.”



| nodded. Orks and trolls usualy bred true, but some folksin the genera population are tagged with
"mongter” genes. They tend to kick in around puberty, causing embarrassment somewhat greater than
having your voice crack or your face break out. In essence, their whole body breaks out, and they shift
from being norma human kidsto orks or even worse.

It'snot pretty and usudly very confusing. There are plenty of orkswho don't make it through the
transformation with their psychesintact. There are even more con artists making afortune salling
everything from sugar pillsto votive candlesto prevent kids from undergoing the change. While kids
might not fully understand the problem, their parents do and will do just about anything to avoid the
humiliation of having achild "run away."

"This Reece recommended Albion to the Club asahire? | have ahard time placing Albion and his
porcupine coiffurein that kind of place.

Va shrugged and sipped her soykaf. "' Cheap thrills for the dite without their having to go dumming. The
club's computer didn't have any record of hisemployment, but the tailor who made his uniform still had a
copy of the employment record. Selene Reeceislisted as his sponsor.”

"Checkswith what Cutty told me. Whereis Reece now?"
"Y ou're expecting alot in exchange for akafcup. Tom Electric would have brought me donuts.”
"I owe you. Do you know where sheis?'

Valerie nodded her head. " According to the club schedule she's up in the Y ukon. She won alottery and
isgoing after asnow moose. Won't be back for aweek.”

| smiled widely enough that Vaerie knew | was getting mysdlf into trouble and wanted her to set it up.
"Can you crack back into their computer to confirm adinner engagement for me with her there, tonight,
about sx?Makeit look likeit was on, then got scrubbed by the lottery win.”

Shelooked hard at me. "Y ou're seeing Lynn tonight, Wolf."

"I know, | know." | set the mug on top of the computer. " Set the dinner thing for six. | meet Lynn at eight.
| just want achanceto look around. I'll bein and out, fast. | want to reconnoiter so | can report to Doc
when he gets back.”

Vaderiedrew in adeep bregth, then let it out dowly. "I suppose, but if you stand Lynn up, you'l regret it.”
"I wouldn't dream of it, Va, honest.”

"Good." She smiled wickedly. "Becauseif you do I'll make sure you're on every boiler-room investment
house hot list from now until the collapse of Western civilization.” 111

Thisisthe part of the story where most narrators would mention that they dept fitfully and had prophetic
dreams abouit the past and future melding together. I'm supposed to tell you al about the dreams, using
cryptic termsthat will confuse you until things come together later. It's the way you know the Stuff you're
readingisart.

I've got no dreamsto share. That doesn't mean | didn't dream, mind you, but just that | don't want to
share the dreams. From the second my head hit the pillow in the spare room Raven has dlotted to me, |
dreamed of Lynn. The dreams might have been prophetic—in fact, | was hoping they were—which
explainswhy I'm not going to share them.



| had fully intended to deep until the sun was so far over the yardarm they'd have to use a satellitelink to
communicate, but Stealth whooshed and creaked on into theroom | use. My eyes came ingtantly open,
but my Viper stayed under the pillow. No sensein wasting a bullet on atarget that could have taken an
Exocet hit without denting his hide.

"No new toysto show me?' | sat up in the bed and let the frivolity drain out of my voice. Hisarmor is
better againgt humor than it isagaing bullets. "What's up, Stedth?"

"Vderie Vakyrie saysyou're asking about the Pacific Northwest Hunting Club.”

| nodded. "Albion had ajob there for the past week. He was recommended by a member. | thought |
would check it out thisevening.”

Stedth remained absolutely <till for amoment. He didn't so much as breathe, which he redlly didn't need
to do anyway. To helpin the nation work he used to do before he became claw-abled, Stedlth
traded alung lobe for an internd air tank with adow-release oxygen system. Saved hislife once—gave
him enough timeto free hisfeet from ablock of cement at the bottom of the Sound.

At last the Oracle spoke. Y ou will be armed?”

Stedth lives by that fragment of wisdom that says"No problem so large that it cannot be solved by the
suitable application of plastic explosives." He proved that, both in his professond and private life. In fact,
to get out of the cement block, he blew the lower parts of hislegs off. That iswhy, when we do have
casua conversations, | don't tell him about hangnails or hernias.

"Actudly | expected thisto be asoft recon. | haveto meet Lynn later .. ."
"Ms. Ingold."

"That's the one. She doesn't much like guns—she's till hinky about the grunges who grabbed her, so |
thought | would trave light."

"l see" Hefroze for another second, then turned and started out of the room.
"Hey, Sedth, wait!"

He dowed and looked back over the shoulder at me.

"My change from the cab?'

His Zeiss eyes blinked at me once, then he turned and I eft.

Stedth's silent departure didn't bother me as much asit might have someone else. HE's weird enough that
if having him owe me money meant hewould try to avoid me, | could live with that. Then again, for al |
knew, he had gone off trying to figure how to give me changein bullets of differing calibers.

The Old One gave me asalutary yip as| looked in the mirror at the results of a shower, shave, and the
suitable gpplication of sartorid accouterments. | appreciated the sentiment, but I'd wait for Vaerie's
opinion before deciding whether | was comfortable with my choices. Not that | wasthat comfortablein
the clothes—neckties and nooses have more in common than both starting with the letter N.

Vaerie gave meafull 1000-watt smile. "Oh, Walf, if | had an icebreaker as sharp asyou, I'd bein the
Aztechnology database and gone running on a kiddie-deck. Double-breasted blazer of blue, good
choice, gray dacks, dark socks, white shirt, TAB tie, nice, and the wing-tip shoes." She gave methe



hairy-eyebdl. "Y ou fixing to makethis date real specid?'

| winked at her. "Vd, every date with meis specia. And the answer isno, I'm not handing her some
gold-bound ice. We're having dinner with her great-aunt from St. Louis." | wanted to toss another
wisecrack out at her, but the well was dry. Thinking about Lynn and me and the future required so much
brainpower that it didn't leave me enough idle cellsto keep coming up with smart remarks.

Va gave me ahug and told meto transfer it to Lynn, noting, ™Y ou're on your own after that, jack." | gave
her a peck on the cheek and specificaly told her not to passthat to immy Mackelroy from me, then
headed out into the garage. | disarmed the Fenris from outside its effective range, then took it roaring out
into the Sesttle night.

The rain had vanished and the dark sky looked clear and atad crisp. | found the Pacific Northwest
Hunting Club on thefirst try and parked down the block. Two chirps from the remote left it on With
Extreme Prgjudice, which would be more than enough to keep the local footsponges from mistaking it for
abar, bathroom, or king-size bed.

| managed to wrestle the double-breasted jacket'sinterna button into its hole by the time | reached the
awning extending out over the sdewak. A doorman waited at the top of the stone steps and opened the
door for me without comment. Up another flight of steps and aleft turn brought meto the club'sfoyer,
where alarge man greeted mewith asmile. "Yes, Sr?'

"Evening. I'm Wynn Archer. I'm supposed to be dining with Selene Reece.” | nervoudy glanced at my
watch. "I'm early."

Dark clouds of confusion spread over the man'sface. "Ms. Reece has no dinner reservation tonight, Sr.
Perhaps you are confused asto the evening?’

| shook my head and let my smiletell him | knew | was right. "Wednesday the twenty-seventh. I've been
looking forward to thisfor two weeks."

He held up ahand. "Just amoment.” He disappeared behind a curtain and | heard the clicker-clack of a
keyboard. | knew Vaerie had managed to mess up his records when the sound of key-pounding got
louder.

He returned with asmile on hisface. "There has been amistake, Sir. Ms. Reece gpparently did have
reservations, but they were canceled when she went out of town on an urgent trip.”

"Areyou sure? Perhaps | should wait in the lounge until we seeif she makesit. I'm sure you understand
that she would have canceled with meif she didn't expect to be here.”

The hogt started to tell me the lounge was only for members, but | stuck him on the horns of adilemma. I
he gave me the bum's rush, he could end up embarrassing amember because her plans didn't happen to
include informing him of her comings and goings. He took alook a me and must have decided | looked
harmless

"Please, dr, we would be happy if you would wait in the lounge. Y ou do understand, of course, that it is
for membersonly, s0..."

| nodded. "I shall wait at the bar and not bother anyone.”

His amile told mewe had an understanding and | wandered into the bar. Dim and subdued, it featured
dark wood panels and rich lesther upholstery. Given the identities of the few loca celebs| recognized, |
figured the club must charge enough in dues that the decorations were probably redthetic. Even the



peanuts in the bow! at the bar looked like dirtfruit instead of vat-droppings.

| ordered the house brew, and discovered that amug of it set me back more than Stedlth's cab ride. It
tasted pretty good, but not that good. | consoled myself by looking at what the others were drinking and
guessing at the number of digitsin their bar tabs.

| ordered arefill from the bartender and tried to begin a conversation with him, but he sped off to dedl
with other patrons—the ones who looked like big tippers or like they were there with someone else's
spouse. Before he could return to the styx where | was Sitting, someone tapped me on the shoulder.

"Mr. Archer? | understand were having dinner together this evening?”

| turned around and found mysalf looking up at awoman who surprised mein many ways. Had | been
standing she would have come within acentimeter of being astal as me. Powerful shoulderstapered
down to adender waist and shapdly legs that indicated a seriousinterest in athletics as opposed to milder
"shaping" workouts. Her face showed signs of an arctic tan and the makeup she used carefully blended
away the white flesh around her brown eyes. Her black hair, which was cut boyishly short, hid her ears
and aptly bordered asharply angular face. A pert nose and full lips made her beautiful by anyone's
definition, but the firein her eyes made her challenging.

| offered her my hand. "Pleased to meet you, Ms. Reece.” | figured | could go one of two ways at this
point, either making her think we both had been deceived, or | could play it straight. As shetook my
hand in afirm, dry grip, | decided honesty was the best policy. "But I'm not Wynn Archer. My name's
Wolfgang Kies." | gestured to the empty stood beside me. "Please, join me. | can explain the reason for

my deception.”

She watched me for amoment, reflexively squinting her left eye asif she were sighting down arifle barrel
a me. "l like someone willing to shift tactics when the opening gambit fals. Y ou have five minutes.” She
released my hand after she did onto the stool across from me and ordered agimlet from the bartender.

| remained silent until he had withdrawn, thenidly drew an A in the moisture ring on the bar. "A young
man you recommended for work herewaskilled last night.”

"The abino, Albion. | heard." She sipped her drink, then set it back on the bar. "1 learned about it early
thismorning when | checked my computer system. | returned from the Y ukon immediately. While
updating my schedule | saw the dinner notation and came right over. Do you know who killed him?"*

| shook my head. "No, but | knew Albion and I know people who will be sorry he died. | want to find
out who did him and you're about the only lead | have."

"l see" Shedipped afinger in her drink and raised it toward her mouth. A droplet hung from her nail like
venom from ascorpion's sting, then shelicked it off with aflick of her tongue. "Albion repaired the stereo
in my Mako and asked me to mention him to my friends. | did and acouple suggested | get him ajob
here

"l guess|'m missing the connection.” | popped a peanut into my mouth. "Why would you want a
mo-hawked street punk working here?”

Selene crossed her legs. Her outfit, adark green silk blouse under dark green blazer and tight black skirt,
left alot of leg for meto look at as shedid so. "This Club isfor individuals who are adventurers. We dare
go out and challenge Mother Nature in her wondrous and magical splendor.”

She pointed through the doorway back toward where a gallery of holopics showed images of members



with creatures they had killed. "The membership thrives on traveling to exotic places, seeing exctic things.

"Andkilling them?'

"Among other things." She half-shut her eyes and studied me over the edge of her glass. "Were
thrill-seekers.

"So bringing apiece of Sedttle dreetlifeinto your clubisathrill.”

"Y ou are edging toward asking if | think Albion was chosen as prey by amember of our group.” She
toyed with the stem of her glass, dowly turning it so the light glowed off the liquor'slegs. "Welivefor
danger.”

| watched her face closdly. "And stalking Albion through the concrete world that is his natural habitat
wouldn't be dangerous?’

"We may bethe ultimate predators, but we're not murderers. Bringing someone like Albion in hereis
importing some of the danger from the Streets, yes. He's not what we normally expect to see here, so he
was acuriogity." She clasped her hands together over one knee. "For awhile we maintained a cheetah
and aBengd tiger here before certain Creature Liberationists started to threaten us.”

The Old One howled in the back of my mind. "I can imagine them seeing thisasa Temple of Desth, no
problem.”

"But they do not know what we truly do, for thisisaso a Sanctuary for Life." She laughed easly.
"Between this club and dl the animal freedom groups combined, who do you think has spent more
money providing habitats for the endangered and threatened species out there?”

"Isthisatrick question?’ | frowned. "They do."

"No, they do not" The skin tightened around her eyes. "The areawhere | went hunting a snow moose,
for example, isal aprivate preserve purchased and maintained through this club. Our members, elther
through the club or on their own, have placed acres and acres of threatened wetlands and forestsinto
park systems, both public and private. Did you redize that sncethe latter haf of the twentieth century it's
been the hunters and the licensing feesthey pay that has guaranteed wildlife management and, in many
cases, actualy dlowed the animal population to exceed that of colonia times?*

| sat back and did my best to look contrite. "No, | did not redize that.”

"It'strue." She casually waved her hand toward the other patronsin the bar. " Our membershipisaso
involved in many philanthropic projectsright herein Sesttle. Part of that isreflected in our willingnessto
employ someonelike Albion."

"Do you think someone took this 'preserve ideatoo far with Albion and killed him?"

"I hope not." She leaned forward and | brought my ear closeto her mouth. "In aplace like thisthere are
aways rumors of someone having hunted the most dangerous prey. Liquor dreams and vaporware, but it
is possible someone decided to make them redl. If they did, I'm responsible because | brought him here.”

| leaned back and took a pull on my beer. | knew from Stealth's description of the weapon that killed
Albion that commissioning it would have required the sort of money that someonein the Pacific
Northwest Hunting Club certainly would possess. It aso struck me as absolutely possible that a member
could have decided that harvesting allittle two-footed quarry in the city beet freezing in Alaskato bag a



rack of antlers. Of course, the onething | knew that she did not wasthat Albion wasonly thelatestin a
series.

"These stories ever center on one person here?"

Shelooked up and didn't even try to hide her surprise. "No, not that | know of." Shetook asip. "Thisis
very disturbing.” She concentrated, her dark brows arrowing down toward the bridge of her nose.
"Comewith me and we will discussthiswith the Director."

| glanced at my watch, then shook my head. "Can't. I'm meeting someone. Albion's not going anywhere.
Thiscan wait for aday or s0."

She nodded, then stared down &t her glass and the liquid still 1ft init. "Are you free tomorrow night?1
can arrange for usto meet with the Director then." Her expression sharpened and her nogtrilsflared as
she watched me out of the corner of her eye. ™Y ou will be my guest tomorrow evening for dinner.”

| waved the offer off. "Not necessary, Ms. Reece, redlly.”

"l ings." Her smilewarmed and warmed me. "Y ou intrigue me. Y ou bluff your way in here, then admit
your deception. Y ou are different from mogt.”

"Exatic?"

"Chalenging, Mr...."

"Kies, Wolfgang Kies."

"Accept, Mr. Kies. Anyone here can tell you that, asahunter, | am relentless.”
"Sol aminyour Sghts?'

She eyed me very frankly and the Old One started alow growl in the back of my head. ™Y ou are too
imaginativeto bealiterdist, Mr. Kies. | find pursuit more thrilling than akill, and my tastein men does
not run to corpses.”

| caught the invitation in her voice, and the warning that whatever happened would be on her terms, and
her terms alone. " Seven, here?'

Shetook up my left hand and gave it asqueeze. "Twenty-four hours, then.”

| nodded and gave her akiss on the cheek. As| walked away from the club, Albion became aghost.
Learning who killed him had become immeateria as areason for my willingnessto meet Selene Reece the
next night. Sheknew it, | knew it.

Wolf season was open.
\Y;

Wolf season almost closed again because Lynn's great-aunt Sadie tried to get me into a captive breeding
program. "Oh, Wolfgang, you are such agentleman. Y ou two make alovely couple. You'll have
wonderful children—they'll be smart and handsome.”

Luckily Lynn fended off her aunt's comments, which left me time to deal with the Old One. For some
reason he had joined forces with Sadie and spent most of the evening divided between complaining that
my prime rib was too well done and praisng Lynn. Thisis the bitch for you, Longtooth. Her eyesare



bright, her ruddy coat

islong, and sheis cunning. Your pups will be strong and have sharp teeth.

| was sure Lynn, who had once mentioned a desire to breast feed children, would love that last bit.
Fortunately, Sadie later started talking about the twenty-two cats who lived with her, which cooled the
Old Onesaopinion of hisaly. Even so, through the rest of the evening, he yipped encouragingly any time
Lynn did anything he felt should make me proud.

Thedreams | had enjoyed earlier in the day did not turn out to be literally prophetic, but they functioned
perfectly in an dlegorica sense. Lynn and I, after we dropped off her great-aunt, spent sometime
wandering through the market, laughing about what her aunt had said. As Lynn doesn't know about the
Old Oneyet, | didn't tell her hiscomments, but | let my laughter batter him into grumbling retrest. That
was good because we later retreated to my gpartment and engaged in activities that would have had him
yipping encouragement to Lynn on anearly incessant basis.

Lynn woke me up early—the hour on the clock wasn't even close to doubl e digits—then showered and
headed off to work. She normally didn't spend the full evening with me because she shared a corporate
suite with her folks. With Aunt Sadie using her room, the In-golds chose to believe Lynn's story that she
would stay the night with afriend.

She asked if sheld see me later, but | told her Raven was coming back into town and | had something to
do. Because we'd met in the course of Raven, Stedlth, and | saving her from kidnappers, she has avague
ideaof what | do. Given that | was planning to meet Selene later, | decided that not clarifying my plans
was agood thing.

| crashed for another couple of hours, then got up closeto noon. | decided that | needed anew suit for
the night's adventure, so | dressed quickly and headed out. The Old One's grumbling started to give me a
headache, but I managed to ignore him and it. Hopping into the Fenris, | headed downtown and started a
walking tour of the haberdasheries.

After afew false starts | settled on a French-cut black suit with double-breasted blazer. Thetailor who
messured mefor aterationsasked if | would be"heavy" or "thick" whilewearing it, but | shook my head.
Wearing agun or akevlar vest was not in order for dinner at one of the city's most elegant clubs. |
picked out atie and shirt to go with the suit, then had lunch and abeer a Kéel'swhile the tailor worked
on the aterations.

As night began to creep closg, it brought with it a sense of impending doom. Normally | would have put it
down to Stedlth being in the vicinity, but | suspected that Lynn and Selene were a the root of it. Asl
thought things over, | could see myself speeding in the Fenristoward a cliff with anasty drop-off. A
cloud of dust obscured what was behind me, and | had the distinct feeling that it hid an equaly
devastating drop.

| knew | loved Lynn and | hoped she felt the same way about me. | had never falen so hard for a
woman, nor had | ever lasted aslong with one. Most women decided | was trouble and gave me walking
papers before things became serious. Getting rejected like that did hurt, but we usualy managed to part
on friendly terms, which helped take alot of the sting out of it. Besides, plenty of other women were
willing to offer me solace, so | learned to live within the myth that someday 1'd find the woman meant for
me

Now that day had dawned and | found it more terrifying than most of the gun battles 1'd lived through. In



those instances the worst that could happen wasthat | could die. In thisSituation, | could end up living.
I'd have responsihilities and obligations. While Lynn was more than worth al that, a huge chunk of me
saw my window on freedom snapping shut.

Enter Selene. She and Lynn were of the same species and gender, but the smilarities ended there. Selene
was very attractive and aggressive. Being pursued by someone so powerful and desirable was one hell of
an ego- seroid. | was staring at afuture imprisoned with one woman while Selene Reece stood there
handing mea"Get Out of Jail Freg' card.

The Pecific Northwest Hunting Club was downtown and not that far from the Fuchi corporate tower
where Lynn lived, so | parked the Fenrisin an aley about four blocks from the club. | set the anti-theft
system at three chirps, figuring that the aley would keep down the number of injured bystanders.
Pocketing the remote control, | set off for the club.

The heavy-set gentleman who'd ushered me to the bar the night before was again at his station. He smiled
when he saw me and beckoned meto follow him. "Thisway, Mr. Kies. Ms. Reece has dready been
Seted.”

Sdlene dipped out of the corner booth as| arrived. She wore a cerulean blue chemise with hair-thin
straps under adarker blue crepe du chine jacket and matching pants. She offered me her hand and |
kissed it, bowing dightly as| did so. She laughed and we both sat down.

The maitred offered me amenu, but | shook my head. "I trust your judgment, Selene.”

She smiled and ordered a magnum of champagne and raw oysters for an appetizer. "For the main course
we will have the venison stesks with mushrooms and wild rice.”

"Very good, madam."
Ashewithdrew, shelooked a me carefully. "l trust you like venison.”
| nodded. "Get it yoursdf?"

"No. Thelast deer | shot wasayear ago and | gave some of the meat to another member. Heisrepaying
thefavor." Her amilegrew. "l didn't get the oysters mysdlf ether, but | trust you will enjoy them
nonetheless.”

"l amaurel will."

Our champagne arrived and she sat back to sip from her glass. "Y ou are even more fascinating than |
thought, Wolfgang. Until | did some research | had no ideayou were associated with Richard Raven.
Fromwhat | learned, you've hunted enough to be amember here.”

| shrugged. "I bag vermin, mostly. Doc kegps me around for amusement value. And my friends cal me
Walf."

"Y ou are too modest, Wolf." Her voice lingered over my name, and the prospect of her becoming an
intimate friend made me smile. "From what | understand, anumber of the local street gangs consider you
Quite dangerous.”

"| gather, Sdene, that various species of big game think of you in the sameway."

"Touche. Weareapair, it seems, evenly matched.”



| raised my glassinasdute. "To being a perfect match.”
"Indeed.”

The rest of the evening went from there to become quite hot. We both drank more champagne than we
should have, but we stopped at silly on our way to being drunk. We engaged in awar of innuendo and
double-entendre that promised much for the night until the maitred came over and informed her that the
Director wasin hisoffice.

She became serious with that news, then broke into a giggle when the maitred walked away. "'l suppose
we should take care of business before we get down to business, yes, Mr. Kies?' Shelooped her purse
strap over her left shoulder and did from the booth.

| nodded almost soberly. "Indeed, Ms. Reece."

| followed her from the dining room and up some stairs. We passed down a corridor that took us beyond
the room below and ended at a double door. Aswe approached, | heard a click and the doors opened
for us. Without a second thought | walked on into the dark room.

Before | could even begin to ponder why the room was so dimly lit, fireignited in my spine. | heard a
faint crackling sound and agony convulsed my body radiating out from aspot between my shoulder
blades. | tried to turn, but given that my equilibrium had succumbed to the alcohol and that the eectricity
running through me had clobbered my muscles, al | managed to do was drop hard to the floor.

Selene hooked atoe under my chest and flipped me over onto my back. In her left hand | saw the
stunner sheld used on me. She hit the switch, letting ajagged blue energy line spring to life between the
two eectrodes on one end. My body jerked reflexively and pain neuronsfired again just for the heck of
it. She watched me and dowly began to smile.

"Forgive mefor this

| thought, at first, she was speaking to me, but | waswrong. From my perspective on the floor,
everything looked very tdl. Thisincluded the horseshoe-shaped high-bench that ran from one comer of
the room to the other. Seated behind the bench, intall chairswith split ova tops and silhouetted by the
backlight, adozen members of the club |ooked down at me.

Suddenly alight from above and behind a chair flashed on. It illuminated the snarling face of amounted
bear'shead. "I have an inquiry,” aman with adeep, wheezy voice cdled out.

"Yes, Brother Bear?' Selene said, bowing her head. When she spoke alight flashed on behind an empty
chair. It illuminated ahuge, trand ucent snakethat | thought just might have been a Centrd American
moon python.

"I believe, Sister Snake, you have dready hunted a street ape this month.”

"Valid point, Brother Bear, but thisoneis specid. Heisathresat to us, but heislikely the greatest
challenge any of us have known. Also, because of the chance of discovery the other night, | was unable
to obtain abloodlock. Because of therules, | do not really have akill credited to me."

Another light flashed on, reveding the head of asable unicorn with an ivory spire twisting up and out of
itsskull. It was located at the keystone position in the semicircle. "Sister Snakeis correct. Thisoneis
hersto hunt."

"Thank you, Grandmaster." Selene dropped to one knee and gave me a second jolt of juice by pressing



the stunner to my chest. | defibrillated up into the air and back down, then lay therelikea
gumby-chipheed.

She kissed me hard on the lips. "Nothing personal, Wolf, but it'sthe hunt. | know you'll be leagues better
than Albion."

She stood and took a step back. | heard aclick and the floor dropped away from under me. | started
diding downward headfirst, something that did not make me very happy because | till couldn't control
my limbs. Asthe dide cut into adownward spira, my dinner started to come up on me, with the oysters
leading the break for freedom. The champagne, being stirred up in my stomach, started gathering for a
belch that increased my desire to vomit.

Suddenly the dide ended. When my shoulders hit the canvas padding | did an involuntary somersault and
landed flat on my stomach. | bounced once and abandoned the fight against my stomach. When | landed
again | puked up everything I'd eaten, from dessert to the peanuts I'd had at the bar, the night before.

| tried to fight the dry heaves, but they had an dly working from insgde my head. Yes, Longtooth, purge
yourself of the poisons. Let mefill you, let me help you. We will find this bitch who is hunting you
and we will day her. Visonsof flashing fangs and bright blood filled my mind asthe Old One
encouraged me.

"No," | wheezed. Kicking weakly | managed to push mysdf away from my liquid diet. Then | somehow
pulled mysdf far enough from the puddleto put my right hand down and lever myself over to the wal of
the smdl room into which I'd been dumped.

| dragged my body toward the wall and sat with my back to it, wiping my mouth on the back of my
deeve. | gpat severd times, trying to cleanse my mouth, but | only diluted the acidic taste. | let my head
rest againg thewall and | closed my eyesfor amoment. So, thisiswhat it's like to be a deboned
chicken.

Asmuch danger as| had faced in my time with Raven, this had to be absolutely the worst. The acohol
had worked wonders with my think-box, though throwing up would help curb further damage. The
stunner had reduced my musclesto rubber, though they were coming back. That left mein adark box
while somewhere out there awoman with afancy rifle was preparing to turn me into an endangered
gpecies. Hell, if she had her way, 1'd be extinct.

Under smilar circumstances on other occasions|'d at least had afew advantages. There was my belt
buckle with ahoming device | could activate in an emergency, but tonight I'd worn the new belt | bought
to go with my suit. I'd dso | eft off my usual kevlar vest for the evening. Ditto for my gun, which | hadn't
figured I'd be needing.

Those are artificial, Longtooth. You do not need them when you have me.

"I need them when someoneis shooting a us. For al you've done for me, the only thing you're not good
at isdodging bullets." | heard him howl in protest, but we each knew the other wasright in some ways.
His speed and extrasensory abilitieswould help me enormoudy if | was going to survive. He wanted me
to attack, but | wanted his skillsto let me do only one thing right now—run for the Fenris. With his
speed, Selene had no chance of keeping up with me.

"Giveitto me, Old One. Y our speed, your eyes, your ears, and your nose."

As you wish, Longtooth, but outside. This place stinks with the fear of others.



That came as no surprise. Asthe Old One strengthened my body, | found my muscles responding more
or less properly to conscious commands. | wasn't in any condition to perform microsurgery, but walking
and chewing gum at the same time weren't beyond me.

With the Old One'seyes| saw thefaint outline of a square on the wall away from where the dide entered
theroom. | crawled over to it and pushed it open. It locked up in place and showed me athree-meter
dropto an dley. Great. Get outside, get my bearings and make a run for the Fenris.

| went out through the hole feet first and dropped into acrouch as| hit the ground. The cool night air
helped clear my head. | loosened my tie and undid the top button of my shirt so | could breathe easier.
The Old On€e's olfactory prowesskicked inand | couldn't get Selene's perfume, which made me fedl
better. | turned my back to the wind and saw the lights on top of the Fuchi tower.

| knew where | was.
So did Sdene.

The bullet nailed mein the chest about ten centimeters below my |eft nipple. It Soun me around, smacking
me againgt the club wall, then threw meinto apair of overflowing garbage cans. | landed on my left Sde,
doubling the grinding agony | feltin my ribs. | heard ahissing sound and felt like something ingde my
lungs was doing everything it could to claw itsway ot.

Scrambling to my feet, | sprinted down the dley and ducked out into the street. | headed away from the
Fenrisfor ablock before | redized what | was doing. At that point | ducked into another aley and kept a
dump-ster downwind.

| reached around my back and could fed that the bullet had not exited my chest. | pulled off my tie,
fighting the pain that came with each breath, and looped it around my chest. Then | dug out my wallet
from my back pocket and tore from it asmall plastic deeve used to protect holopics. Thisone just
happened to be filled with one of Lynn. | smiled, dipped it insde my shirt, and pressed it over the holein
my chest. | tightened thetie to hold it in place and the hissing sound stopped.

That turned out to be fortunate because that allowed me to hear the distant sound of an animal loping
after me. Cybercur! Imagining abeast that could carry an armored car off in its augmented jaws, |
panicked. Adrenaline coursed through me and my heart pounded like the pistonsin an over-revving
engine

The Old Onetook over with acam rationality that mocked my fear. He instantly assessed the Situation

and knew that | could not fight. | could barely run. He knew the shredded and collgpsed lung in my chest
would not help me and that if | sought to evade the creature tracking me, my wound would kill me.

For once we agreed and he sent me out into the night. Though | was there on the ran and | remember it, |
remained detached. | remember leaving that second dley and vaulting a speeding Ford Americar. |
landed on both feet in the middle of the street, took a half-step back to avoid the leading bumper on a
Mercedes 920 XL, then spun around and hopped on the running board of a Pierce Arrow landau
recongtruction.

After ablock of freeride the Arrow's driver started going for an Uzi, but the Old One snarled a him. He
kept his hands on the whedl and his eyes on the road for another block, then | jumped off and sprinted
down an dley. Out on thefar street, | cut toward the Fuchi tower and into the dley that hid my Fenris.

The Old One headed me straight for it, but | reex-erted control and stopped. | pulled the remote control
from my pocket and disarmed the anti-theft device. Smiling, | took one step forward, then staggered and



leaned heavily againgt the car as pain lanced from the wound through my chest. The world began to go
dark at the edges.

Keep a clear head!
| can master this beast, Longtooth. | have watched you do it enough, the Old One said.

No chance. The Old One consders Vehicular Mandaughter arecreationd activity. Just rest for a
second, then I'll. . .

| heard agrowl! and it took me amoment to redlize it wasn't from the Old One. | looked over and saw a
huge animd at the mouth of the dley. The glow of street lamps traced the silvery claws mounted to the
tops of its paws. Twin pistons hissed as the monster opened itsjaw. | saw that itsteeth had been
replaced top and bottom with arazor-sted strip that included spikes where its canines had once been.
And instead of eyes| saw two red starbursts that went nova as the thing looked at me.

Sowly | turned around and worked my away back around the edge of the Fenris. Looking at the
chromed dog over the top of the car, | kind of wished I'd been driving a car big enough to wall off the
dley. No, | had to go for fast and flashy. Val always said this car would get me killed.

The dog lowered its head and sniffed the ground. He took a step forward and the black fur on its spine
came up. A shiver rippled through its muscles and shook it right down to its stubby tail.

The Old One growled achalenge and | couldn't stop him. | voiced the howl and the dog's head came
up. | hoped, for asecond, that canis chromus would run off, but it didn'.

It can smell Death on you, Longtooth. | am sorry.
The dog |oped forward, then came straight for me.

| pushed myself back off the Fenrisand hit the remote control. Asthe Hitachi hound |leaped over the
car's nose and landed on the roof, four chirps sounded. Before their echoes died, | hit the ground on my
back and the Fenris defense system kicked into overdrive.

| saw the dog in silhouette for a second before dl its fur spontaneoudy combusted. It flashed over,
blackening the chrome as the putrid gray cloud drifted up. Then | noticed that the red dotsin the eyes
had dilated to different Szes asthe dog's muscles convulsed. Spraying battery juice and chips againgt the
dley wal, theleft sde of its head suddenly exploded outward, spinning the cybermutt around and
toppling it off by the passenger side of the car.

| lay back for amoment as a cough punched pain through my chest. Hitting the remote control again, |
disarmed the Fenris and crawled toward it. | reached up for adoor handle, but the trim burned me. |
sank my right hand into the deeve of my jacket and tried again, thistime successfully prying the door

open.

| started to pull mysdlf into the Fenris and was far enough gonethat | didn't even consider what | was
doingto theinterior. | did know I couldn't drive, but the ed phonewould let me call Raven or Va or
Stedth and get me some hdp. Bracing mysdlf with my left arm againgt the floor, | Sraightened my legs
and grabbed for the phone,

Sdlene'skick to the back of my knees dropped me to the ground. | twisted around and sat half-upright
againg the car. | hugged my left arm againgt the aching holein my chest and looked up at her. | tried to
say something smart, but a cough cut in and hijacked my throat.



"You didwell, Mr. Kies. Y ou should have died long before this." She looked over the hood toward the
steaming mound of dog flesh and metal over by the dley wall. "And you cost me Cerberus. That wasnt
nice"

| haf-smiled despite therifle tucked under her arm. "1 suppose you know this means| probably won't be
having dinner with you again.”

"That was aconsderation,” she said and her smile made me remember why I'd wanted to have dinner
with her in thefirgt place. "Had you been anyone e se, | might have not decided to hunt you." Shelicked
her lips. "Pursue, yes, but not hunt."

My vision began to tunnel dowly. "Lone Star has afile on your activities, you know."

"No it doesn't, Mr. Kies. One of our board membersisamagor Lone Star stockholder." Her rifle swung
into linewith my heart. | didn't care what Stedth thought, it didn't look much like atoy from my vantage
point. "Thegameisover."

Sdlene crouched down and brushed hair away from my forehead. She dug her left hand into her jacket
pocket, then brought out something that briefly flashed silver. Her hand returned to my head and | heard
aclick. Through the shadows | saw her draw away holding alock of my hair. Y ou make meglad |
didn't get my bloodlock from Albion."

The ed phone started to ring. "Mind if | get that?' "Go ahead, if you can,” she said asthe world went
dark. "Even if help were on the way, you'd be dead before they found you."

The sound of another bullet being jacket into the chamber of her riflewasthe last thing | heard.
\%

| discovered, upon wakening, that reincarnation had to be true.

| felt like aretread.

Fearing thewordt, | opened my eyes and found myself lying in the bed | used a Raven's headquarters. |
tried to take anorma breath but something tight was condiricting my chest. Lifting the blankets| saw
bandages wrapped around me. | also noticed an oxygen tube held tightly beneath my nose and aplasma
bag running fluid in through the needle stuck into my right arm.

"It was clean, Wolf."

| dropped the blankets and saw Raven standing in the doorway. He's taller than me, and broader, but not
in agteroid mutant kind of way. Hejust lookstall and muscular, an Amerindian Hercules from the tips of
histoes to the top of his head. He has the copper skin, long black hair, and high cheekbones to make the
image stick, too.

Infact, only two thingsruinit. Thetips of hiseven ears poke up through hishair, which isthe only clueto
hisrace. An df built like Ravenisdecidedly rare, and Ravenisrarer ill. His eyes bear that out.

They dways manage to look straight through me. They're dark, like chips of obsidian, but they have
these funny lightsin them. The best way to describeit isthat he's got a bit of the aurora boredlis trapped
inthere. Thelightsare blueand red and | like to think they flash in time with Raven's thoughts, which
meansthey're aways moving very fas.

| nodded and gave him asmile. "Did you do your stuff to my ribs?'



He folded hisarms across his chest and leaned against the door jamb. "The bullet had pulverized
approximately twelve centimeters of rib and microperfo-rated your lung. Y ou were in shock and were
not stable, so | decided not to crack your chest. | was|eft no choice. | used magic to reinflate your lung
and knit the bone shards back together. The 1V isto get fluids back into you." Color rioted through
Raven'sdark eyes. "Y our natural hedling processisfast. Y ou should fed better in acouple of days."

Raven isthe only other living person who knows dl about the Old One, and the reference to my natural
healing process told me the Old One had been a work. / will have you healthy soon, Longtooth. | did
not need his help.

| threw the blankets off, then pulled the sheet around me and sat up. The room swam, but | steadied
myself againgt the footboard before | could collapse. "'l haveto get up, Doc. | know who killed Albion. |
know why. Can't wait. More people will die."

| felt his hands on my shoulders. "Vaerie traced your locetion after the Fenris sent acdl out to inform us
about the attempted theft. While | wastrying to call you she learned you were dining with Selene Reece.
The club tried to erase the record of the date, but she caught it. Reece has dropped off the edge of the
earth. Shell lay low. Weve got timeto get you hedlthy.”

| shook my head. "No, it'snot just her. It'sdl of them. They've been taking turns.” | looked up into his
eyes. "They own achunk of Lone Star. | need your help.”

| swear Raven looked back through my eyes and reached some sort of communion with the Old One. |
fet the Wolf spirit's vitaity surge through me. Doc took my right arm and eased the needle out of it.
"Whatever you need, my friend."

"Good. First clothes, then back-up.” | smiled as| heard the Old One howl! in my mind. "Thenit'sour turn
to hunt.”

Raven put the call out for help. Tark and Kid Stealth didn't answer, but Tom Electric and Zig and Zag
did. Sporting some body armor and my MP-92, | was sure the ot of us could have taken on theworld
and gone the distance. Tom ended up driving Raven's Ralls, with Iron Mike Morrissey in the navigetor's
segt. His partner, Tiger Jackson, rode in the back with Raven and me, starting sullen and getting more so
every timel referred to his partner and him as Zig and Zag.

Raven agreed to the plan | laid out as we rode through the night. "1 concur, Wolf. Mr. Jackson and Mr.
Morrissey will hold the top of the stairswhile Tom securesthe front door. You and | will ded with the
club's Board of Directors." Doc hodded solemnly as| jacked around into the MP-9's chamber. "And I'll
let you do the talking.”

"Good." | looked at the big black gillette acrossfrom me. "Any questions?’

Zag nodded. "Thishunting club haslots of whedls. If things get balligtic, are we clear to spray up the
place?'

| was set to nod yes, but Raven shook his head. "I'm hoping we don't have to end up shooting. As Wolf
has aptly pointed out, we only have confirmation of one member actualy murdering anyone. We need to
let the Directors know that their new prey isnever in season herein Sesttle.” Helooked at me. "Right,
Walf?'

| frowned, which brought asmile to Zag's face, then nodded. | agreed only because wanton murder
wasn't redlly my style. 1'd shoot Selene without asecond



31'd like to say I stuck with the MP-9 because it was an old friend, but the fact was, I really wanted a cannon.
Unfortunately, given how I was feeling, a gun with only a few working parts was all I could handle.

thought, but | didn't know who elsein the club had been cap-bustin’ on society's ciphers. Purging their
membership would only bring heat down on usand it wouldn't hurt them at al. What would hurt, and
what Vderie was doing from her haunt in the Matrix, was deducting a hedthy "consulting fee" from thelr
club account— including the cost of burning and burying my suit.

Tom double-parked us, and Iron Mike covered the doorman. | winked at him as | went by. Wearing a
black |eather jacket, jeans, and combat boots, | wasn't really dressed for the club. The MP-9 was
stylish, whichiswhy | gave the maitred agood look &t it. "I'm here to seethe Board. Arethey till here?!

He nodded and opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. | eased the gunmuzzl€'s pressure on
his bow tie and he swallowed to make sure histhroat till worked. "Y ou can't go inthere. They'rein
executive sesson.”

"Always seen mysdlf as executive materid," | barked at him. | stepped past and hetried to grab me. |
heard athump, then asigh. | glanced back at Tiger and saw him tuck away asap, then headed up the
gairs. Tom Electric sat himsdlf on the maitred's stool and pinned the man to the ground with an AK-97.

Zig and Zag took up positions at the top of the stairswhile | led Raven deeper into the building. With a
kick | splintered the lock on the board room door and boldly strode into the center of the room. | did
remember the trgp door and used the hdl light spilling into the room to avoid its outline. All around mel
saw hunched slhouettes leaning forward.

"Sorry to be interrupting, Brothers and Sisters. | never got to thank you for your hospitdity before.” |
sketched a careful bow, ending it abruptly when my rib began to ache. "When | wasinvited to dinner |
hardly expected to become the center of attention.”

The Grandmaster's sable unicorn kill became illuminated as he spoke. "What do you want, Mr. Kies?'
"I'm wondering how | get abloodlock off achrome-dome likeyou.” | arched an eyebrow at him. "If | off
you, do | get achair on your board and have your ugly mug perched behind me?'

Brother Bear took offense at my tone. "Y ou have no right to be here. Leave a once."

| swung the MP-9 in hisdirection. The single shot | let off passed just over his head, between the wings
of hischair, and exploded the bear's head. "Damn, shooting high. That happens after you've had ahole
blowninyour ches."

"Y our attempt at humor is not amusing, Mr. Kies." The Grandmaster sat back in hischair. "l can
understand your anger. Will fifty thousand nuyen show you were sorry?"

"Fifty K isanice sumfor thefirst ingtalment, but I'll give you abreak.” | shrugged easily. "Onetime ded:
you give me the money and you stop the hunts."

"Policies of thisclub arénot your concern.” The Grandmaster leaned forward. "If you are threatening us
with war, you will find yoursdlf onthelosing sde”

Raven came up on my right. "Will we?'

The Grandmaster nodded dowly and the other silhouettes aped him in silence. "We have the wegpons
and the money and the power to destroy you. Y ou are nothing. No one will noticeif you die. We offer to
enrich you and give you your life. Do not pressyour luck."



"Luck isnot part of thisequation.” Raven shook his head resolutely. He kept hisvoice low, but it il
filled the room. "Y ou are huntsmen and pride yourselves on having mastered the most dangerous
cregtures on the planet. Y ou study your quarry. You track it and you take it." Raven's eyes pulsed with
fire. "Thistime, though, you have been stupid, and al the materia things you have will not afford you

victory."
"Isthat 07"

"Itis. 'Y ou hunt the SINless because they are insgnificant. Within the shadows of thiscity, lifeis chegp
and you know it. Y ou think this makes you invincible because no one cares about your prey.” Doc's eyes
sharpened. "Y ou would get more of afight to protect the rights of ratsto live in atenement than you
would to defend the lives of peoplelike Albion."

"Y ou make my casefor me." The Grandmaster's head came up. " Those people are nothing. They mean
nothing. We know it, those ignoble beasts know it. Their lives are worthless."

| saw where Raven was headed and hisnod let me pick up thefight. "Y ou'reright, ther livesare
worthless. That means we can hand a gun and fifty nuyen to any of them along with your picture. See, the
only thing you don't have going for you is numbers. There are more of them than there are you, and even
if your security isgood enough to pick up sixty or seventy percent of their attacks, you'l still be
maggot-munchies.”

| let out achuckle. "And, hey, when they learn you're going to be hunting them anyway, we won't even
haveto pay them. If we offer aprize, they'll pay usfor aticket inthe martid lottery.”

Theimage of abazooka-toting biped Bambi battalion shooting back at them did not thrill the membership
inthe least. "Doc, do you think we can get an al-night printer to Start turning out hunting permits on our
way back acrosstown?"

"We can use the phonein the Rallsto start things going.”

The Grandmaster sat back. "If these hunts that you alege to be occurring—but which we have never
admitted taking place—wereto stop.. . ."

"And a schedule of reparation payments were made to the survivors of these hunt victims," Raven added.
"Quite. If thiswere to take place, then you would see no reason to take action?”

Raven nodded. "A list of persons and amountsto be paid can be in your computer by tomorrow. If you
agreeto meet it, | would consider the matter closed.”

"Done." Raven looked over & me. "Isthat satisfactory to you, Wolf?'

"'Cept for onething, yeah, very satisfactory.” | looked up at the Grandmaster. "When you next see Sister
Snake, tdl her we till haveadate.” | jiggled the MP-9. "Tell her it's flak-vest optiona.”

Aswe wandered back down the hallway and picked up Zig and Zag at the top of the sairs, | tried to
figure out how I'd find Selene Reece. With her money and the connections the club afforded her, she
could be hiding literally anywhere in the world. After today shed know | was il dive and would dig her
hidey-hole alittle deeper.

And if that didn't make things tough enough, sheld know | was after her. Given her skillsasahunter, |
had no doubt 1'd be facing the most dangerous prey. Oddly enough, that did not concern me as much as
| thought it would. The very fact that | could make arun at her meant shewasn't infdlible.



Stepping into awarm rain aswe left the club, | turned to Raven. "'l won't make the mistake she did.
When | do her, I'll make sure she'sdead.”

"I am certain that iswhat she intended to do with you, Woalf." Raven nodded at the shadows near the
Rolls. "1 don't believe she got that chance.”

Stedlth opened the Ralls boot and shoved arifle-case into it. He dammed the lid down with hisflesh and
blood hand, then stepped up onto the sidewalk. He said nothing, aflesh and chrome monument.

"Salene Reeceisdead?"

The Murder Machine nodded once. "'1'd heard rumors of a club that hunted people for sport. | decided
that discovering it needed to be more than a project of leisure.”

| shivered at his cold, mechanica ddivery. "You learned that | was going to the club last night. Y ou found
meintimetokill Sdene." "300 meters, .600 Nitro-express, night scope, no rest.”

Zag shivered. "Impressive shot.”
| swdlowed hard. "Thanks for thefreeghie."

"Amateurskill for free." He popped open acompartment on his metalic left arm and tossed me ablue
sk sachet tied with alock of black hair. "1 am aprofessonal.”

Through the silk | felt some coins* making up change from the ten nuyen I'd given him two nights before.
From the second he'd seen Albion's body, Stealth had known what would happen. That waswhy hed
ingsted | give him the money and why I'd had aguardian angel following me, waiting. . . .

| looked up a him. "Was| your bait?'
"Y ou were my patron.”

| nodded, ignoring the growing achein my ribs. Sipping the knot from the silk, | poured the money into
my pocket. | offered Stealth back histrophy, but he shook his head. | tossed Selene's hair into the guiter,
and astherain washed it toward the sewer | redlized that no matter how much of a predator you figure
yoursdlf to be, you can dways be someone el sgsfair game.

4Y egh, coinsare archaic, but Stealth knows | don't handle new gunswell. ..

If AsBeast You Don't Succeed

When you comeright down to it, theré's no easy way to tell the woman you intend to marry that you're a
werewolf. If I'd been a hit-man for the mob or had worked clean-up for yakuza enforcers or had even
been apoacher out inthe Tir, | could havetold her straight out. | would have taken Lynn'shand in mine
and said, "L ook, there's something you should know about me. I've done some bad thingsin my life, but
that'sall ended now."

That would have been easy. The confession, some tears, some hugging, some kissing, and an "'I'll marry
you, Wolf," would have al followed one after the other. Not that 1'd gone this route before, but | knew it
would have worked. Women seem to find honesty seductive— probably because there's so damned little
of itin the courting process. Besides, | had it so bad for Lynn | couldn't et myself even think about her
regjecting me.



But that wasin the case where | confessed being amass murderer or something just as bad. Being a
werewolf, on the other hand, was much worse?.

! pretty much every pundit who ever posted an opinion to the altweird-folks.shapeshifter news groups has
noted that there are no such things as werewolves. And Raven had told me that I'm really just blessed by the
Wolf spirit—so blessed that a chunk of it is subletting a portion of my cerebral cortex. Ftae. But if you ask
anyone on the street what they call someone who becomes a wolf under the full moon, "someone blessed by
the Wolf spirit" isn't the answer you'll get

Lynn would try to understand, and | knew that for her atry was as good as doing. Her parents would be
decidedly moredifficult to sway. In aningant | saw Lynn's parentsinviting meto dinner and the effect my
little revelation might have. "That's nice, dear,” Blanche In-gold would say politely. "Does that mean we
shouldn't usethe good slver?!

Phil would have ause for the slver and probably wouldn't have thet difficult atime finding the bullet
molds or agunsmith to do thetrick for him. I liked Phil, and he liked me, but held still be at the door with
agun to keep me away from Lynn. | couldn't blame him, really. No man wantsto think about having to
paper-train his grandchildren.

My telecom beeped, rescuing me from the nihilistic and depressing spiral my thoughts had spun into over
thelast two hours. | sworewhen | saw it was only apiece of email from Raven. I'd have wanted him to
stay on-line so we could discuss the message I'd sent him earlier. | decrypted his message by hitting two
keys and read it as the words scrolled up the screen.

Wolf,

Kid Stedlth, Tom Electric, Tark, and | aretaking Vaerie Vakyrie and heading up to Oak Harbor to
probe abit more degply into Mr. Sampson's background. Uncertain when we will return. | would heartily
encourage you continue to see Lynn Ingold as we would not want another attempt to abduct her.

Wewill discussthe matter of your message upon my return. | am glad you are happy, my friend.
—Raven

Asl read the message | found mysdlf of two minds, the two at war with each other. | was abit piqued
that Raven hadn't asked meto go with him on the investigation. | am, after dl, hislongest surviving aide
and I've got taentsthat all the cybernetics built into Kid Stealth and Tom Electric combined can't equd.
Moreimportant, I'd brought the Sampson matter to his attention in the first place. The Halloweeners, a
street gang that controlled what had once been my old neighborhood, were never much of athreet to
anyone beside themsdlves. This proved especidly true after the Night of Fire acouple of years ago when
the Weenies had been taken down, hard. It took them over ayear to get back up to strength and then
they had to fight to reclaim their turf.

That fight had been going poorly, which was no greet surprise because Charlesthe Red was till in
charge of the Weenies. Then this huge guy, with long blond hair and arrogance dense enough to stop
bullets, showed up and started giving orders. Chuckles accepted his demotion gracioudy and, after
getting out of the hospital, started backing Mr. Sampson in his effort to retake Weenie turf.

I'd never been on good terms with the Halloweeners, and Charles the Red thought of me asthe person
responsblefor destroying the gang. | knew that wasn't the whole truth, but Ietting Charlesimagineit was
kept him away from the otherswho'd broken the Weenies. | had Raven backing me, which meant
Charlesgrowled alot, but didn't bite.

Then Sampson showed up and the Weenies started being alot more aggressive. Raven decided to see



what he could do to discourage them, and thus had begun the investigation of Mr. Sampson. Apparently
something had turned up to link Sampson to Oak Harbor and | was glad Raven was following up on the
lead. Still, getting left behind made mefed like | was being punished when | hadn't done anything.

| stopped for asecond. Wolf, sending Raven that message this morning can hardly be considered
nothing.

The message had said that |'d decided to ask Lynn to marry me and, for that reason, | felt | had to sever
my connections with Raven and his crew.

| smiled as | reread Doc's suggestion that | continue to see Lynn. Short of having me trussed up and
hauled down to the southwestern deserts that had spawned him, Raven knew he couldn't have kept me
away from her. It pleased meto see that he took redl joy in seeing that I'd found the happiness he denied
himsdf.

The darm on the telecom went off, and | redlized | was going to be lateif | didn't get moving. With the
stroke of one button, | zapped the message, then retreated to my bedroom. | stood there, staring at the
clothes hanging in my closet, and shook my head in dismay. If haute couture ever discoverskevlar, I'll be
doing turns on Paris runways. But though | was amply supplied for playing the well-heded soldier of
fortune, I had virtualy nothing to wear that could be described as normal.

| shook my head again. That's because you ARE a soldier of fortune, Wolfgang Kies. For the past
eight years you 've worked with Raven in his battle to keep the chaos of the Awakening from
swallowing up what's left of humanity. You and the others have helped hold the line that keeps
normal people safe from magical monsters and technological monstrosities. There's nothing
wrong with being a warrior, and your clothes have allowed you to survive dressing for the part. . .

| findly settled on apair of jeans Lynn had cgoled meinto buying on our last outing—so I'd have some
that had more fabric than holes, she said. The gray t-shirt | selected had two advantages: it was clean and
it waswoven of kevlar. Though | didn't expect trouble, I'd not become Raven'slongest-living aide by
being completely stupid. Lastly | chose my black |eather jacket to wear over it, even though it had ared
and black raven patch on the left shoulder.

Having solved that problem, | hit the shower for a quick, somewhat bracing scrub-down. | had adevil of
atimetrying to wash my back and actualy gave up after not too much effort. Aslong as| was going to
be confessing thingsto Lynn, | figured | could add in needing help with that little job and seeif sheld offer
assistance,

That tactic had worked before. | toweled myself dry and found mysdlf standing before the mirror, doing
the obligatory, Double-X chro-mosomaly chdlenged person'sflexing and posturing. I'm not astall as
some men, but taler than most. | have alean, muscular build that had prompted afew folks— the
aforementioned Charles the Red being one—to think of me as easy pickings until we tangled. Brown hair
covered my torso front and back, yet it couldn't hide the myriad scarsthat crisscrossed my flesh. Each
one reminded me of some adventure I'd had with Dr. Raven—and even afew from before | hooked up
withhim.

A fairly recent scar, apuckered, pink dot with aline bisecting it right beneath my Ieft nipple, stood out
because the chest hair around it hadn't fully grown back in yet. I'd gotten that scar from abullet shot at
me by abig-time hunter who wanted to bag a human. Sheld gone from hunter to hunted—if one can say
that maggots actively hunt—and her compatriots curtailed their poaching of human targetsin one of my
most recent adventures with Raven.

Scars. They meant I'd survived. No one could say that | hadn't given better than | got in all these



adventures, but something inside of mewasweary of it al.
Ther€e'll come a point when you don't live long enough to scar.

| forcibly turned my mind away from maudlin thoughts. | dressed quickly and headed out of the
apartment. At the door | hesitated and almost tucked the Beretta Viper2 in my waistband, but | knew
Lynnwould hateit. Not wanting to give her any reason to be even dightly displeased with me, | 1&ft the
gun on the foyer table and went out into the cool autumn afternoon air.

| set off at aleisurely pace and tried to keep my mind clear of any matters vexing or bothersome, but that
wasn't assmple asit might seem. | tried to think of Lynn—

2 Despite the vaunted opinions of some, carrying even an old gun like the Viper 14 is better than going
unarmed.

which was easy—but my thoughts quickly veered off into the vortex from which Raven's message had
diverted me.

"Maybe| could easeintoit. ... The next time we go shopping I'll just pick up some dog biscuits or flea
and tick shampoo ..." | laughed doud at that thought, but a sinister thought followed close behind.

Dr. Raven knew my secret—he'd helped me conquer the darker, savage, wolf side of myself before
could cause too much damage. Through Raven | learned of the Wolf spirit dwelling within me and
because of Raven | was able to use the wolf's strength and speed as other warriors used cyberneticsto
enhancetheir abilitiesin combet. In enabling me to gain control, Raven had very definitely saved my life,
sanity, and soul.

Vaerie Vakyrie, Raven's newest aide, knew nothing of my affliction, nor did Tom Electric or Plutarch
Grao-grim, even though the three of us had worked together for the last severa years. Kid Stealth
probably did have some ideathat there was something specia about me from the time when hewas
saking Raven's crew, but hed never mentioned it. Jmmy Mackeroy had avague idea about me being
different, but | knew his secret, so we were even and, even morein hisfavor, hewasn't redly inquisitive
about my peculiarities.

The otherswho had learned the truth about me were the real reason | wanted to find away to leave Lynn
in the dark. The Silicon Wasp, Robin Carter, and Mr. Stiltswere all members of Doc's entourage who'd
known my secret. Each one had taken the secret to his grave, and there were smsense starlets whose
careers had lasted longer than my friends did once they knew. | knew it was only coincidence, but
learning that secret seemed about as safe as drinking a plutonium cocktal. Though | should have taken
heart in the fact that Raven had survived the longest of al, somehow | harbored the fear that knowing the
truth had killed the others.

Asmuch as | wanted to share my secret with Lynn, as much as | wanted to share my lifewith her, |

didn't want to add any more pain to her life. I'd sooner have shot mysdlf than cause her any hurt. And, of
course, being mae and in love meant | knew there was a solution to the problem somewhere. All | had to
dowasfind it and useit to keep Lynn safe.

I'd met Lynn through my association with Dr. Raven. Etienne LaPlante, one of the larger piecesfloating
to the top of the cesspool that is Seattle€'s underworld, fancies himself a commodities broker. Whereas
legitimate folks are content to dedl in grain, Smsense chips, or other such staples, La Plante goesin for
more exotic merchandise. Armstrading and narcotics are his bread and vegemite, but he makes his profit
moving bodies through white davery rings. Pretty women, or men, for that matter, can fetch apremiumin
the penthouses of the corporate towers around the world.



LaPante's henchmen—orkswith brains smaller than your average lug nut—had kidnapped Lynn to
provide La Plante with merchandise to soothe the ruffled sengibilities of an angry dlient. After Kid Stedth
had discovered La Plante had something specia going down so, he and | and his buddies, the Redwings,
hit an old resort complex called The Rock. We ran into something a bit nastier than we'd expected, but
Doc Raven showed up in timeto prevent Steath and me from adding our namesto the list of deceased
ades.

After we rescued Lynn, Raven and | took her back to the apartment she shared with her parentsin the
Fuchi tower. Shewas till pretty out of it because of the drugs La Plante had used to sedate her, but
Raven pronounced her fit and said all she needed waslots of deep. | volunteered to stay in case of any
more trouble—to therelief of her parents—and spent most of the next thirty-six hours holding Lynn to
keep the nightmares away while she dept.

All indl that wasn't incredibly different from smilar things1'd donefor other victims of Sesttle crime. It
sounds smug to say that I'd gotten used to people being grateful and looking to me as some sort of
savior, but it'strue. Y ou have to get used to it because the connection always ends. There's dways
another person with a problem, or another mystery that needs solving. 1'd been through the same thing
dozens of times before.

Only thistimeit was different. Thistimeit involved Lynn and involved me getting involved with Lynn.

| looked up and found mysdlf at the corner of the small strip mal the Fuchi folks had put into the ground
floor of Employee Tower Number One. | winked at the two woman greeters stationed on ether Side of
the door, then hurried across the crowded |obby to the small bakery that employs the whole Ingold
family. | waved at Phil as he poured kaf for acouple a one of the rear tables, then caught his daughter as
shethrew hersdlf into my arms. | hugged her tight and kissed her, then set her down and stared at her,
scarcely believing shewastruly there and really did carefor me.

Lynn wore her burnished copper hair pulled back in aponytail that hung al the way to her shoulder
blades. The top of her head came up to my nose. The scent of her perfume brought back pleasant
memories of intimate moments that threatened to make me blush. Her broad smile and pert nose
accentuated the lively twinkle of her green eyes, and the sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks made
her seem happier yet.

She wore jeans and a red-checked shirt with complementary kerchief that meant shewasgoingto try to
talk me into going to a neo-Western dance club. After the Ghost Dances had killed so many people and
prompted others to go native, things concerning America's Wild West had been downplayed. Time
breeds a certain amount of contempt, and this neo-Western club called itsdf "Oklahoma." Everything had
been styled after an ancient musical, which meant the men wore shirts made of tableclothsfrom Itdian
restaurants and every other vidiot packed asix-gun with alow-grade laser triggered by revolver blanks.

Blanche came out from the back of the shop and smiled when she saw me. She and Phil both |ooked
happy and content and perhaps a bit proud that their only daughter was seeing someone from Dr.
Raven's band of heroes—mind you, that's not as good as someone from the corporate boardrooms, but
it beasts most of the gillettes running around the streets. Their occupation had made both of them plump as
gingerbread people, but I've always distrusted anorexic cooks anyway. They'd invested the last
twenty-five yearsin their daughter, and their love for her showed plainly on their faces.

| shook Phil's hand as he came over. Hisgrip, abit dry from the flour coating it, was strong nonethel ess.
"Afternoon, Mr. Ingold, Mrs. Ingold. How are you?"

Phil mumbled something | didn't quite catch as Blanche distracted me. Staring at her daughter asonly a



mother can when trying to remind her to do something, Blanche's gaze flitted to me, then back to Lynn. |
frowned. "What's going on?"'

Lynn glared a her mother as only adaughter can do, then looked up at me and sighed. "My parentsare
celebrating their thirtieth anniversary next week and they wanted to make sure | invited you to the party,
which | would have done a bit later. They also want you to extend the invitation to Dr. Raven and your
compatriots.”

Blanche unconscioudy clasped her hands together in an attitude of prayer and crushed them to her ample
bosom. "That Dr. Raven, such anice, ah, man."

| suppressed alaugh. Raven is arare commodity—a Native American ef who's physicaly big enough to
bench pressthe tower. He's dso devilishly handsome— afact that had not been lost on Blanche Ingold
or many of the other women he'ls met. That was one of the reasons I'd studioudy avoided having Lynn
renew her acquaintance with him.

Phil looked over a hiswife and sighed. "I hope you get that Kid Stealth to come. I've till not thanked
himfor saving my littlegirl."

| felt the shiver run through Lynn. Her father put it down to memories of her orded, but | knew it came at
the mention of the Kid's name. Lynn's very much apacifist, and Stedlth, well, | think he considers
violence some sort of performance art. His openings are a splash, and only close after the coroner usesa
lot of sutures.

| gave Lynn areassuring squeeze, then addressed her parents. "I'll seewhat | can do. Raven and the
others are out of town for awhile. I hope they'll be back in time for your party. Well let you know if they
can makeit."

Lynn'sfather laughed. "They can come even if they don't call ahead—Blanche, she dways makestoo
much food for parties. | can remember atime. . ."

Lynn dapped me playfully on the ssomach. "That's our cueto leave." She kissed her father on the cheek,
then grabbed ajeansjacket and brown paper bag from her mother. She kissed Blanche and made her
promise not to wait up.

Blanche gave her an extralittle hug, then let her go. "Be careful. | worry even though | know you'rein
good hands."

| dipped my left arm around Lynn's dender waist and guided her through the lobby. "1 takeit from your
outfit you want to go to that saloon you like?!

She gave me animpish smile. "Y ou're not much of adetective for al the work you've done with Dr.
Raven."

| shrugged easily. "Hejust kegps me around for heavy lifting and comforting damsdsin distress.” |
narrowed my eyes and tried to figure out what nefarious plan she had brewing in her mind. "If therésa
mystery here, | can't solveit. Don't tell me you've been hired by the Y amaguchi-gumi to square dance me
to desth!"

Lynn shivered doquently. ™Y ou know, my love, that / know how much you hate Oklahoma." She glanced
back over her shoulder at her parents. "However, they don't know that. | thought perhaps we might
catch abiteto est, then just retire to your place ..."

"Well, my back does need washing . . ."



"My specidty.”
"Maybe you think 0. . ." Lynn blushed and smacked me playfully on thearm.

The awkwardness of her sharing living quarters with her parents had been dealt with before through
smilar subterfuges. Because her parents had been employed by Fuchi for dl of their adult lives, they got
agzable apartment in the employee tower, and it came with cleaning services and child care that made it
possible for employees to devote themsdves fully to serving the company. The Bakery and other
company shops provided anything and everything el se the employees might need, and children were
encouraged to remain at home—especialy if they decided to work for the company as Lynn had.

For amoment my mind drifted back to my younger days on the streets. Born in atenement with no state
or corporate official thereto register me, | started early in life as a shadowrunner. No officia records
existed of Wolfgang Kies, which meant | wasfree of harassment by the city unless| attracted their
attention. It dso meant | could never integrate mysdlf with numbered society—like the Fuchi
folks—because | didn't officidly exist. Whereas legitimate and tracked citizens had amyriad of safety
nets built into the system to keep them dive, shadowrunners had to dip through the cracks.

Heading down to pier 59 and the Aquarium park with my arm around a beautiful woman, | looked at the
city in an entirely new way. Sure, it wasthe same, dreary gray sinkhole of concrete. Y eah, street toughs
with more chrome than your average kitchen gtill lurked on street corners and in shadows. They still had
the hollow, haunted look of despair in their eyesthat they would die with—and that | had worn until not
s0 long ago— but it just didn't seem to matter to me anymore.

Shadowrunning isfine when your lifeisadead end, but when you can see afuture, it just seemslikea
childishgame.

The Wolf spirit insde me spoke in aharsh whisper. A

warrior who views war asa gameisawarrior who will not see death when it comes for him.

We reached the park and walked to the benches beyond the area where the local wireheads had jacked
into the public access systems. Those with datgjacksingtadled, like Lynn or Vaerie Vakyrie, just plugged
themsalves directly into the game tables. Others rented el ectrode rigs from aramshackle kiosk to do the
same.

Two kidswere playing some variant of chessin which holographic pieces battled each other—they
attracted asmall crowd that cheered when a piece died a particularly gridy death. Others did their own
things, obliviousto spectators. One guy who wore his purple hair in aspiked mohawk with piglet curls
fore and aft seemed familiar, but | couldn't place him immediately. He amused himself by projecting
images of city officials and hapless sheep into diagrams from an on-line edition of the Kama Sutra. |
recognized what he was doing as| had once smilarly amused myself on summer days of my misspent
youth.

Lynn sat on the bench and opened her bag. She took out an old crust of bread and brokeit into small
bits. She tossed them out in a haphazard pattern at first. Then, as birds congregated she sowed her
crumbsin away that kept the bigger birds back from where the smaller ones cameto feed. She gave me
ahunk of bread and frowned disapprovingly as| tossed alarge piece hafway between two monster
blackbirds.

"Wolf! Y ou're supposed to break it up into smaller portions!™ Her pronouncement came asif it were one



of thelaws of the universethat 1'd missed somewhere in my meager schooling.
"Y ou want to run that by me again, with the help files active thistime?

She rested her handsin her 1ap, which prompted one bold sparrow to light on her knee and pick at the
crust shewas still holding. She laughed, then composed her face and turned to lecture me. "Y ou haveto
use small bits because, as my mother taught me, birdsthat fly away with your food in their mouths take
your prayers to heaven with them." She nodded once asif that answer explained everything, then started
scattering crumbs again.

| opened my mouth to ask a question, then stopped. Over the years 1'd been with Dr. Raven I'd had the
gapsin my knowledge of theworld filled in, for the most part. Ever since the Awakening—when magic
again gppeared in the world—the God Lynn and her family worshipped had lost lots of ground. Still, with
al thethingsI'd seen in Raven's company, and even though | serioudy doubted her God existed at dl, |
couldn't discount the possibility she was right. Weirder things had happened.

"Sorry," | muttered. "l just can't res st watching two dinosaurs fighting over bread.”

Lynnrolled her eyesto heaven and tossed alittle novenato awren. "Y ou're not going to try to convince
me that birds were once dinosaurs again, are you?"'

| quick-scattered arosary's worth of crumbsin awide arc, then brushed my hands clean on my thighs. "l
double-checked dl that stuff | mentioned last time. Deinonychusisthe name of the dinosaur that had a
wrigt joint that looks the same as the wing joint in the Archeopteryx, and the Archeopteryx has feathers
and wings, henceis seen asthefirst bird. See, dinosaurs and proto-birds had this common ancestor in
the Jurassic period. .."

Shefrowned. "Why would | remember deinonychus as aword?’

| shrugged. "It was a particularly bloodthirsty carnosaur. It ran fast and had this nasty, sickle-shaped claw
on each of itsfeet that it used to disembowd..." As| hooked my right hand over to represent the claw, |
saw her paejust abit, and suddenly | redized why she knew the word.

| reached out and hugged her to me. "I'm sorry. Forgive me."

She kissed the sde of my neck. "Nothing to forgive— you didn't meanit.”

But | did it anyway. Lynn had first heard the word deinonychuswhen | darified why Kid Stealth ran
with such an odd gait. During her rescue she'd seen only glimpses of him and never got agood look at his
titanium legs. Sheld actually seen more than she knew, and put the weirdness down to the dope in her
system. When | explained how Stealth had chosen legs styled after those of a deinonychus, she asked me
to stop, but she ill dreamed of him for the next couple of nights.

She pulled away from me and set about feeding the dinosaurs again. Her smile returned and she passed

me another piece of bread, but | shook my head. "Lynn, theré's something | have to tell you about me." |
fatered. After seeing how she reacted to the mention of Kid Stedth or anything that might remind her of
violence, there seemed no easy way to tell her about the true Wolfgang Kies.

She brushed her hands off and cupped my jaw in them. "Woalf, | know you've been forced to do things
you're not proud of. | know you've killed people and things while working for Dr. Raven, but | dso
know you did that to help others, like me. | cannot and will not let that drive awedge between us—that's
adecison | madethefirst timel agreed to go out with you."



She pressed her fingertipsto my lipsto stop me from saying anything. "I know you, perhaps better than
you know yoursdlf. | know you're agood man, astrong man, and | know | love you. Thereis nothing
you could say that would change that or make me think any less of you.”

| sat there stunned for amoment or two as| redlized the true depth of her fedingsfor me. Somehow I'd
assumed there was no way she could fedl the same way about me as| felt about her, but that proved to
be afdlacy that exploded with the greatest of ease. Still, she didn't know about my lunar mood swings,
and that revelation would sorely test the strength of her convictions.

| started to speak, but something caught my attention above and beyond Lynn's head. Two hollow-eyed
kids came around the corner of the trode kiosk, then ducked back when they saw me. Alarm bells
immediately went off in my head because even though they'd washed off most of thejack o' [antern
makeup the Hallo-weeners affected, their jackets were black and orange— Halloweener colors.

"Are you done feeding the birds?'
Lynnimmediatdy caught the concerninmy voice. "What isit?"
| looked around and saw more potential Weenies loitering in the background. "Gangers. | don't likeit."

She sighed with exagperation to cover her nervousness. "Wolf, this is apublic park. They havetheright
touseit.”

| nodded. "True enough, but thisjust doesn't fed right.”
Again shetried to play it light. "I think you just want to get me back to your place..."

| stood and held my hand out to help her up. "No denying that. Why don't you scatter the rest of the
bread in one huge papa audience, and let's get out of here. Welll keep it naturd, asif nothing'swrong ..."

"Wolf, you're scaring me." She crushed the bag, then up-ended it and let the crumbs spill out. "Let'sgo, if
wemug."

Thefear in her voice gave way to anger. | knew it wasn't directed at me exactly, and | immediately
focused my reaction to it on the Weenieswho had started to follow us. At the same time | wanted to
kick mysdf for having left my Viper behind®. The situation that appeared to be shaping up was not onein
which | wanted to be unarmed.

The Wolf spirit's voice echoed through my head. You need not be weaponless, Longtooth. Embrace
me and | will deal with your enemies.

“No!"
Lynn looked back at me. "What?' Despite her fear, | saw her concern for me reflected in her green eyes.
3 See, I wasn't kidding, was I?

| shook my head. "Nothing important.” | glanced at the forest of gray buildings at the landward end of the
pier. "I'm not sure if we're being followed or not, but theré'saquick way for usto find out.”

She hesitated for only asecond. "Lead on."

| guided her toward the crosswalk asif nothing unusua was happening at dl. The Weenies stayed with
us, but lurked at the back of the crowd gathering to cross the street. | worked us toward the curb, then
pulled her into the street. "Run!”



Theirate honking of horns and the squedl of brakes drowned out any shouting from the other pedestrians
aswe dashed into traffic. Lynn let her fear run riot and the adrendine made her nimble and oh so quick.
She cut around the front of a Ford Americar and between two Hondaminivanswhile | vaulted asilver
Porsche Mako. Thedriver shook hisfist at me through the windscreen, then went white as a bullet
shattered the safety glass.

The next two slenced shotswent high, but | saw them hit the Sumitomo Bank building. Adrenaine
lending wingsto my fest, | caught up with Lynn and grabbed her right hand in my left. Without warning |
stopped and siwung her around into the aley behind the bank, then | paused and made yet another in a
long line of mistakes. | turned back to see who was pursuing us.

The lead grunge snapped two shots off with his silenced Ingram Mk. 22 before another Mako—this one
white and sporting adorsa fin telephone antenna—took him like its namesake would take a swimmer on
an Augtrdian beach. Thelower portions of hislegswhipping around like nylons on aclothedine, the
ganger bounced from the hood to windscreen, then up over the top of the car. I'm not sure where the
antenna caught him, but it looked crimson to me asthe car continued through the intersection.

One of the two bullets peppered me with concrete shards and lead splatter asit hit thewall near my
head. The other one hit me square in the ribs and spun me back into the dley. | ricocheted off the
opposite wdl, then sprawled unceremonioudy on stinking bags of garbage.

Lynn dropped to her knees and reached out to me, then her hands recoiled in horror to cover her mouth
as she saw the bullet holein my jacket. "Oh, God, you're shot!" The blood drained from her face and |
sensed she wanted to run, but refused to givein to her panic. "l haveto get help ..."

| held ahand up as my body once again let me breathe. "Wait... I'm battered but not bloodied.” Gingerly
| opened my coat and the .45 caliber did acrass my t-shirt and to the ground. " See, no blood, no foul."

It heartened meto seetherelief in her eyes. | saw no reason to mention that the bullet had broken at least
oneof my ribsand mat if the Weenies got any closer with their guns, my t-shirt wouldn't stop their evil
intentions, much less another bullet.

| took her handsin mine and gave them asqueeze. "Go further along the aley. Duck down behind that
big dumpster there. I'll be dong in asecond. There's something | haveto do.”

"l don't want to leave you heredl..."
"Just a second, babe, then I'll be with you. Trust me."

As she headed back down the aley, | worked past the pain and reached inside mysdlf. Degp in my heart
| touched the Wolf spirit. The Old One hauled himsdf up into a sitting position and looked at me
disapprovingly. Thered rebukein his eyesfound dliesin the scarlet shadows rippling over his black
form.

Even before the Old One had a chance to speak, | cut him off. "1 need your strength and your speed and
your senses, and | need them now! | have no time to debate you. Now!" Without waiting for his
acquiescence, | pulled mysdf out of the self-imposed trance and smiled asthe world reordered itsdlf in
accordance with my new perspective.

Despite the fetid garbage surrounding me, | could still smell the lingering trace of Lynn's perfume and the
fear it helped mask. | heard the sounds she made as she ducked to safety, and the sounds of theratsin
the dump-ster behind which she hid. More important, though, | heard the asthmatic wheezing of a
Weenie running toward where held seen mefall.



In an instant—the broken rib atwinge of pain to be ignored—I was on my feet and had flattened mysalf
againg the opposite wall of the alley. The acrid scent of gunsmoke burned into my nostrils as the silenced
snout of another Ingram Mk. 22 poked around the corner. Without hesitation | grabbed the gun and
yanked, pulling the startled Weenie into the shadowed byway. | tore the gun free of his feeble grasp, then
smashed its blocky butt against his head. He collgpsed without so much as amoan.

Following him came agillette who'd learned to move amost sllently. My first warning of his presence
came when the forty-centimeter-long claws built into his right hand telescoped out with aclick, then
whigtled as he swung them a me. His cut came waist-high and should have diced my belly open, but I'd
aready begun to twist away from him before his attack began. Thetrio of polished sted blades shredded
the right flank of my jacket and razored through the t-shirt and some flesh, but they didn't get enough to
put me down.

Before he could turn hiswrist around and try to backhand me with the blades, my right hand locked on
his hand. | bent his hand inward toward his own chest. Anticipating my move, he retracted the claws and
relaxed in preparation for using some esoteric martia art to turn my attack against me. That'swhy it
surprised him when | jammed hisfist againgt his own chest, then smacked the gun in my left hand against
hisfunny bone.

The blow numbed hisforearm and rd eased the claws.

| stepped over his dying body and out onto the street again. The haf-dozen gangers and razorboys racing
down the sdewalk collided abruptly astheir lead elementstried to stop. | stroked the Ingram'strigger
twice, sending two three-shot burdtsin their direction. Fortunately for them, and whoever doesthe
workman's compensation filing for the Halloweeners, aheavy-set ork up front absorbed most of the
damage. One bullet lanced sparks from a gillette's |eft-arm assembly and another folded an ork over asit
drove hisnavel out through his spine, but otherwise it left the band unscathed.

Four out of at least ten down, and me with a half-empty clip and busted barrel stavesin my chest.
Why the hell don't these things ever happen to Kid Sealth?

| ducked back into the alley and looped the machine pistol over my shoulder by its strap. | grabbed both
of the men I'd downed and dragged them to the dumpster. Lynn's eyes grew wide enough to fal out of
her head, and | suddenly redlized that with the silencer on the gun and the way | dedlt with the first two
people, she had no ideaany fighting had taken place.

| dropped to one knee and brought the Ingram to hand again. "I'm sorry | got you into this, Lynn, believe
mel am." | nodded toward the bodies. "I need you to go through the razorboy's pockets and get
whatever he has—guns, knives, bullets, anything. I'll do the kid. It's our only chance at surviva."

She reached out to touch the ragged furrows cut in my coat. "Y ou're hurt.”

"Not asbad as| will beif they get you because of trying to kill me." | started to pat the Weenie down,
then liberated the pare Ingram clipsin the thigh pockets of his khaki fatigues. " Charlesthe Red or Mr.
Sampson somehow |earned that Raven and the others were out of town. They decided to make amove
againgt me. Chuckles has been planning thisfor sometime.”

"How do you know that?' Lynn said as she pulled wires and datacords from the dead man's pocket and
duffed them into her own.

| whirled around and pointed the MKk. 22's snout at the alley mouth. A short burst blasted a grunge back
over aparked car. "Thiswon't do.” | stood and twisted the dumpster so it blocked the aley, then
answered her question by pointing at the razorboy and his purple-spiked coiffure.



"He was one of the onesin the park when we arrived. He was jacked into one of the public tables. It's
my fault: Weve been too predictable—aways going to the park before we go e sawhere. He just |et the
others know we had arrived and the gears started grinding.”

Suddenly | felt the dley wallsclosein on melike atrap. | lunged forward and covered Lynn's body with
my own. The bullets sprayed down through the space where I'd just been crouching and, somehow,
missed my splayed-out legs.

As spent cartridgestinkled down in abrassrain, | rolled over onto my back and burned the rest of the
Mac'sclip. Bulletstraced aline up the alley wall and through the street samurai who'd taken the high
ground. He pitched back out of sght, his body looking like a pinatafilled with cherry JdI-O, and |

rel oaded the gun without thinking.

Lying there on my back gave me aunique view of the world. From beneath the dumpster | saw atruck

turninto the dley. Itstires squeded and smoked asit fought for traction in the garbage choking the dley
mouth. Asit picked up speed and the obscenities being shouted by its occupants fought over the roar of
the engine, | realized the Weenies meant to use the dumpster to smear usinto athin, bloody paste.

Off tomy left | saw asewer grating lurking like agrime-smeared idand in the midst of an cily patch of
waste water. | legped to it and single-handedly ripped the grating free. "Lynn, over here, now! Get down
inhere”

Tears stregking her face, she crossed to the hole and started her descent. The dimy, rusty rungs made the
climb difficult, but she moved as quickly as she could. My enhanced olfactory senses sampled the sewer
miasmawith the relish of awine connoisseur spping Sterno. The stink gave me ample reason not to
follow her, but the gangersin the truck allowed me no dternative. "Drop, just drop!” | yelled as| thrust
my legsdown into the hole. | let mysdf dip into the darkness as the truck dammed into the dumpster with
ahorrendous clang. My left hand grabbed the top rung and my head dipped beneath street level asthe
dumpster's leading edge guillotined its way above me. | fdt agrinding in my shoulder and ajolt of pain as
my handhold stopped the drop short, but | was too intent on other things to worry about injuries at that
very moment.

| shoved the Ingram back up toward street level and tightened down on the trigger. Like a bandsaw
cutting wood, the bullets ripped dong the truck's midline. Just behind the cab, the dugs lanced through
the gastank. Almost instantly the acrid scent of gasolinefilled my noseand | |et go of the ladder'stop

rung.

Thetruck exploded before | completed the five-meter drop to the river of sewage below. | saw a
tremendous flash, then felt the thunderous detonation shudder through my chest. The scream of meta
twisting out of shape asthe flaming truck cartwheeled through the narrow aley sounded like abanshee
death-wail and was made yet more haunting by the acoustics of the subterranean sewer tunnels.

| hit water and the bottom one after the other. Fire sparked in my right flank asthe water gnawed into the
claw wounds. Water hissed asit touched the gun's silencer and evaporated into steam. Gathering my feet
beneath me | hauled mysdlf to the surface and stood in the wal st-deep river of dudge. Asquickly as
possible | moved upstream. By doing that | rejoined Lynn and avoided the flaming liquid dripping down
in long burning rivulets through the hole above.

| dipped my left arm around her shoulders and tried not to react as she wrapped her arms around my
middle and hugged. | failed and she recoiled. Her hands came away bloody. She stared at the black
stains on her pams, for the burning gasoling's light was too feeble to give the blood itstrue color.

She looked up a me asif her world wasfolding in onitself. "Y ou're bleeding. Thiswater . .. You need a



doctor.”
| forced a confident smile onto my lips. "Y ou have that Sraight. | need Dr. Raven.”
She gave me apuzzled look. "But you said hed | eft Seettle for awhile.”

"True, but Raven keeps tabs on things through the Matrix. That'swhy hetook Vaderie Vakyriewith
them." | frowned. "Unless we get to a place where we can use adeck, were up a creek without a
sewage trestment plantin sght.”

For thefirst time since we left the park, Lynn smiled. She plucked a short datacord from her pocket and
| recalled having seen her strip it off the gillette | killed. "Get meto ajunction box or public telecom
access jack and from there I'min." She pulled her hair back away from her |eft ear and snapped the cord
into the datgjack implanted there. "'Y ou've got the access codes—I'm not going to haveto cut any ice,
anl?'

| hesitated. The access codes and link numbersfor Dr. Raven's private commnet were secrets | ranked
right up there with knowledge of my particular brand of lunacy. They were the most precious secrets
Raven had becauseif they fdll into the wrong hands—read the Halloweeners, Mr. Sampson, or the legion
of Raven's other enemies—it would be possible to uncover awhole string of Raven's safehouses and
resources. Sure, Raven isfar too intelligent to keep dl of his secrets on-line anywhere, but any
information gleaned could jeopardize operations | knew nothing about.

Furthermore—and far more important to me personaly—qgiving those codes to Lynn would be bringing
her into aworld | wanted to save her from. | wanted to shield her from the danger | accepted as one of
Doc Raven'saides. By giving her the codes | would increase her risk. It wouldn't matter to someone like
Mr. Sampson that anything she knew would become obsol ete the moment Raven replaced the
codes—she would become atarget for getting at Raven. Shelooked up a me and | saw sheld done
some hard thinking. "Walf, if we don't reach Raven, what are our chances of surviva?'

| took a deep bresth—as deegp as my broken ribs would alow anyway—then pursed my lips. "Without
contact of any sort, Raven would get suspicious after twenty-four hours, but he probably wouldn't return
until after forty-eight or even seventy-two hours" | Sghed wearily. "1 could hold out that long—hell, with
aquick trip to my doss| could even carry the war back to the Weenies."

She looked down at the torpid river swirling around our legs. Do the odds change when you have mein
tow?"

"Somewhat, yeah." Singing the gun over my shoulder, | cupped her jaw in my hands and kissed her. "I'd
take you back to the tower ..."

"But they're probably anticipating that, and it would only put my parentsin jeopardy.”

"My thoughts exactly.” | didn't add that we had no way of knowing how long they'd been watching us or
how much they knew about where | waslikely to go. "I'm sorry I've put you in this danger. If therewas
any other way ..."

Lynn pressed afinger to my lips. "If you were anyone or anything ese, Wolfgang Kies, I'd never have
gotten to know you. Never regret or deny what you are. It'swhat | love about you."

| kissed her again. "Well, then, let'sfind atelecom box and get to work."

Finding aphone junction box was actudly easier than I'd imagined, and | immediately ripped it open. The
wiresinsde looked like so much rainbow spaghetti to me, but Lynn recognized things right away. She



smiled and snugged the datacord into adot. In ahushed whisper | gave Lynn the link number 1'd been
assigned and the access codes, including the one that disabled the pattern checker. | had to do that to
verify that | wasn't using the codes or the computer would see an input pattern totaly out of sync with my
previous access and would sever the connection.

Lynnwinked a me. "Don't worry, lover. No one will get those codes out of me. | promise.”

"I know," | said, but she was dready gone. The smile remained on her face, but her eyes got aglassy
look as shejacked in. Her eyes REMed and then | watched her grin broaden, which had to mean she'd
gotten into Raven's system. For the next minute she looked utterly enraptured, then her eyes blinked and
she returned to the land of flesh and blood.

She stared a me with incredible joy flashing in her eyes. "When | used your codes and gave the system
the override, | heard Raven'svoice say, 'That's not necessary, Ms. Ingold." He had a pattern check
dready built into the sysem for me! The man'sunbdievable!™

| suppressed asmirk. "Y eah, that's putting it mildly."

"| left amessage telling him that the Halloweeners were after you and me. | dso said you thought you
could hold out for seventy-two hours, but any help would be appreciated.”

| nodded. "Good. That will get him back, or helll cut someonelooseto help us.”

Obvioudy pleased with hersdlf, and the fact that Raven had gone to the trouble of building apattern file
on her—from data undoubtedly stolen by Vderie from the Fuchi system—she unplugged the datacord
and tucked it away in a pocket. "What do we do now?"

| pointed further on down the tunnel. "Well head toward my apartment, but well wait until dark before
we go up to street level. At my place | can get weapons and some more suitable clothing for both of us.
Well let your folks know were going to ground, then we lose ourselves.”

Lynn frowned. "Isnt it possible they know where you live and might be waiting for us?'

| nodded. "That'swhy wewait until dark. Well scan the Situation and walk away if anythingisweird.”
"Soundslikeaplan.”

"Thatitis" | smiled and started splashing my way deeper into the tunndl.

Lynn took my hand. "I think we make a good team— one too good to split up.”

"| agree, kid." | gave her hand asqueeze. "The only way well part company isover my dead body."
Il

By the time we made our way through the tunnelsto my part of town, the cold had soaked into my bones
and | was shivering. | knew, without a doubt, that the cutsin my side were infected. | needed antibiotics
and bandages, aswell asdry clothes, dry shoes, and the better part of the arsena | owned. Fortunately
al those thingswere available in my gpartment.

The full moon had risen far enough above the horizon that the ball no longer looked huge. Lynnand |
returned to the surface through a grate in astorm culvert one street over from my apartment house. With
it fill being early evening and the neighborhood being on the peaceful Sde of resdentia, not many folks
were out and about. | took that as agood sign—in these parts "neighborhood watch" meant folks kept
scorein gun-fights. If no one was out looking around | could allow myself to assume there was no trouble



brewing.

Once we made it into the lobby of my apartment house | felt alot better. | checked the security door
down the back hallway and saw it was closed tight. With mein the lead, we ascended the stairs asthey
angled their way up and around three floors. Each flight had twelve steps, forty-eight steps between
floors, and we took each one asif it was our lagt. | kept looking up and down the stairwell core and saw
nothing.

Giddy isthe only way to describe how | felt when | reached my door. | wastired and achey and stank
like raw sewage, but that was dl secondary to the happiness| felt in reaching sanctuary. Lynn clearly felt
the same way and even the Old One yipped inade my head to Signd his pleasure at returning to our lair.

| keyed the lock, opened the door, and reached insgde to turn on the light. | tapped the switch and
nothing happened. That struck me as unusud, but not dire. Blown bulb | told myself, and stepped into
the darkness.

Looking up | saw two red eyes burning baefully about two meters above my eyelevel. A hand closed
about my forearm, covering it from elbow to wrist. Suddenly | found mysdlf yanked off my feet and flying
through the darknessinto the middle of my gpartment. As| whirled through the air | saw the silhouette of
atroll edipsemy vison of Lynn.

She screamed, the Old One snarled, and | hit aknot of bodiesin the dark. The Old Onefilled me with
strength and dulled my pain. | lashed out | eft and right, connecting solidly. | heard grunts and groans, then
| dipped off baance and began to back-peda in the darkness. Something shoved me and | exploded out
into the night through the gpartment window.

Longtooth, we are falling!
If you were a raven or a hawk, we could be flying!

Landing precluded further discussion. | faintly recaled something about martia arts and breskfalls. | used
one, but broke my left arm instead of my fall. The rest of my body dammed into the ground a second
later, the breskfall not withstanding. The impact knocked the wind from me and reduced my left Sdeto
one huge bruise.

Pain blazing through my body, stdeair burning in my Kings, | lay on my back staring up at the jagged
black holein my gpartment window. Lynn screamed again and | could do nothing. | fought to clear my
head and tried to roll up to my feet, but | only dumped back. My left arm hit the ground again, sapping all
thestrength | had.

You must get up, Longtooth. They are coming for you.
| can't.

You mugt. You must fight them.

I'min no shape to fight anyone.
Then | must fight them.
Nol!



It wastoo late. With the full moon in the sky, the Old Onewas at his most powerful. At these times of
the month the contral | can exert over him is stretched thinner than apolitician's sense of self-restraint.
The Old One no more wanted my consent to what he was going to do than he thought he needed it, but
we both knew my concession would make things easier.

Just not the woman, Old One, not the woman.
I will not harmyour bitch, Longtooth, just those who would harm her.

Thetransformation, when | fight it, isahorrible experience. Now, having given my body over to the Old
One, | heard my bones breaking as he recreated me in hisimage of what we should be. | felt the pain,
but it seemed distant—Iike music heard in the background of atelecom call. | could fed it, and | knew it
was pain, but there was not enough of it there to hurt me.

My facia bones broke and jutted out into a muzzle. My arm bones telescoped inward, shortening them
so my muscles could exert greater leverage in strikes. My hands became blunt-fingered paws that ended
in claws. My feet stretched out and my ankles shifted so my legstook on acharacteristic lupine shape.
Fangs, elongated ears, and athick gray pelt completed the transformation.

| had become his creature. With the Old One at the helm, concepts like discretion, sanctuary, and
ambush were dl tossed into abin marked cowardice. The Old One could be as murderous asKid
Stedth, and with two bullets blowing the lock out of the security door that led into the apartment
complex'sbackyard, | felt no inclination to restrain him.

One of the Weenies kicked the door open and light from the hallway splashed out in anarrow stripe
down the center of the barren yard. "Hey, Wolf's not herel"

Had | been in control, the Halloweenies would have had asmart remark's worth of warning. The Old
One has no taste for humor. He stepped us into the light so they could behold the monster they had
hel ped cregte, then he set about building an even stronger correl ation between learning my secret and
premature degth.

The Old One doesn't view killing as performance art, but he did leave anumber of abstract sculpturesin
the gpartment's hallway and yard. Most were gill identifiable as human and, no, not everything tastes
like chicken. Infact, a couple of the chromed guys tasted like Harley-Davidsonsin sore need of an ail
change. Regardless, the Old One boiled through them before most had drawn their weapons—which he
took as great evidence of hisskill, but | put down to misguided ordersto take me dive.

The Old One's transformation had not healed the wounds | had taken earlier. While the transformation
did fracture bones and knit them back together, the process could only hedl the damage it caused. My
pelt remained ragged where the gillette had cut me, and | till nursed abroken arm and ribs. Hisrage and
power still pushed the pain away, but even he kept my broken arm hugged to my chest.

We bounded up the stairs to my apartment so quickly we didn't even pause to snarl a some of the
neighbors gticking their heads out of the doors to see what was going on. Someone said something about
caling Anima Control, but that just made the Old One howl with glee. | saw images of him summoning a
grand canine army to storm through the concrete forest of the metro-plex, and part of me liked theidea
of being Napoleon Roverparte.

Haf-man, haf-wolf in form, but fully lupinein spirit, we recognized and sorted out the various scents il
lingering in my homeingantly. Themusty smell | knew asthe odor of atroll—thetal thing that had
originaly tossed me about. At once | felt fear and anger: fear because they are purported to be hideoudy
powerful creatures of aparticularly maignant bent. The anger came because the troll's scent mixed with



and masked Lynn's scent. The co-mingled scent trail led to the broken-out window, showing me how the
troll had gotten out of the building while | raced up the Sairs.

Beneath the troll's scent | discovered that of another foe, and hackles rose on my back. Charlesthe Red
had been in my domain. He had undoubtedly orchestrated the earlier ambush and this battle under orders
from Mr. Sampson. My bestial mind did not concern itself with why Charles had been here, or what he
had hoped to accomplish. It only cared that he and the troll had taken Lynn. The Old One demanded
that both of them die quickly and | wasready to taste their blood.

Under the Old One'stutelage, my decisonswere easy. Like agargoyle, | perched for amoment in the
moon-washed hole in my apartment's exterior wall, then legped into the night and stalked my enemies.

Their scent trails died at the street where a vehicle picked them up, leaving me no clear way to follow
them. Whereas aman might have been frustrated by this, the Old One was a consummate hunter. He
gtarted usloping in abig circle around the apartment house, and halfway through it we cut across afresh
trall containing the acrid edge of extreme nervousness. Wefollowed it like ashark trailing ableeding fish.
| wanted to hurry to catch and destroy the person, but the Old One held us back.

He knew we were following a Halloweener, and aswetrailed him | managed to intellectudize what the
Old One picked up by ingtinct alone. The lack of spectatorsin my neighborhood meant that either
nothing was going on, or people had been frightened back into their homes. The Halloweeners had
obvioudy gtationed lookoutsin various places who then tipped Charles and thetroll to my arrival. The
lookouts took off, their role in the events finished, and | had managed to cut acrossthetrail |eft by one of
them.

We lowered our muzzle to the ground at the entrance to an aley that led to awarehouse. Thisfact |
knew from previous encounters with al sorts of low-life scum. Yes, Charlesishere. Lynnishere. My
heart started beating faster yet than it had before | crept forward.

Through arent in the warehouse's corrugated tinwall | saw Charles addressing two dozen
Haloweeners— including two ogres®. Ther presence—and the addition of atroll—meant that Mr.
Sampson had brought some serious power to the Halloweeners. We had no ideawhat his game was, or
why he was using the Halloweeners as a power base, but | got the distinct feeling he wasn't some exec
dumming for chegp thrillsand afleabite or two.

The Old One snarled, fending off my attempt to insert reason into his thought process. He had cometo
kill those who had stolen my bitch. He considered thoughts about why the Weenies were present to be a
matter for forendcs experts to piece together later. He wanted to create a crime scene and rescue Lynn,
and he didn't see the need for rational thought in accomplishing that end.

Unthinking—a state in which the Old One operates most comfortably—he sprinted us forward and
through an open side door. Announcing me, he howled in alow and crud voice that brought dl of the
henchmen around to look at us, and drained the blood from many of their faces at the sametime. Charles
looked about ready to stroke out and took several steps back away from me.

Only Mr. Sampson, looking self-possessed as he stepped from the small office in the corner of the
warehouse, did not seemed shocked or even surprised. He gave me a perfect smile. "Ah, our guest has
arrived. Wdlcome, Kies. Y our woman lives."

The Old One bared our fangs, giving me achance to croak out a sentence. " Shelll be the exception to the
rule hereinaminutel”

The OId One launched usinto the knot of gangers



4 Ogres are about as rare as hen's teeth, and the presence of two of them meant Sampson had serious juice.
/ knew that, but the Old One just thought hunting had suddenly gotten very good.

and ripped away with ecstatic abandon. My right hand punched through the chest of a\Weenie and
ripped hisheart out. | crushed it in front of him, dl before his eyes had informed hisbrain that | had
closed to striking range. | dammed my |eft elbow againgt agillette's face and felt hisfacial bones crumple
beneath my blow. My right paw flicked out again, shredding another man'sface. He reded away,
desperately trying to piece together the fleshy puzzle I'd made of his handsome looks.

The Haloweeners had just enough brains to recognize the fluid their buddies were leaking and broke.
Charlestried to tem thetide of their retrest, then allowed himself to be swept up in it and carried back
toward Mr. Sampson. The ogres, befuddied and surprised, backed away faster than the Halloweeners
and took up positions behind their leader.

Mr. Sampson looked at his cowering henchmen, then at the bodieslying a my feet and clapped his
hands like athester patron applauding avirtuoso performance. "Excellent!” Then hisface and voicefilled
with menace. "Golnartac, ded with our guest!"

/ never would have forgotten thetroll.
The Old One, on the other paw, had decided he would save thetroll for last.

Those who would be last were put firgt, and that put usin aworld of hurt. Thetroll camein from behind
and moved with aspeed that should have been impossible for such amassive creeture. | spun, but only
barely got my right arm up in time to block the punch that would have taken my head off. Thetroll'sfist
smashed my arm back into my head and | saw stars.

Snarling wildly, | launched mysdlf and buried my fangsin hisforearm. My teeth diced through dry,
leathery flesh, but thetroll didn't react. | bit harder, hungering for his blood and acry of pain, but | got
nothing. Furious, | tore at thetroll, ripping my head to theright in an attempt to take ahunk of flesh out of
him.

| succeeded and defiantly spat the mouthful out, but it made no difference. | looked up at the thing
looming over me and saw only amusement initsdull eyes. | felt Golnartac's left hand close like plierson
the back of my neck. He plucked me from hisarm asif | was an insect. Effortlessly he hurled me across
the warehouse and into a shipping crate.

| don't know what wasin that crate, but it was atad harder than my skull. Mr. Sampson's laughter ringing
inmy ears, | struggled to free mysdlf from the crate. | got to my feet. Then, asthetroll eclipsed the
overhead lights, hisfist surged in and bashed me into unconsciousness.

Y ou never forget the taste of your own blood, especialy when it's bubbling up from insde with each
painful breath. Charlesthe Red pulled hisright fist back, then droveit down onto the left side of my
chest. My body heaved backward with the impact, asit had with every other punch he'd thrown,
lessening the effect of the punch somewhat, but that mattered little. With the two ogres holding mein
place, he could make up in quantity what his puncheslacked in qudity. At least he hadn't popped another
rib.

Mr. Sampson tangled the fingers of hisgloved left hand in my hair and tipped my face up toward the
warehouse's celling. "Y ou're making this much too hard on yourself, Kies. Just tell mewhere Dr. Raven
makes hishome and I'll end your pain. If you don't tell me, I'm sure Lynn Ingold will."



| wanted to give him my top-of-the-line nasty stare, but having both eyesdl but swollen shut precluded
that. | thought about spitting at him, but split lips make it damned tough to pucker. | decided to go with
my falback plan. | had nothing to lose because | knew he never intended to free Lynn or let me leave the
warehouse dive.

| let my body sag in spite of the pain that shot into my upper arms when the ogres tightened their grip. My
hair pulled free of Sampson's hand and | purposely hung my head in defest. | |et blood and sdivadrool

to thefloor in glistening ruby ropes. | mumbled something in avoice bardly audible over therattlein my
chest.

Even as Sampson bent over and asked, "What? What did you say?' | knew what | was about to do was
stupid and foolish. | aready had at least two cracked ribs, a broken arm, blood seeping from the dashes
on my right flank, and my left lung had partialy collapsed. | desperately tried to concentrate enough to
reach ingde and touch the Wolf spirit in me to boost my reflexes and give me more strength, but the
burning painin my chest and the lightning stabbing through me with each bresth denied me the willpower
to reach the Old One.

Stll, no matter how foalish it seemed, | had to do something. | knew, if they continued, | might give up
Raven's secrets, but even doing that wouldn't save Lynn. If shewas lucky Sampson would turn her over
to La Plante to win some favor with the crime boss. If she wasn't, Sampson would use her to verify what
| had told him, and since she didn't know where Raven lived, she'd go screaming to her grave protecting
asecret shedidn't know.

| couldn't allow that, and not just because | loved her. It was my fault that she had run afoul of the
Haloween-ers, and it was my duty to get her to safety.

Mr. Sampson brought his head down toward mine as| started to mumble again. Suddenly | snapped my
head up, clipping him in the chin with the back of my head. Stars shot through my vision with the blow,
but the sharp click of Sampson'slower jaw smashing into his upper teeth more than compensated for the

pain.

At the same moment | gathered my feet beneath me and shot upward. My right fist came up and around,
bashing one ogre's Adam's apple. | tore my right arm free of that ogre's grip, then pivoted around on my
left foot. | jammed my right foot into the other ogre's groin. Sipping my left wrist from hisgrip, |
sde-stepped to the right as the behemoth collapsed screaming in a soprano voice.

Bloodshot tunnd vision only alowed me ahazy glimpse of the Halloweeners. They looked stunned and
shocked, more worried about the fact that Sampson was regling away with both hands pressed to his
mouth than that a barefooted, severdly beaten man wasloosein their midst.

A heavy hand landed on my right shoulder and latched on with a grip somewhere between that of aleech
and aHoovermatic industria vacuum. The second | felt the gritty flesh rasp againgt mine and the railroad
spiketalonsrake my skin, | knew | wasin deep trouble. | tried to spin away, but the pressure on my
shoulder increased and forced me to the ground.

Thetroll. How could | have forgotten the troll?

Pinned to the ground on my back, | struggled hard and snorted explosively, clearing my nose of the
blood that had caked it since the beating had begun. Instantly the dry, musty scent filled my head and
started my sinuses bleeding again. | tried to force my body backward in a somersault motion to kick the
troll in the head, but he just grabbed my right ankle in hisfree hand, then stood and held me dangling like
achild.



Hanging there, upside down, | saw aredl livetroll from a perspective that | hope never to have again.
Nearly 3.5 meterstal, the creature looked like something cooked up in an industrid genetics vat. I'm not
surewhat al they used to makeiit, but | do know they added ugly until it overflowed. His black mane had
been braided into along queue that snaked down over one shoulder. The dry, dusty part of thetroll's
scent came from the fact that most of its skin was flaking off like the outer layers of a sandstone onion®.
His dark marble-like eyes burned with malevolence seldom seen outsde the ranks of drill instructors or
kid-hating spingter ladies with yappy dogs, and he tightened hisgrip on my leg just to let me know my
assessment was not off the mark at all.

5 Given his abnormal size and skin condition, there was clearly some serious modification that had been done
to him. That, or he ate real well as a child and now wasn't getting enough Vitamin E.

Thetroll grabbed my other leg and turned me around so | could face Mr. Sampson again. Sampson's
kick landed over thefractured ribs and | screamed. A fit of coughing shook meand | tried to hug my
chest, but | couldn't find the strength to lift my arms. Blood, fresh and coppery-tasting, coated in the
ingde of my mouth and ran in dender ribbons up to my hairline from the corners of my mouth.

Mr. Sampson snapped hisfingers and the lightweight quack mage held had working on me dl night
dropped to his knees beside me. | felt thewarm tickle of aspdll ripple over me and the pain dackened.

The mage looked up at Sampson. "He's bleeding internally. His lung is collapsed and threeribs are
heavily bruised or broken. Hisarm isbroken, his nose is broken, and helll lose someteeth. What do |
fix?"

Sampson dabbed at his split lip with awhite handkerchief. " Stop the bleeding temporarily. Open up at
least one of hiseyes. | want him to see what we're going to do next. Charles, bring the woman here.”

The mage hit me with the same bargain basement spell he'd used dl night to keep me from dying. It
plugged holes and patched leaks, but repaired none of the structural damage they'd doneto me. It strictly
ignored anything that was causing me pain and | knew, with the next kick or punch to my chegt, the
busted spurs of rib would open my lung up again.

Asthe swdling around my eyeswent down, | practiced my nastystare on him. "I'll remember you."
The spellworm didn't look impressed. "I've heard that before. | till degp nights.”

Sampson sngpped hisfingers again and the man withdrew. On their feet again and amost back to their
normal, off-green color, each of the ogrestook one of my anklesfrom thetroll. They started pulling in
oppositedirections asif they were planning to make awish, but a sharp command from Sampson
stopped them when they got my legs out at a 150-degree angle.

He nodded and | heard amuffled rumble of thunder asthetroll sank to one knee behind me. " Golnartac,
despite hisSize, has an exquisite sense of delicacy. Y ou won't know when, but at any one of adozen
prearranged sgnas hewill hit aportion of your anatomy with a swift, precise blow. Hell only use one
finger, but you will find the blows most painful. He may stab ataon through a nerve center, or he may
shatter avertebrae."

Pain sharper than a scorpion's sting lanced through my |eft thigh. It shot in both directionsaong my leg
and up into my groin. | writhed in agony, prompting the ogresto pull on my legsto prevent mefrom
dipping free. | fdt agrinding in my hips, then they let me dip down again.

Sampson smiled in the same way the school disciplinarians had years ago. ™Y ou need not endure this
agony, Wolfgang. All wewant is Dr. Raven. Here we've gone and chased you al over Seattleand put a



great number of people to incredible inconvenience, not the least of whom isyou. Give us Dr. Raven.”
"No'or elsg?"

"Youwont like my 'or else." " Sampson looked back to where Charles came bearing Lynn'slimp body in
hisarms. "If you decide to resst meyet, | will awvaken her and she will take your place. Y ou will watch
as she suffers more traumathan if shefd| from the tallest building in downtown Sesttle. Give uswhat we
want. Shewill not be harmed and your pain will end.”

| Sghed heavily and tried to ignore the agony in my lower limbs. "This‘your pain will end stuff—you've
said that plenty since I've been here. Y ou can come up with something more interesting, can't you?”

An eyeblink later it fet like thetroll had shoved amolten sheet of glass through my right knee. | cried out
in pain and despair. Thetroll's hoarse chuckle sounded akin to a car being crushed in awrecking yard
and, suddenly, the whole hideous orded collgpsed in on me. In the past dozen hours I'd been hounded
through Seattle, had escaped traps and ambushes meant to maim, capture, or kill me. Thetroll had
defeated me three times and 1'd been worked over by individuas who wanted to see torture made into
an Olympic sport.

Asthe edges of the pain crumbled away, | held my right hand up. "Wait, no more." | took a deep bregth.
"I giveyou Raven. You let her free, redly free, right?"

Sampson settled amask of superiority over hisfeatures. ™Y ou can trust me, Kies. Y ou are but ameans
to an end, and sheisameansto get to you."

| shook my head to clear it. Up beyond Sampson's head | saw something flit through the darkness. | tried
to focus and identify it, but | couldn't. | wastoo far gone to make sense of anything but ending the pain.
"Y ou make sure she's okay?"

Sampson nodded solemnly. " She shall not want.”

| knew in that instant that Lynn would be auctioned off to the highest bidder. Fine. That makes this
much easier. "Doc's secret headquartersisin the Anasazi Shipping Company warehouse on pier 27."

Sampson looked up at thetroll. "Overhand blow, shatter his pelvis, then break his spine, oneboneat a
time. Charles, use the woman as you will, then have Golnartac dispose of her.”

Behind methetroll chuckled with evil delight.

"Y ou're much too trusting, Wolf." Sampson dabbed at his split lip again, then spat on me. "I'll be sureto
let Raven know who his Judaswas. . ."

Thetroll loomed up over me, but as hisfist began to descend, the ogre holding my right leg began to jerk
and spurt blood from astring of holeslinking his navel with hisforehead. Crimson liquid sprayed the wall
behind him, then the whole of his head above his glassy eyes disintegrated. As he toppled backward, his
lifdessfingerslet my ankledip free.

The other ogre, who had increased tension in preparation for the troll's punch, whipped me out from
beneath the troll'sfaling fist. | felt the warehouse floor shudder with the blow, and Golnartac's enraged
scream shook the corrugated tin wallslike asummer storm. Another screech, this one of ogre-pain, sang
out in counterpoint to the troll's cry, and the pressure on my left ankle evaporated.

Suddenly | found mysdlf tumbling and rolling across the concrete floor. | landed on my |eft shoulder and
felt agrinding cracklein my ribs, but | used the pain to force my body to react. Adrenaline flooded



through me yet again and dulled the pain. | scrambled to one kneg, fists balled, then coughed awet laugh
of triumph and joy.

Kid Stedth stood on one ogre's back with his smoking Kaashnikov still pointed at the ogre held blown
away. The sickle-shaped clawson hisartificid, birdlike titanium legs dripped ogre blood—the other
talons just clung on to the dead body beneath him. Hed been what | saw moving through the girders
above the warehouse floor, and he'd nailed the one ogre while dropping down to rake his claws through
the second.

Thetroll remained down on one knee, cradling his broken fist to his chest. Above the hand, right over
where the troll's heart should have been, rode ared dot. Back by the warehouse's side door | saw the
stocky outline of Tom Electric. The laser-scope on his armor-piercing rocket launcher twinkled
reassuringly a me.

Behind and above Tom four more people appeared. Two weretheloca gillettes I'd taken to calling Zig
and Zag. Also armed with Kaashnikovs they flanked the most beautiful member of Raven'screw,
Vaderie Vakyrie. She looked over at me with horror on her face, while the two street samurai covered
the Halloweeners. Plutarch Graogrim, an ork, moved away from Zig and Zag, keeping his pistol trained
on Charlesthe Red.

| saw Sampson go pale and | knew Raven had arrived. | looked over at Doc as he stepped from the
shadows. The blackness rippled off his coppery skin and clung to him long enough to deeply scorelines
around hismuscles. Tall, even for an df, helooked human because of his extraordinary build and the high
cheekbones his Amerind blood granted him. Hislong, black hair fell down over hisleather vest to
mid-chest and dl but hid his pointed elven ears.

| liketo pride mysdlf on having slvery eyes and ascary stare, but the incendiary look Doc gave Sampson
put even my best effort into the amateur category. His eyes burned with blue and red highlights asif an
aurorarippled through their black depths. Muscles tensed at the corners of Raven's lantern jaw and the
flesh tightened around hiseyes.

Raven's voice diced through the silence like alaser through cheap tin sheet. Y ou had a message for
me?'

Those six words might aswell have been .50 caliber dugs for the effect they had on Mr. Sampson. He
shook his head violently and cursed. "No, dammit, not here, not now!" His hands flew up and around like
snakeswrithing in pain, then something flashed and Sampson vanished.

The Halloweeners started jabbering nervoudy among themselves, but the click-click-click of Kid
Stedth's talons againgt the concrete as he ran over to cover them killed their conversation. "'l have nothing
onlIR."

Raven stared at where Sampson had stood as if memorizing al that had just happened. He looked up
and over quickly, back aong the path Stedlth had used to come into the warehouse, then nodded as
someone yelped in pain. "He went out the way you camein, Stedlth.”

The Murder Machine smiled. "A strand of razor wire can cut you bad when someone booby-traps his
backtrall "

"Time enough to track him later,” Raven said, then trotted over to where | knelt. He dropped down
beside me and wove aquick spdll that cut the pain at the sametimeit told him what was wrong with me.

"Takeit easy, Wolf. Nothing that won't hedl intime." He gave me asmilethat buoyed my spirits, but it



sank into athin line of concern as| reached out and grabbed his hand.

"Dac, | need some help, now ..." | looked over a Golnartac. "I want him . .." Raven looked deep into
my eyes. He didn't use any magic, at least no magic | could fed, but he knew what | wasthinking. "Wolf,
you don't haveto do this. Lynnissafe. Give yourself timeto hed. Y ou know if | use magic and it goes
wrong, or therésacomplication, it might stay that way."

Helooked over a Kid Stealth. "For him, for any of the others, the possibility of replacing a defective part
mechanically isthere. For you, for me, that option isnot possible.”

"Y ou heard Sampson, Doc. Y ou heard what they were going to do to Lynn."

"That wastheir fantasy, but we've sopped them, my friend. | only dedl in redlities, and redlity says shelll
befine”

"Yes, but | won't be." | pointed at the troll and he sneered at me. " Sampson cdled atune, and the troll
would have gladly played it. Wdll, I've got avariation on atheme to teach him.”

"Thisisgupid, Wolf."

"We're here, Lynn's here, because / was stupid. | want to spend the rest of my life with Lynn, but to do
that | need to know | can keep her safe. He dways had an advantage over me, and now we're just about
even. | have no choice, Richard. | haveto do this"

| saw thelightplay in hiseyes quicken. | only called him Richard when it was truly important, but he ill
did not want to damage me permanently. "Wolf, there has to be another way."

| shook my head. "Don' fix anything. Just kill the pain long enough for meto reach the Old One."
Raven stood and helped meto my feet. "And if the troll killsyou?'
My eyes narrowed to Slver dits. "Don't worry about it. Y ou only dedl in redlities, remember?”

As Raven's spell washed over me like awarm, spring shower, | retreated deep into my heart of hearts. |
swam through lines of pain that shimmered like heet lightning playing through dark thunderheads, but the
spell took me beyond its touch. At timesthe going was difficult, but | forced mysalf on, haunted by the
knowledgethat | had amost gotten Lynn killed.

The Old One regarded me with an eager look of bloodlust on hisface. "Leaveit to me, Longtooth. Give
yoursdlf to meand | will destroy thetroll.”

"No. | gave mysdf over to you and your powers meant nothing without intelligence guiding their use. |
need everything you are, but | must haveit on my terms, under my control.”

The Wolf spirit yipped high laughter. Y ou arein pain and are weak. What makes you think you can
control me now?"'

My anger and outrage at having failed to keep Lynn safe tightened around him like anet. "It isenough
that | know | must control you. | need your speed and your strength. | need your heart and your
endurance. Y ou will meet my needsin my way. Y ou failed, and you owe me the chanceto put it dl right.
It must be aman who destroysthat troll, and | will be that man.”

The old wolf tilted its head in an attitude of curiosity. "But you are not aman—you are more."

| ground my teeth together. "Tonight | will settlefor being just aman.”



The Old One sensed my need and my pain. "Very wel, | agree without condition. Thisismy gift to you,
Longtooth Man-warrior."

The warehouse swam into focus again, but the heightened senses madeit dl seem asif | had never been
there before. | smelled terror from the Halloween-ers and degth rising from the ogre bodies. | watched
tremors threaten to tear the sellspell medic to piecesas | looked at him. All of Raven's aides |ooked at
me differently than they would have normally—physicdly | remained the same, but they knew | was not
exactly mysf.

No, my friends, | am more myself than | have ever been in your company!

| turned and met the trall's evil gaze with an eagernessthat daunted the monster ever so dightly. | moved
away from Raven and into the center of the warehouse's open floor. | forced my left hand into afist and
bit back acry as bones ground together in my forearm. Pointing at Golnartac, | waved him forward.
"Come here, you. Youremine."

Hislaughter had the same grating quality asfingernails being raked across achakboard. "Little man will
make little smear.”

Thetroll lumbered forward, but | struck with a speed powered by my anger. As he swung a ponderous
fist through where | had been, | darted forward and drove two punches and an elbow into the muscles
bunched above hisright knee. My blows crumbled flesh to dust, but the cresture's rock-hard muscles
absorbed the impacts more efficiently than ablack hole sucking in photons.

A roar of outrage started in Golnartac's belly and began to work itsway up to histhroat. He planted his
left foot and tried to pivot back toward theright. | dropped low and spun in the other direction, giving the
troll atantdizing glimpse of my unprotected back. Both his arms swung over my head as a second and
third punch missed me, then | sprang up and smashed my right fist into the back of hisleft hand.

Pain overshadowed outrage in the troll's bellow as my punch further splintered broken bones. Unthinking
in hisagony, thetroll backhanded me with that same hand. | saw the blow coming and rolled with it
enough to soak off some of theforce. Even so, the swat caught me on the left flank, igniting firein my
chest, and sent me flying across the warehouse floor.

Thetroll's renewed scream drowned out my groansas| hit and skidded to a stop against one of the
ogres bodies. | rolled to my feet, but as| straightened up | felt something givein my chest. More pain
shot through me and | felt the urge to cough because of the blood seeping into my lung. | remained
half-hunched over and gritted my teeth against the pain. Hooking my handsinto claws, | waved thetroll
forward.

Golnartac started toward me, but he limped dightly because hisright leg failed to respond asit should. |
swept in, flicked aglance at his broken hand, then again directed an attack against hisright knee.
Jamming my left ebow into the joint, | felt Golnartac's kneecap shift sideways and an agonized roar
quickly followed. Exultant, | dipped right and stabbed my right fist upward into his somach.

Thetroll reacted to the blow ingtinctively. Hisright hand dapped my back and smashed me facefirg into
awall of rock-hard abdomina muscles. Dazed, | rebounded, but hesitated too long to escape him.
Golnartac's right hand closed over my head and he unceremonioudy hauled me off the ground.

"Likean egg!" he shouted victorioudy and started to apply pressure.



Pain shot temple to temple, forehead to spine, but | refused to surrender to it. My hands hooked up over
thetroll'swrist and, despite the tearing pain in my chest, | whipped my right foot up in asavage kick that
locked the monster's elbow. Uncoiling my body for asecond, | brought my foot up again and thistime
droveit through the elbow.

When | heard the sharp crack | couldn't tell which had broken, my skull or hisarm. Then the vise that
had trapped my head dackened. | dropped toward the ground and launched another quick attack by

driving my right heel down on top of the troll's foot. More bones broke with the pop of a gunshot, and
thistime | knew | wasthe damager, not the damages.

| heard thetroll shriek with pain, but it did not matter to mein theleast. The second | regained my
balance, | whirled around in acircular kick that blasted my left foot through Golnartac's right knee. The
leg bent to the sde with awet, tearing sound. Thetroll began to flail about wildly, his battle now waged
agang gravity, not me. Golnartac lost his fight and began to sag to the concrete floor.

Thefury in my heart did not alow meto show him any mercy.
Hewould havekilled Lynn. And he would have enjoyed it.

Emotions gathered in me like astorm. | took two steps forward before the troll had succumbed to
gravity's relentless attraction. Defying the elemental force that was drawing him down, | legped into the
ar. Asthetroll'shead cameinto striking range, my right foot flashed up. The ball of my foot hit Golnartac
square on the chin, shattering hisjaw and smashing ivory teeth into splinters.

Golnartac's head snapped back as if someone had grabbed hislong black queue and jerked hard. The
thick, corded muscles of his neck stretched taut, thrusting his Adam's gpple out like an dien creature
fighting to win itsfreedom. As powerful asthey were, even those muscles could not fully absorb dl the
energy in my snapkick. Thetroll's neck cracked as avertebrae crumbled under the pressure.

Head lolling uncontrollably, the dead troll crashed to the ground.

| landed a second later on very unsteady feet. Pure agony told me I'd destroyed my right foot, and black
pain exploded in my ribs. For ahaf-second the Old One let me view my fallen foe, then he, too,
abandoned me and | dumped to the floor, unconscious.

v

Leaning heavily on a swordcane that had not seen use since the Silicon Wasp died, | watched from afar
as Dr. Raven shook hands with Phil Ingold at the base of the Fuchi tower. The parting seemed amiable,
though Phil looked tiff and turned away dowly to walk back into the building. | didn't sense hodtility in

him, only sadness and resignation. Phil moved asif he hurt on theinside theway | hurt on the outside.

A fiberglass cast encased my right foot. A smilar one sheathed my left arm. Stitches pulled the flesh
together on my right flank and bandages hel ped hold my broken ribs together on the other side. My nose
il hurt when | sneezed, and the bruises dl over my body had gone from purple to a uniform shade of
brown, with jaundice-ydlow highlights.

| looked up as Raven came over to me. "'Y ou explained everything?'

Raven nodded solemnly. "Lynn is recovered from her ordeal and wantsto see you. Neither she nor her
mother understand why you won't be coming around again. Mr. Ingold does understand, but | think he
fed s his daughter's pain a not seeing you now more than he fears what might have happened in the
future



| shook my head. "He sees future danger as hypotheticd, but you and Jknow it isredlity.”
"Dowe?'

"Sampson went after her onceto get at me, held do it again. Breaking it off with her and getting her a
transfer out of Seettle isthe only way to keep her safe. We both know that."

"It's not the only way. Stealth would have killed the Halloweeners for pocket change.”
"Saughter of Innocents.”

"Andwe will deal with Mr. Sampson.” Raven's eyes drew distant and the colorsin them swirled into a
vortex. "Oak Harbor provided some interesting clues about him, as did his display of magic aweek ago.
His days asathreat are numbered.”

"Andindngledigits too." | Sghed heavily. "Stll, if itisn't him, it will be someonedse. The person |
would haveto beto protect Lynn is aperson she would hate."

Raven looked over a me as we walked dowly down the stret. Y ou're saying that asif she'sincapable
of changing and accepting the risks alife with you would entail. She was more concerned about your
injuriesthan her own. Things might not turn out asyou think."

"All dreams become nightmares, Doc, if you don't wake up soon enough.” Deep down inside | wanted to
believe what he was saying, but in my heart of hearts| knew | couldn't accept the level of responsibility
caring for Lynn required. I'd hel ped hundreds of people like her, and accepted responsibility for them
because | knew that responsibility would someday end. With Lynn it would not, and while alife with her
would be glorious, life without her, if she died because of me, would be unlivable.

Raven smiled dowly. "When you sent me your message, | rgoiced in it because it told me you were
willing to shoulder aburden | have refused to accept. | thought you a better man than mein that, Wolf."

| blinked in surprise. "Me, a better man than you? Redlities, Doc, not hypotheticals.”

"| was certain then, my friend, and | am certain now that | was not wholly wrong." He laid ahand gently
on the back of my neck and squeezed. " Perhaps, someday, we will both be able to work past that final
barrier.”

"Agreed." | shook my head. "It'skind of funny, though, being willing to care for the whole world, but
being unableto do it for one specia person.”

"It'sanightmare, redly, Wolf." Raven shrugged easily, but his eyes burned with intense color. "But if we
gtick with it long enough, we can push on through to where it becomes a dream again, and the dream
becomestrue.”

Afterword

The stories about Wolfgang Kies and Dr. Richard Raven are surprisingly specid to mefor anumber of
reasons. While I've probably written the least about this group of characters—in comparison to my
BattleTech® or Star Wars® work anyway—Wolf and Raven hold a disproportionately large positionin
the minds of readers. Even in the midst of a Star Wars® book signing, I'll often have at |east one person
ask, "Oh, yeah, are you ever going to do anovel about those Shadowrun guys?' And that's years after
the magazines and books in which the stories were published have folded or gone out of print.



| first heard of Shadowrun® back in March of 1989, when it was being developed. | wasin Chicago to
talk with the FASA team about designing the Renegade L egion roleplaying game, but then Jordan
Weisman told medl about SR, filling my head full of al sorts of images and cool things. | returned to
Phoenix on a Thursday and couldn't stop thinking about this stuff. For awriter—especialy onewith an
assgnment that didn't include Shadowrun—that's not agood thing.

About six months previoudy my agent, RiciaMain-hardt, had asked meto put together abiblefor a
men's adventure series of novelsthat we could sel. | gaveit some thought and though | eventualy
rejected the idea, some of those thoughts lingered in the back of my brain. | had decided that I'd write
about aband of heroesled by agenius, something akin to Doc Savage and his band of associates. The
difference for my group would be that the stories were told from the first-person point of view of one of
the aides, much in the same way that Dr. Watson or Archie Goodwin chronicle the exploits of Sherlock
Holmes and Nero Wolfe, respectively. That viewpoint allows the geniusto be a genius and the reader to
roll dong for theride.

That Friday night Liz and | went to Fiddler's Dream—a coffee house in Phoenix wherefolk singers
played. | recall withdrawing into mysdlf, hearing the music on the outside, but being amillion milesaway.
Shadowrun had reared its head again and |ots of images flashed through my brain. All of asudden | saw
aRolls Royce car, but instead of the winged woman on the hood, it had araven. At that moment | saw
the double-R logo beneath the raven and knew instantly that the car belonged to Richard Raven—-Dr.
Richard Raven—an Amerindian df and top-notch shadowrunner.

Raven dipped into the men's adventure framework perfectly, and | knew the aide who would chronicle
his adventures was named Wolf. | also knew Wolf was awerewolf of sorts—at least that's what he
believes—but | didn't know if that was possible or not in the Shadow-run world. It didn't matter—I had
two charactersin place and theworld as| saw it began to congeal.

On Saturday | called Jordan up a home and asked him some questions about the fictional background.
On Sunday, in one ten-hour marathon session, " Squeeze Play” was written. By Monday | Fedexed it to
FASA, making it thefirg piece of Shadowrun fiction written.

Thiswas rather remarkable sncetherulesdidn't exist yet.

B.y theend of that week 1'd written "QuicksIver Sayonard' and by the end of the month the story that
became"If AsBeadt..." had also been written. All that writing hadn't gotten Wolf out of my system, but |
faced the basic difficulty of dl writers: if you want to get paid, you have to do things for which folks pay
you. | shifted over to the Renegade Legion work and Wolf let me go.

That summer, with Shadowrun® dated for GenCon release, Jordan decided we redly needed aSR
anthology and he wanted to make it into a braided novel. Between the two of us we created the
background, figured out the plot points that each story would have to hit, and brought writers together.
Jordan chose Robert Charrette to lead off and me to anchor the book. Everyone else was given aplot
point to hit in it and we were off to the races. By GenCon we had the first draft of the anthology put
together. All the rough spots wereironed out at abig dinner meeting at Maders.

My two stories comprise the last third of the anthology. Thefirst, "Would It Help If | Said | Was Sorry?"
isnot aWolf story. ItisaZig and Zag story, or Iron Mike and Tiger, asthey prefer to be known. The
second gory is Wolf through and through. "It's All Done With Mirrors' chroniclesthe eventsreferred to
asthe"Night of Fire" in thisbook. Both stories dot into the time frame between " Squeeze Play” and
"Quicksver Sayonara.”

After writing the two storiesin which a chunk of downtown Segttle was destroyed, | actudly visited that



city. Thetripwasalot of fun. | was especidly pleased to see I'd gotten uphill and downhill right—an
educated guess based on the location of the ocean.

It looked at that point asif there would be no other Wolf and Raven stories until there was anovel, which
| thought would be great fun. Bob Charrette was given the first three Shadowrun novels—aswell he
should have since he was one of the game's designers—and | was hoping to pick one up shortly
thereafter when ROC began publishing both BattleTech and Shadowrun books for FASA. My first
chance a a SR novel dipped away, however, because in the opinion of FASA's Sam Lewis| wasdl tied
up with BattleTech. At that point it looked like I'd be writing one book ayear for FASA and Sam
wanted that to be BattleTech.

At roughly the same time as that decision came down, the anthology was heading out into distribution. |
asked FASA for permission to put " Squeeze Play" up on the GEnie network, in the Games Forum, asa
taste of Shadowrun fiction to spur sales of the anthology. After I'd posted it, Loren Wiseman of thelate
Game Designers Workshop and | were talking in areal-time conference. Loren told methat their
magazine, Challenge, was open for submissions. | shot back that | was booked solid. Loren said that
was too bad because they would have loved to have a story by mein anissue. Fiction, | noted back,
was a horse of adifferent color. (Since Challenge had never carried fiction before, | thought Loren was
soliciting articles or scenarios.) | pointed Loren to " Squeeze Play," which he downloaded and insde a
week Challenge bought it.

| followed quickly by sending them acopy of "Quickslver Sayonara," which they aso took. In the spring
of 1990 | wrote "Digitd Grace" and Challenge took it aswell. In the summer, at FASA'srequest, |
wrote me story "Better to Reign” for an advertising handout that was available at Origins. It introduced
the character of Green Lucifer and fleshed out his back-story. Not wanting agood character to go to
waste, | followed with "Numberanner” and included in it the character of Dempsey—a character created
by Loren Wiseman.

Because of my scheduleit was about ayear before | finished another Wolf and Raven story. Ever since
writing "Digital Grace," | knew | wanted to return to the character of Albion and have Wolf ded with the
aftermath of that story. | had the opening scenein mind, no problem, but | didn't know wherethetae
went from there. Then, one day when | was fooling around with the Destiny Deck (designed by Dennis
L. McKiernan and Peter Bush), | tossed cards out to see where the story would go. The Destiny Deck is
great for generating game scenarios and, in this case, the rest of the story just fell into place based on the
cluesonthe cards. "Fair Game' was born, and it wasrather big. Challenge agreed to take it and spread
it out over two issues.

Early in 1992 it looked asif I'd finally get around to getting a contract to write a Shadowrun novel. At
Sam Lewis request | sent in aproposal for taking some of the short stories as astarting point for the
novel and weaving them into one big long adventure. | sat back and waited to hear, but before FASA
said anything to me, my agent called with an offer of a contract from Bantam Booksfor two unwritten
fantasy novels, including Once a Hero. At that point intime, in my career and in publishing, few better
offers could be found. Clutching two birdsfirmly in hand, asit were, | phoned Samtotell him | had to let
the one bird in the bush go.

Sam said, " So, you'reteling me that you're turning down the book we're offering you." Because of my
commitment to Bantam, | had to. If I'd only had FASA's offer in hand first, | could have delayed the
Bantam work, but such are the complications of the publishing business.

It'sat this point that things get abit surreal concerning Wolf and Raven. Inthe spring of 1992 Lizand |
wereinvited to be guests at Conduit 2 in Salt Lake City. The Guest of Honor there was Roger Zelazny, a
man whose work | had admired for decades. | had hoped to get to know him there—often at



conventions the out-of-town guests are thrown together just because of circumstances. While we did get
to chat ahit, | never felt we connected, and | ended up rather disappointed in mysdlf for not having made
abetter impresson on him.

In September of that year Roger came to Phoenix as the guest of honor a CopperCon. The following
weekend Roger, Jennifer Roberson, Liz Danforth, and | were dl supposed to be guests at Wolfconin
Mississppi. Having been to Wolfcon the previous year, | knew how smal and intimate a convention it
was, and | knew I'd be miserableif | didn't get to know Roger before we headed out there. | resolved to
acquit myself better at CopperCon and headed off to the convention.

When | walked into the green room to get my badge, Roger unfolded himself from achair. "Hey, man,
great to seeyou,” he said, adding, "Roger Zdazny." Right. Sure. Asif | could possibly have forgotten
who hewas.

| mumbled agreeting and shook his hand. Hethen said, " A friend of mine sent me some storiesyou
wrote about Shadowrun. | redlly liked them. Y ou have some great charactersthere.” At that moment two
thingswere confirmed for me:

1) Thereclearly wasa God
2) Apparently | had made Him happy

Wolf and Raven alowed me to become good friends with Roger Zelazny. The stories aso prompted
Roger to ask meto participate in the braided novel Forever After, which was one of thelast projects he
worked on before his premature death. And the story "Designated Hitter" served as a starting point for
the story "Tip-Off," which | wrote for Roger's Whedl of Fortune anthology.

While | had toyed with "Designated Hitter" a bit through the years, I'd not touched a Shadowrun story for
awhile when Rodney Knox became the editor of the Shadowrun Fan Club magazine, Kage. Rodney
asked meif | could writeaWolf and Raven story for him and | agreed to do so, thinking I'd findly finish
"DH." AsRodney's deadline grew closeand | redlized | couldn't finish the story intime, | pulled up the
only completed manuscript | had of aW& R story and rewroteit into "If AsBeast Y ou Don't Succeed.”
Theorigina versonis cruder and decidedly darker; but | like the version here much better. "Beast" was
runin Kage in two parts, and succeeded in killing the magazinein 1994. Very few folks saw both halves,
50, for dl intents and purposes, there had been no Wolf and Raven stories published since"FG" in 1992.

Despite that hiatus, | kept being asked about the stories. | tried to interest FASA or ROC in collecting
the storiesinto an anthology, but anthologies seldom sdll aswell asnovels. (Thisiswhy thisisn't an
anthology. Nope. It'sa braided novel. The difference, though subtle, isone we dl hope makesitsdlf
apparent at the check-out counters.) Because of the salesissue, FASA and ROC both hesitated and |
forgot about the idea of a collection whilel doveinto Star Wars® novels.

Apparently others did not forget. When Mike Mulvihill took over asthe Shadowrun devel oper, folks
asked him about Wolf and Raven. Even out on the Internet I'd see folks occasiondly lamenting the lack
of aWolf and Raven nove. At Originsin the summer of 1996 when Mikeand | wereriding up an
escalator and heading off to lunch, he asked me about these SR stories I'd written. | let him know | had
nearly abook's worth of stories prepared and that Heyne, FASA's German publisher, wasinterested in
doing acollection over there.

Onething led to another, and you've got the result in your hands. | finally completed "Designated Hitter"

for this collection and dotted it into place in the chronology where | had dwaysintended it go. A couple
of points were cleared up, some passages edited (or restored from the Challenge editions), and the rest
ishigory.



A lot of folks—be they writers, critics, or academics— often opine that awriter's characters are redlly
that writer; and since the Wolf storiesare written in first person, it would be easy to assume Wolf is
somehow my idedlized self. Not true. Wolf gets away with things that would, quite rightly, get mekilled.
And whilel wouldn't mind having hiscar, I'll leave friendslike Kid Stealth and a shadowrunning career
far behind, thanks.

One of the coolest things about writing from Wolf's point of view isthat my brain starts producing
remarksthat are alot more witty or cutting or sarcagtic than normal. Seeing things through Wolf's eyes
seemsto hone my sense of satire and the absurd. It also makes me prone to chuckling at various
moments & nothing.

Inwriting the stories | very much enjoyed how the sagajust dowly grew. In " Squeeze Play" you can read
what | knew about Kid Stealth as | knew it—I had no ideawho or what he was as that story was
pouring out into the computer. The rest of Raven's aides have defined themsdves aswell, not becoming
what | want or need to have for astory, but what they apparently were intended to be dl the way along.

Lynn Ingold isagreat example of this sort of thing. | had never intended to carry her beyond "Quickslver
Sayonara," but she kept showing up. She adds a stabilizing and humanizing dement to Wolf'slife, which
allows him to exert more and more control over the Old One. Since Wolf'slife can be seen, in part, asa
struggle to control the Old One, that makes Lynn very powerful. The fact that the Old Onelikes her, and
isredly only part of Wolf anyway, makes the whole set of relationships there something that might even
seemto reflect Literary Aspiration on my part.

It'sapassing phase, really. But it does go to show that astory is about characters, and even stories set in
acommercid universe can have characters who develop and grow. | think agreat dedl of the positive
response over the yearsto these charactersis based not on what they do or have done, what they have
killed or escaped or blown up, but on who they are and how much we like or fear them.

So the only other question to be asked and answered isthis: will there be more Wolf and Raven stories?
There's only one other that's partially complete; the rest are ideas and fragments. I'm sure, someday,
Wolf will become restless and force meto finish them.

But, that'swhat | like about Wolf—you can't keep him down. He kegps coming at you until he gets his
way. In the matter of more storiesI'm fairly certain hell get it.

—Muichael A. Stackpole Phoenix, Arizona August 1997



