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Kids Cost More











My brothers in the—well, you know the group
we’re in—they asked me to fly out to Wyoming and bring something
that used to be ours back. For the good of the group you know. One
of the other clubs found the thing when our boys lost it during a
“field trip”.

One of the brothers was supposed to meet me
at the airport, but the plane never made it there. I was taking a
red eye flight outta, well, you know where I’d be flying from. So I
was flying outta that place, and about halfway there, wouldn’t you
know it? Some kinda air elemental, summoned I bet, went to rocking
that little plane so hard I nearly upchucked my Tasty Ramen all
over the business weasel sitting next to me.

That guy, he wasn’t doing much better, let me
tell you. His pointy little neo-elven ears were green as sewer
slime, and his hands were tight little knots digging into his
namby-pamby silk jacket. I wanted to jerk the guy up by his tie and
tell him to calm down, or at least quit chattering his teeth so
hard. It was distracting.

The little plane lost altitude. My ears
popped and my gut crept up to meet my throat. I looked around, took
a quick head count. Two former love birds—her bitchy, him
tired—stared out their window at the soft outline of what looked
from my angle like a gust elemental. The next two seats were empty.
Who really wants to go to Wyoming, right? In the far back of the
plane a little old lady had thrown down her knitting. No doubt she
was clutching her St. Christopher’s medal and praying.

That was it for that side of the plane. On my
side there was me, the neo-elven Trump wanna-be, and in front of us
a pair of college age guys who looked like they were stoned three
ways to Sunday. At least they were enjoying the ride.

No kids. For that I was thankful. You know,
you never wanna be in a situation like that, where you know people
are going to die, and you’re not, and some of them are kids.

Like any good member of our group, I had a
backup plan. The guy who told me where to go and what to get, he
said I might have trouble getting there, that maybe somebody’d take
Old Ben Franklin’s advice, and send out an ounce or two of
prevention to meet me.

So like I said, I had a backup plan. Too bad
there was only room for one. I tallied up the body count: six back
here in the cabin, plus the pilot and co-pilot in the cockpit. So
those other guys owed me eight bodies, way I figured it. Plus the
thing I’d been sent to collect. They were lucky there weren’t any
kids on the flight. Kids cost a hell of a lot more. If there had
been, then those other guys woulda really seen my bad side, you
know what I mean?

The plane kept diving straight for the
ground, and everyone but me seemed to be screaming and crying and
watching their life flash before them like some kinda in-flight
movie. I could barely move against the acceleration, but it helped
knowing I had to.

Overtop of all the racket the gust elementals
shrieked around the plane and under her wings, god damned guiding
her into the ground. I’ll tell you this. I knew it even then that
this was no random thing. In my gut, I knew that somebody knew I
was coming, and probably what for, and they didn’t mind pasting a
few extra people, if it kept me from getting off that plane.

So I’m sure it totally cheesed them off when
I showed up at their front door a coupla days later, completely
untouched. I can tell from the look you’re giving me that you think
I spoke a safe spell, maybe amplifying it with a little
gypsum or powdered amethyst.

Nope.

Even better than that. I had that guy, you
know the one who runs the laundry, squirrely fella with those big
Chihuahua eyes look like they’re going to pop out of the sockets
any minute? Had him make me an escape route. Out of two shoestrings
he did it—he’s full of useful knowledge under those big eyes, and
you’d never know it. Got it free, too. He owed me pretty heavy for
helping him out with this other thing last March. I guess we’re
square now, though. I bet we are.

But anyway, I tied the two strings together,
saying the right words at the end, like he taught me, and took one
last look around. The neo-elf stopped whimpering long enough to
watch my hands with the string, maybe hoping there’d be room for
one more.

I shook my head.

“Sorry, pal. But I’ll get the bastards back
for you. Don’t worry.”

I suspect he kept on worrying though. That
elvish taint makes it awful hard to relax sometimes and just accept
the inevitable.

After that, I didn’t waste any time stepping
into that loop of shoestring. Before I knew it I was climbing out
of that crashing plane and into a dusty broom closet in the back of
my friend’s laundry.

I thought about scribbling him a thank you
note, but decided against it. After all, it might have been someone
in our group that spilled the bean dip and let the other guys know
I was coming for it. So I decided to let ‘em all think I was dead,
and just drive out there.

I rented a car in one of my other names—No,
you don’t need to know which one—and headed out towards that place.
It took a bit longer to get there, but this time they didn’t know I
was coming. For all they knew, I was pink paste in a flat metal can
somewhere over the Plains.

I drove straight through, washing down
Sta-Lert pills with Silver Bullets the whole way. I was bushed when
I got there, so I checked in to a little flop house, and caught a
few Z’s.



More Z’s than I had planned on, actually. I
kicked off my shoes and collapsed on the fungus brown rag that was
supposed to be a queen-sized blanket. It was about six when I got
into the room, and I slept straight on through till ten the next
morning.

I woke up hungry, naturally, and went
barefoot down the little hall to get something from the vending
machines. There wasn’t anything I wanted, but I grabbed a soda and
a candy bar anyway just to wash the fur off my tongue.






_-_






A guy I used to know told me he had a brother
out this way, one who sold more than pastrami sandwiches out of his
deli. Wasn’t hard to find. Not so many kosher delis out that
way.

I made small talk with the guy, convinced him
I was the guy his bro had told him about, then dropped enough cash
for a Rueben and some firepower.

He stocked a decent selection for being out
in the sticks, both conventional and arcane toys. Oh, did I say
arcane? Perhaps I meant to say not-so-conventional toys. You’d
think by now I’d know better than to mention such things. Who knows
when the guy you’re talking to will be wearing a wired thong,
eh?

Well, you’re lucky I know you. And I guess so
am I, now that you mention it. But anyways, once you hand me
another drink I’ll tell you what happened when I got to the place.
Yeah, one of those cold ones from the back.

Thank you, compadre.

So anyways, like I was saying, I picked up a
few things to help me even up the body count, and of course, help
me get the thing they sent me for in the first place. I drove that
rental car right up to the front door, I swear I did. Got right
out, and started shooting and saying some things that might have
had more effect than just words, if you know what I mean.

Two goons appeared at the door and they got
it first. One was trying to act tough, started to swagger out and
ask me what the hell I was doing parking in front of that
particular place. I gave him a faceful of crackling ozone by way of
explanation and sent some lead into the other one. Perfect head
shot.

So that was two down. Not that the count
matters much, I more than made up for the eight on the plane before
I was done. I took the steps three at a time, slid a different ring
on, and held the pistol up in one hand.

It was spooky quiet in there. I thought maybe
they had a silence going in there, but it wasn’t so. A soft
electronic chime went off, and a handful of regular guys, rentacop
types, poured from the elevator at the other end of the lobby.

I dove behind an overstuffed leather couch,
the kind you might find in a lawyer’s waiting room, and sent a big
red ball of not-so-conventional fire their way.

It was quiet again, except the soft sizzle of
those guys’ fat popping and one or two hoarse little groans. I
stood up, then did what needed done for the ones that were still
making noise.

I made for the elevator and pushed the button
going up. The metal doors whisked open, and I got just a hint of
aftershave. Probably one of the dead guys splashed it on his face
that morning. I stepped in and shot the security camera in the
corner with my revolver.

I pressed the 14 button and ducked out just
before the doors closed. The thirteenth floor is usually where
groups like ours tend to keep our big bosses, right? It’s where the
power is. But see, I knew better than to go up there. Not at two in
the afternoon.

The thing I was looking for had to stay below
ground in the daytime hours. I hoped to buy some time by making
them think I headed up to the thirteenth floor to get the thing.
Maybe if they thought I was stupid enough to go looking up there in
the daytime, they’d underestimate me. Maybe, maybe not.

I found the stairs leading down to the
basement, and trotted on down. Okay, I was puffing a bit, but not
so much as a lot of guys my age would have been after using so much
of those rings.

On the way down, I changed the rings again,
figuring the first one would be ready to use again before the fire
one would. There weren’t too many problems on the way down, but I
tell you, god as my witness, I could tell the moment I went below
ground. My body just went cold and numb.

Not like pins-and-needles numb, more like ‘do
I still have arms and legs?’ numb. And the cold. The cold I
couldn’t feel in my body, because like I said it was barely there
numb. But I could feel it in my soul. It was like every one of
my—what do you call ‘em? The little power center things? Yeah,
those—It was like every one of my chakras had been replaced by the
oldest, loneliest hunk of prehistoric glacier on the planet.

I knew I was getting close, and I knew it
wasn’t going to be easy.

I searched the basement top to bottom, and
couldn’t find the thing, or any other door. That’s when I heard the
clanging of a bunch of feet running down the stairs. I took up a
spot on the ceiling courtesy of a lift and rendered myself
unnoticeable by following it up with a hide, and prayed they
hadn’t brought a sniffer with them.

The goon squad burst into the basement, six
of them. Not one of these guys had a gun. Nothing but wands,
staves, and rings. You know, wiseguys, like you and me. One of the
guys positively glittered from all the chains around his neck. No
sniffer in the crowd, though, or he’d have already got a snoot full
of the little things I’d done and directed all the others to unload
a hell of a lot of mana in my general direction.

The guy with all the chains looked around and
growled at the other guys, calling them by their inside names, and
says,”He ain’t down here. You two guard the door. The rest of you
mongrels head back up and start a floor by floor.” They took off,
and he yelled at their backs as they went, “And somebody get that
damn sniffer down here, now.”

He pulled at a light fixture not three feet
from me. It bent gracefully, in a way that said it was supposed to
do that, and an empty piece of wall just rolled back like a whisper
against the far wall.

Chains ran through the opening. Before the
door closed he stared hard at the two on guard duty. “If you let
him past...” he just let it trail off. I tell you, I wouldn’t have
wanted to be one of those guys, because I got a shiver at how dead
serious that threat was.

I decided to spare the two from having to
find out what would happen if they let me past. I didn’t know how
far past the door Chains was by now, but it didn’t matter much to
me. I reached a hand past the edge of the hide and pulled
the light fixture the same way Chains had.

The door slid open again, and Mutt and Jeff
both turned to see what their ornery captain had to say now.

At the same time, I kicked off the ceiling
and unsaid the lift. Result? I banged into the two of ‘em
like a bowling ball. Sent one to the ground unconscious, but the
other one, well, he got a little piece of me. You can probably see
the edge of the scar coming up here along my neck.

The bastard spoke a bladebird and sent
it whizzing at me. Pretty good one, too. What he lacked in
accuracy, he made up for in speed. I ducked and rolled, and still
caught the edges of the damn thing on my right side.

I could feel the blood starting to flow and
my vision got a little swimmy. I knew if I took the time to
stanch the wound, it’d all be over, so I didn’t. I tried the
lightning ring instead.

It just gave a tiny little too-pooped-to-pop
spark and the guy grinned at me, like I just told him I’m really Ed
McMahon, and have I got a surprise for him. He raised his wand—ever
notice how it’s the cocky ones settle for wands?—and before he can
say “Boo” I shoot him in the hand with the revolver.

He goes down on his knees, holding up that
one bloody hand like he don’t believe it’s his and so I commence to
kicking the shit outta him. Kick him till he’s just making little
kitten noises.

Then I kick him one more time, reach down and
pick up his wand, and start through the opening, saying a
stanch on my wound as I go.

Now, you would think after all that, I’d be
warmed up, right? My own hot blood all over my chest, the
excitement of the fighting for my life and all that? Well, I
wasn’t. If anything I felt colder, both body and soul the farther I
went down that narrow little passage.

I crept up to the end, exhausted and even a
little sleepy, like you feel after the first long day up in the
mountains. There was a little bulb hanging in the room, and it gave
off a weird, wobbly yellow light that left the walls in
blackness.

There on the floor, all curled up in a little
ball was the kid. I mean, the thing that I was sent to collect. Ah,
screw it. I’ve told you this much. Get me another cold one, would
ya?

It was a girl, a twelve-year-old girl.
Supposedly one that had the stuff, you know how rare it is for
girls to have it. But I didn’t know she would be dead. She wasn’t
supposed to be dead.

But there she was, a little death-blackened
smelly bundle of sticks and rags. Something caught in my throat,
and I realized too late I left my guard down.

I heard this Wham! like you never
heard before, and I was on my back, fighting an invisible something
that was crushing the everlovin’ breath outta me. Chains had called
for backup. I should’ve known he’d be a summoner.

I wasn’t sure what it was, but I could feel
the weight of it unworking the feeble stanch on my wounded
chest. My head was pounding. I was tired, dreadful tired, and I
wanted so much just to rest.

Somewhere in all the things swirling through
my head, I saw Chains, his head shaking, his mouth wide open, but I
couldn’t hear him, except maybe just the faintest little bit. I saw
the blurry edges of the light bulb through whatever was on top of
me. And the last thing I saw was that dead little girl, starting to
move.

You see, she wasn’t so much dead as undead.
Powerful beneath the ground, and even more so under a nighttime
sky. She was radiating so much cold and numbness that I almost gave
up on saving her right there, just let it all go, you know. One
last breath and sayonara me. Hope the weather’s nice when I get
where I’m going, you know?

It got kinda fuzzy and dark a few times, like
someone was playing a joke with the lens cap. I might have passed
out then. I honestly couldn’t tell you one way or the other.

But I didn’t check out for good at least, and
in my more lucid moments I saw that she was coming for me, and I
realized why. She hadn’t always been undead, she had been made that
way. And the thing was, if she had been made that way by our group,
and then lost and held by these guys for so long, she had to be
glad to see me. I mean, I wear the sign where it can be seen. She
had to have seen it.

The little dead girl inched closer to me, and
as she did I could see those rheumy eyes and the places her flesh
was hanging off the bone. The smell, oh god, the smell. You think
you sniff some rotten foul things when you’re coming up in the
group. You know, initiations, necro-rites, that sort of thing. You
ain’t smelled nothing till you smell a little undead girl
clattering her thin bones toward you.

She stood over me for a long second, then
waved a hand and made a couple noises like the pages of a book
flipping real fast. The thing on top of me evaporated. I
immediately looked around for Chains. Where had he gone off to?

I caught a glint of metal attached to a
shadowed form against one wall. I tried to stand. The form didn’t
seem to be moving, or saying anything, or casting anything, which I
was glad for.

I looked at the undead girl.

“Some fellas you used to know, they sent me
to get you and bring you back,” I croaked at her.

Her filmy eyes rolled in their sockets. She
turned her head slowly first to the left, then to the right.

She made that pages flapping brittle noise
again. It sounded to me like a “No.”

Which put me in a dilemma, you know? I mean,
I was told to bring her back, but she was just a kid, and a kid who
had been wronged in a big way by one of our own. Would she really
be treated any better by our group?

Despite the waves of raw, cold numbness
rolling off of her, I did feel something. Two things, actually.

I felt sorry for her. To be used like that
for so long. You know the girls, when they get any of the stuff at
all, are always better at drawing out another’s stuff and capturing
it in rings and wands and so on. I figured at least a couple of
Chains’ chains were to keep her from using any of his stuff. All
this time, she had been kept busy making toys and such for one side
or the other. I got to wondering if either group was really best
for her, to be honest.

The other thing I felt was the pressure of
her unearthly force pushing me up against the wall. I was too weak
to fight it. She floated me right up beside Chains, who had been
hung from a beam by his own entrails.

“I like kids,” I started to beg, and I admit
it, I bawled like a baby. “I’ll help you get free, and no one has
to know.”

I felt the pressure holding me to the wall
fade, just a little. I could tell she wanted reassurance.

I fell to my knees and sobbed out all the
reassurance I knew to give. And I meant it. You know I don’t like
to see harm done to kids.

It hurt me to do what she wanted, but I did
it, or the first part, anyhow. I’ll be getting to the last thing
needs done momentarily.

I carried that little undead girl right past
Chains’ hung up body, out of that chamber, and up the metal stairs.
She felt so light as I carried her in one arm. She used the stuff
and I fired the revolver with my other had at anyone who got in our
way.

When we broke above the ground level, I felt
her begin to withdraw inside herself. The cold in my soul thawed
just a bit. I carried her out into the sunlight, watching her turn
to ash in my arms. When it was done, there was only one thing left
in my hands. A little medic alert bracelet, of all things.

Would you believe that? A medic alert
bracelet. How long you figure they had them things? Not a couple
hundred years, like from when this girl was supposed to have been
reanimated, that’s for sure.

So I got this doctor friend to call in the
little number and what do you know? She ain’t so old as I was led
to believe. You know how old she was?

She’d have been sixteen this week. You
believe that? Sixteen. Someone in our group, about four years ago,
killed that little girl in a ritual, and reanimated her, so they’d
always have her young magic—yes, I said the word and you ain’t
wired—her magic and her obedience.

It strikes me that that ain’t right. If she
was just alive and hanging on with a few extended shelf life
spells, like you led me on that she would be, that would have been
one thing. But knowing someone in our group did that to a kid—I
just can’t stand by and let that one rest. You got to know that
about me.

So now at least you understand why I’m going
to do this to you, pally. And I hope you realize, when this bullet
goes zip-zip-zipping through your skull, that it ought to be a lot
worse for you.

Because in my book, kids cost a hell of a lot
more.






















Putting the Business First











On the worst night of my life, I was on 23rd
wearing a no witnesses charm and waiting for the next phase
of my career to begin. After tonight’s job, I’d be making the big
step up from worker to management. All I had to do was prove to the
boss that he could trust me to put the business first, before
anything else.

Rain had soaked completely through my jacket
and into my bones by the time the tired old blind man with one
glass eye and hunched shoulders came back out of the pawn shop.
Empty handed. I fell into step behind him.

The noise of my footsteps was hidden under
the low angry static of falling water and eastbound traffic. I
pulled a slender length of wire from my pocket, taking one end in
each hand.

“I knew he’d send you, Glamer,” the old man
said in a gravelly three-stogies-a-day voice, stopping suddenly and
turning around.

I nearly ran into him. He chuckled. The glass
eye didn’t move at all; the other one wobbled around crazily in its
socket.

“There ain’t enough rain and smog in the
whole damn city to cover up that godawful cologne you wear,” he
said.
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