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A FAMILY AFFAIR

 


They hit hard and fast, knocked me out cold,
took my package, and pissed me off.

I came to squinting up at a small sun, my
head feeling like it had been part of a concert of jackhammers.

Beethoven's Fifth it was not.

Just one of the many perks of being a
ronin.

Street mercenary. Gun for hire.

Me. Name's Kat.

God, I love my job.

I blinked a couple of times and the world
slowly came into focus. The small sun turned out to be a swing-arm
lamp that hung directly over my face. I found myself sprawled out
on the beat-up mustard yellow couch in the back office of the Red
Dog bar.

Better than being left bleeding on a sidewalk
in front of an apartment building on Maxwell, three blocks west of
Civic Park. The five-story brownstone had been the last thing I
remembered before white light exploded like a flash-bang behind my
eyes and I ate concrete.

Not exactly the proper place for a nice young
woman like me.

Then again, whoever said I was nice?

"Katya?" a Russian-tinged basso rumbled
softly. Revell's thickly bearded face swam into view. "You are
okay?"

I nodded—slowly—and licked my lips. Felt like
some hairy mammal crawled inside my mouth and died. "Yeah," I
managed, but it sounded like "Gahh" to me.

"You went to the pick-up by yourself?" a
strident soprano called out.

The jackhammer concert resumed in earnest.
Double-time.

I winced. "Please," I croaked, relieved that
basic language skills still worked. "Not so loud."

My partner and fellow ronin, Mouse, popped up
in front of me, a few stray locks of hair falling across her brow.
"Serves you right for going without me, Kat," she said,
glaring.

"Don't start..."

"You could've waited, you know."

I groaned, raised myself up on my elbows, and
turned my still-pounding head up toward Mouse. She stood next to
the couch, arms folded across her chest, still glaring down at me
and tapping her foot. She looked taller than her meter-fifty, but I
figured that was just due to my being clocked in the head.

"Look," I began. "I had to go. Specs said I
had half an hour or the Smith was gonna jet—"

"Oh, so it's my fault now?" a reedy voice
said. The office door slammed.The volume on the jackhammer concert
went three notches above loud.

Specs. Everybody's favorite infobroker.

He stared at me over the tops of his
round-framed mirrorshades, eyebrows raised, hands on his hips,
lamplight glinting off his bald head. As usual, he wore a shirt the
color of a psychedelic fireworks display. "This is the thanks I get
for pointing you toward a three thousand Cred run?"

"Nice to see you too, Specs," I said.

"Chill it, broker-man," said Mouse. "Can't
you see she's hurt? Besides, I'm the only one allowed to bad-mouth
her."

I turned slitted eyes to Mouse. "Gee, thanks,
Mouse."

She stuck her tongue out at me.

"Hurt?" Specs said. "Hurt, my ass. Our Miss
Wired Amazon? Gimme a break."

My turn to shoot him a glare. "Don't make me
hurt you. I'm not in the mood for this right now."

Specs held up his hands. "Okay okay. Just
tell me this—you got the package right?"

Oh yeah.

The package.

"Well?" he prompted.

I smiled weakly. "About the package..."

Specs threw up his hands and gave a strangled
yelp. "Jesus Christ on a crutch..!"

"Quit complaining!" I shot back. "It's not my
fault some mook on a rocket played a drum solo on my head with a
sledgehammer. And you're not the only one pissed about this."

Specs continued his strangled yelping.

"What happened out there, Katya?" Revell
said.

I told them.

I'd gotten to the pick-up early to scope the
lay and make sure it wasn't an ambush. The Smith arrived on the dot
and, after being checked by his mooks, handed me the package—an
aluminum briefcase—and instructions where to go with it. I waited
five minutes after their black ChrysFord Spectra luxury car left
the area, then made my way back to my refitted dark gray 2008
Shelby GT500.

Enter the joyboys.

I remembered hearing the high-pitched whine
of their crotch-rockets just a split-second before I got
whapped.

Revell nodded. "Was one hell of whap."

I touched the spot at the back of my head and
winced a little. "Tell me about it."

"You got pitched almost four feet from your
car," said Mouse.

"Typical joyboy tactic," Revell said.

"Fuck!" Specs shook his head. "Righetti
really needed that package, Kat. He was very firm about that."

Mouse whistled. "The old man's gonna shit
bricks over this."

I sighed.

Vincent Righetti, our "client," was not the
sort of person you wanted mad at you. Not when he headed the
Righetti Family, one of the oldest of the Families that still
retained control of this side of Bay City. People who got Righetti
mad often ended up disappearing. Often underwater. I really didn't
care much for vanishing acts, especially when it involved San
Marino Bay.

But because Murphy and Revell did a favor for
Righetti a long time ago, the old man liked us, treated us as one
of his own. Just like family. A good thing in this Biz.

We had a great track record with
Righetti.

Until now.

"What's he worried about anyway?" I said to
Specs. "Mouse and I have run for him before. He knows we get the
job done. He can trust us."

Specs fixed us with as critical a look as
possible through mirrorshades. "That's three thousand on the line,
ladies. Can he trust you to deliver? By 20:00 tonight?"

" 'Course he can," Mouse said. "It's Kat and
Mouse you're talking about, Mister."

"Yeah," I added and threw Specs a grin. "Kat
and Mouse. Best ronin in the Biz."

Specs shook his head again. "We are sooo
screwed..."

 


 


I looked at the wall clock above the back
office door.

18:30:26.

Shit. We had an hour, an hour and a half,
tops.

The joyboy hit made me lose time.

Time is money in the Biz.

Righetti liked us. True enough. But Mouse and
I knew his temper. And I really didn't feel like taking a swim in
San Marino Bay wearing a pair of concrete shoes.

At least the jackhammer concert was over.

"What first?" Mouse said, leaning against the
edge of the office desk.

I adjusted my double-holster shoulder rig
where the Twins, Bonnie and Clyde—my pair of Colt-Springfield M2001
.45-caliber high-capacity pistols—sat snugly in place.

"We find out who those wannabe joyboys were,"
I said.

"Wannabes?"

"Yeah. Otherwise, they wouldn't have just
taken the briefcase."

Mouse screwed up her face in thought. "Was
wondering 'bout that. Revell and I found you lying in the middle of
Maxwell. Gear and car clean. Skid marks left by a couple of
rockets. That was all."

"Weird, don't you think?"

She nodded. "Yeah. Wicked weird."

Joyboys are punkergangs who like fast bikes.
They travel in packs and usually strike from behind. One of their
favorite tactics is to whap their intended victim in the back of
the head with a blackjack or some equally handy blunt
weapon—two-by-fours, pipes, pool cues, and the like.

And they always stripped valuables off their
victims. That included anything they could sell for money.
Anything.

Either these joyboys were ordered to snatch
only the case or they weren't joyboys at all.

I'd never heard of joyboys taking orders from
anybody except themselves. Even if threatened or bribed. It wasn't
worth the effort. They did their own thing.

Which left the second possibility.

I slipped on my black leather biker jacket
and put on my mirrorshades. "Let's see if the dogboys know some
chatter."

 


 


Before Mouse and I started working together a
year ago, she'd been a member of a punkergang who called themselves
"The Wolfpack." She'd left them to work with me after Murphy and I
helped her out of a tight spot—whenever the White Lotus Syndicate
is involved, it's always a tight spot.

Seemed Mouse and some enterprising Wolfpack
members were trying to earn Creds for the gang by dealing joyjoy
pills to some suits. The pills turned out to be bad and the suits
turned out to be Lotus boys.

The others got greased. Mouse was next.

That's when Murphy and I walked in.

Didn't really seem fair, six against one. So
we evened the odds a little.

After that, Mouse decided she wanted to sign
up with me and Murphy. Wanted to learn how to handle herself in
case more Lotus boys came calling.

I'd done a similar thing three years earlier
and Murphy had taken me under his wing.

My teacher. Best friend.

Like a father to me.

Then two months ago, Murphy had been—

No. Not now.

I shook myself out of my thoughts and looked
down into the alley.

I spotted Mouse and a couple of Wolfpackers
huddled around a burning trash can. Light from the fire danced
across their faces and tossed flickering, gnarled shapes across the
alley's walls like some kind of demented shadow-puppet show.

The dogboys were great street ears, always
tapped into the latest jungle chatter. Having Mouse as a link
helped us immensely, especially in a recent mix-down that saved our
skins but took out part of an Uptown luxury hotel and the squad of
hitters on our tail.

Mouse finished her conversation and exchanged
a quick, elaborate handshake with her former companions then
started back up the alley toward me, the tails of her black
trenchcoat billowing behind her.

"So what'd they say?"

Mouse shot a look back at the two Wolfpackers
she'd talked to.

I followed her gaze and saw the taller of the
two—Diesel—narrow his eyes at me. I shot him the Look, the one that
always makes people nervous. He flinched.

Worked every time.

"Car," Mouse said, turning back to me. "Tell
you on the way."

We made our way back to the Shelby parked
across the street. I shook my head, hiding a small smile. "They
still don't trust me? Even though we're running together?"

Mouse grinned. "They're scared of you."

"Me? Can't imagine why."

That earned me a snort.

"Okay," I said. "So what've we got?"

"You were right," said Mouse. "Wannabes. No
local colors or tags. Blew in about a week ago. Some hit and runs.
Mostly tourists near Midtown. Plus, they're not sticking to one
spot."

I grinned. Bingo.

Joyboys are extremely territorial. When they
aren't whapping victims from behind, they're gunning against other
packs for space. Marking territory in blood.

These mooks were definite wannabes.

"That it?"

Mouse grinned. "Got a place, too."

"Where?"

"Black Rider."

I fought back a shudder and nodded.

Old stomping grounds.

We reached the car and got inside.

"So what we've got here," I said, leaning an
elbow on the steering wheel, "is a bunch of wannabe joyboys out for
some laughs and quick cash who just happened to steal from and piss
off the meanest bitch ronin to walk Bay City. And now, it's payback
time."

Mouse's eyes lit up. "Can Mean Bitch Ronin
Number Two tag along?"

"Of course. Kat and Mouse. Meanest bitches in
the biz."

Mouse gave a maniacal giggle. "They are sooo
screwed..."

 


 


It had been three years but the Black Rider
brought everything back in one cold chill that slithered up my
spine.

The Rider was just one of the dozens of
wall-crack dives scattered throughout Bay City that reeked of stale
sweat and beer and catered to the typical assortment of punkers,
wireheads, and razorjocks. This dive sat on South Harbor Boulevard,
north of the Gibson Street Tunnel.

On the edge of Southside.

The weight of the Twins beneath my jacket
relaxed me a little.

Still, being this close to Southside made me
just a bit jumpy.

Unfinished business in the Zone...

First things first.

I shook myself back to the present and did
another quick scan of the place. From our seats at the back, I
could see the door and the rest of the bar amid the curtain of
cigarette smoke and the knots of bodies.

Unfinished business...

"You all right, Kat?"

Mouse.

I nodded. "Occupied."

"Better get unoccupied. Here come our
boys."

I straightened in my chair.

Mouse nodded toward the huge grimy front
window. Past the crowd, I caught the flash of color and chrome as
five crotch rockets fishtailed to a stop across the street.

They definitely looked the part. I gave them
that. The rockets were bright, flashy. They were decked out in
leathers, piercings, tattoos.

But something was off.

The quintet strode through the doors, nodding
to the other denizens as if they owned the place. The bartender
inclined his head at them. A few others nodded. A nearby table
cleared fast and they claimed it like a pack of vultures on
carrion.

Still...

"Kat," Mouse began.

I heard the tone in her voice. "You too,
huh."

"Yup."

Walked and talked—

I popped my optics to thermograph mode and
looked.

Then looked again.

"Cake," I said, then got up and headed for
the table of five.

Other than their bikes, joyboys love toys.
Implant blades. Monowhips. Pop-ups. Anything that can be
hidden—literally—on their person and used to take an opponent down
while they're on a rocket. Name it, they have it.

Not these guys.

My therms showed them with minor biomods. All
flash, but no joyboy substance.

Oh, and they also packed.

But then, so did I.

I reached their table, put hands on my hips,
and peered at each one of them over the tops of my
mirrorshades.

The two on my left were twin square-jawed
blonds who sported short, military-style cuts, but I doubt if they
ever served. The bruiser on my right had a shaved head and
tribal-style tattoos up and down both hugely muscled arms. Next to
him sprawled a matchstick with a mohawk and nose studs, a cigarette
hanging off his lip.

The last sat directly across from where I
stood, his long hair in a ponytail, sporting studded fingerless
gloves. He looked up at me and his eyes went to slits—but not
before they betrayed him.

By then I knew.

Suddenly, Baldy rose from his seat, all
muscular, tattooed, and sweaty two meters of him, flexed his arms,
and cracked his knuckles. "What the fuck do you want?" he said.

Wrong line.

I grabbed him by the throat and slammed him
down onto the tabletop. The back of his head hit like a
thunderclap. He gurgled in meek protest then went limp.

The others snapped to their feet.

Four gun barrels shoved themselves in my
direction.

Conversation in the bar squealed to a
stop.

I looked at each of them again.

One by one.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mouse
standing near the bar and I could tell that she was ready to
move.

Good ol' Mouse.

"I just came over here to get something back
from you boys," I began.

Mohawk looked at Ponytail, his brow furrowed.
"I thought the whole deal was tight," he said.

"Shut it," Ponytail said.

"You said no one knew! Not even the
old—!"

"Shut it!" Spit flew from Ponytail's lips and
he turned to me, the pistol still pointed at my face. "Let him go
or I plug you."

"I came over here to get something back from
you boys," I repeated.

Ponytail licked his lips. "Let him go,
bitch."

"That's right. I am a bitch. Now give me back
what belongs to me."

"What makes you think we've got your
case—"

"I never said it was a case." I gave him the
Look.

He flinched. The pistol wavered in his
grip.

"Oh, fuck...!" said Mohawk.

Glances shot between the foursome.

Baldy chose that moment to wake up and be
sneaky. His hand snaked toward the pistol tucked into his pants and
he started to sit up.

I grabbed him by the throat again and slammed
his head back onto the table. He let out a strangled sigh and went
limp again.

Mohawk jumped, nearly dropping his gun.
"Jesus Christ!"

I kept my grip on Baldy's throat in case he
got stealthy again and looked directly at Ponytail. He shrank back
a little and his pistol wavered again. "This can be really easy," I
said. "All you have to do is hand over the case and I let your
friend go. Piss me off some more and"—I nodded down at a dazed
Baldy—"he dies."

"Okay," said Mohawk. "We'll give you the
case—"

"No, we won't," Ponytail said.

"Fuck that! Let's just get our cash and
blow!"

Suddenly the doors flew open and six
leather-clad figures strode in.

Red leather.

That meant one thing.

Scarlet Razors.

Real joyboys.

Shit.

The Razors got a few steps inside the bar and
stopped when they spotted our little six-gun soiree.

The lead Razor's eyes went to slits. "Beat
feet, shitheads! You're on our turf!"

The foursome spun around, guns still
raised.

Bad move.

Lead Razor went saucer-eyed.

Then the six joyboys went for their
weapons.

Time to end this.

With one subvocalized command, I pumped my
body full of adrenaline stimulators and the world slid into
slo-mo.

The Twins leaped into my hands and spat
thunder and fire at Lead Razor even before he drew his pistol from
the waistband of his pants. He caught four slugs full in the chest,
gurgled blood and obscenities, and folded.

I shifted aim toward the two Razors on my
left as their guns cleared whatever hidden holster they had, but
saw Ponytail standing in my line of fire.

Their guns started to rise.

I shoved Baldy off the tabletop with an
elbow, then, with a swift kick, slammed the table into the small of
Ponytail's back.

He went down with a yelp.

The Twins roared again, bucking in my hands.
The two mooks sprayed blood in protest, fell back against the door,
and slid down leaving a sloppy trail.

Three more on the right.

I turned toward them.

Their guns had just started to come up when I
heard fabric rustle.

Mouse catapulted through the air from her
spot at the bar, her coattails billowing behind her like a comet's
tail. She landed in the middle of the trio.

They managed a brief cry of surprise before
metal whipped through the air and blood geysered.

Mouse stepped back, a wakizashi—Japanese
short sword—held out in a kind of artful dancer's pose.

Before her, the three joyboys dropped their
pistols. Then heads slipped cleanly off two necks, followed by the
wet thump of the bodies crumpling to the floor.

The last Razor looked dumbly at Mouse. Then
blood gushed in a torrent from the neat slice across his neck and
spattered his shirt. He pitched forward into a pool of scarlet.

Mouse turned toward me and grinned. "Slice
and dice."

The Twins retreated into their holster rig. I
turned to Mohawk who stood beside me, pistol still raised, panting,
and smelling like piss. I grabbed his shirtfront with one hand,
pulled him toward me and gave him the Look. He looked at me with
eyes the size of hubcaps and gulped loudly.

"Jimmy," he croaked. "Jimmy's got your
case."

 


 


"Holeeee shit!!"

A typical reaction, especially when the
person reacting just had his Uptown hotel room door blown off its
hinges and he's caught on a king-size bed stark-naked and sprawled
out under a hooker. Add to that the eighty kilos and meter-ninety
of dark-haired Amazon toting a pair of .45-caliber hand cannons
waltzing into the room.

The first muscleboy sprang from the shadows,
a dark-suited wall with legs and mirrorshades.

A well-placed boot cracked into his crotch.
He did a little hop and dropped to his knees with a keening wail,
clutching himself. Then a backfist spun him into a room service
cart with a loud crash.

Footsteps behind me.

A second muscleboy.

I started to spin around, the Twins rising to
play, then caught a dark shape hit the floor.

Mouse had things well in hand. She stood next
to the other bodyguard with one foot on his throat and the point of
a wakizashi dancing happily in front of his face.

"Always there are two," she croaked.

"What?"

"Little green guy. Old vid."

"You watch too many, you'll go blind."

"I'll buy me a pair of Nikon-Zeiss."

I shook my head. "Under control?"

She nodded. "Five by five. He moves, I give
him a facelift."

I grinned at the muscleboy as his eyes
widened. "I wouldn't try anything," I said.

Mouse gave another of her maniacal giggles.
"She means it."

I turned to the mook on the bed and
frowned.

He had grabbed a pistol from somewhere and
had pointed it at me.

I regarded him for a moment: nineteen, maybe
twenty, a vid heartthrob gone bad—far too handsome for his own good
and no doubt flaunted it. He reeked of money spent on fast living.
"Hi, Jimmy. Nice digs. You are Jimmy, right?"

"Who the fuck are you?"

"A very pissed off bitch. You have something
that belongs to me and I want it back."

Fabric rustled.

I looked.

The hooker had gotten off the bed and was
collecting her clothes.

Jimmy gaped at her. "What the fuck do you
think you're doing?"

She snorted. "Leaving before I get greased."
A nod toward me and Mouse. "You pissed them off? Jesus, you are one
sorry bastard. Just give them whatever you took and live. Maybe."
She snickered and headed out the door.

Mouse giggled. "You hear that? We're
famous."

"Never doubted it for a second." I turned
back to Jimmy. "You should take your girlfriend's advice. Give me
back the case and you'll live."

"I don't even know you." The pistol wobbled
in his grip. "You better just get the fuck out of here or I swear
to Christ I'll blow you the fuck away."

"You kiss your mother with that mouth?" Mouse
asked.

"Fuck you, too, bitch."

Mouse sighed loudly. "Bored now."

I shook my head at Jimmy. "Now you've done
it."

He gaped at me, then at Mouse.

The muscleboy on the floor yelped as Mouse
whipped out an ornately-handled Bowie knife from a hidden sheath
under her trenchcoat. She plunged it into the bodyguard's left
shoulder all the way to the crossguard with a wet thunk, pinning
him to the floor.

He screamed.

She quickly drew a second Bowie and did the
same to his right shoulder.

He screamed again.

Jimmy let out a gurgled whine and backed up
against the headboard of the bed.

Mouse loves her pointy toys.

"I make it a point never to piss her off," I
said to Jimmy.

Then Mouse drew a pen-sized cylinder from a
pouch at her belt and thumbed one end. A small red light on the
pommel of each knife started to blink happily.

She stood over the muscleboy. "All right,
choom. There's a gram of C4 and a motion sensor inside those knife
handles. You move, you go kablooey. Scan?"

The bodyguard started to nod, thought better
of it, mouthed: Yes.

"Wicked." She strode up to Jimmy's bed, sat
down on the edge of one corner, and leveled her wakizashi at
him.

Jimmy attempted an impression of a naked man
trying to crawl backwards up a wall.

"You—you crazy bitch—!" he sputtered,
bug-eyed.

Mouse looked at me over one shoulder and
grinned. "I say we fillet him and see if we can sell the
pieces."

He turned the gun on her. "Fuck that!"

I shook my head. "Sorry. We need him to sing
about the case."

She lowered her sword's point to his exposed
crotch. "Bass or soprano?"

Jimmy gave a strangled yelp.

"Neither."

"Okay. A tenor. Like that opera guy Murphy
always liked. Tortellini or something."

"But that guy was fat. This guy is a little
scrawny."

"Fuck this shit!" His voice cracked. He
gripped the shaking pistol with both hands and shoved it in my
direction.

Some people don't learn.

I eyed him critically. "You really don't want
to do that. What you want to do is give me my case."

The gun wobbled some more. "What case?"

"The one you had your friends take from
me."

"What friends?"

"Don't you remember?" I asked. "The Three
Stooges and the blond army brats?"

His face blanched, eyes darting between me
and Mouse. He slowly licked his lips. "I don't know nobody like
that," he lied.

"Getting old really fast, Jimbo," Mouse
muttered. She looked at me with pleading eyes. "Lemme gut him and
read our fortunes on his insides. I saw a thing on the vid about
it."

When I shook my head, she pouted. "You never
let me do anything fun, Kat."

"Now Jimmy—your pals down at the Black Rider
were really helpful. Why can't you be helpful, too?"

"I told you, you deaf bitch. I don't know
nobody at the Black Rider."

I switched my optics to display the
clock.

19:17:55.

At least fifteen minutes to get to the
drop-point from the hotel.

I let out a long, slow exhale. "We can do
this the easy way, or the hard way."

"Ooh! Ooh! The hard way!" Mouse offered. "So
I can play pin cushion on him. He's making me miss Angel City. It's
the new episode where the condo blows up—"

Silverware clattered.

I turned, saw the first muscleboy rise up
from the fallen room service cart like some culinary monster.

He roared and charged.

The Twins flew up and roared, gleefully
belching fire and .45-caliber slugs into the food-covered mook in a
thundering staccato. He staggered back from each successive impact,
his torso erupting in bloody craters, then flew backwards through
the window.

"Fine," I said, turning back to Jimmy. "You
picked the hard way—"

Thunder boomed twice in the room and a big
rig slammed into the center of my chest, shoving me backwards into
a nearby wall.

At least, it felt like a big rig.

Then something whistled through the air.

Jimmy screamed.

A clatter.

I finally caught my breath and got to my
feet. Thank god for dermal armor. I had enough implanted under my
torso to stop an assault rifle round, but I still felt the impact
from the shot.

I looked toward Jimmy.

He was bent over, whimpering and clutching a
bloody arm where three slim throwing knives protruded.

Mouse looked up at me, pointed to Jimmy, and
grinned. "See? Pin cushion!"

I fought back a laugh and holstered the
Twins, then crossed to Jimmy in a few quick strides.

He saw me, let out a pathetic cry, and shrank
into the headboard.

I saw the fallen pistol near the bed, kicked
it away.

"Okay, Jimmy," I began. "If you don't want to
end up like a porcupine, do a swan dive out the window, or end up
like him"—I gestured to the pinned muscleboy—"you're going to be
just as helpful as your friends were back at the Rider."

He stared at the broken window, then at the
muscleboy on the floor. "The little shit don't deserve it," he
muttered. "She gets everything. I get shit. Fucked up..."

"Jimmy!"

He yelped, looked at me with wide, blank
eyes.

"Your friends. You remember your friends at
the Black Rider now, don't you."

A slow, weak nod.

"Very good. I'm glad we're finally getting
somewhere." I put a foot on the bed and leaned toward him.

Another whimper.

"Now, you put my case where?"

 


 


We made it to the drop-point with just a few
minutes to spare.

Righetti—slight, hatchet-faced, slicked-back
dark hair, wearing a tailored double-breasted dark gray
suit—greeted us from the doorway of his study with open arms and a
wide, toothy smile. "Welcome to my humble home."

"Humble" was a two-story mansion on two acres
in the hills just east of Bay City. Gated, walled, and probably
better protected than an Excalibur client.

"Nice place," I said to Righetti, a quick nod
at the hallway decor that probably cost ten times as much as all my
mods put together.

"This is just like the place Hilary went to
for that producer's party," Mouse said, looking around wide-eyed.
"Wicked slick."

"Who's Hilary?"

"Ep ten. Season three."

"Angel City?"

"Duh."

"Nevermind."

Righetti's dark eyes gleamed when he saw the
case in my left hand. His smile got toothier and he gestured us
into his study.

Two huge, oak-panelled doors swung slowly
open and we stepped into a book lover's wet dream. Floor to ceiling
mahogany shelves filled with books lined three walls.

I gave a low whistle.

"Totally wicked," Mouse said under her
breath.

"One of my great loves," Righetti said from
my left. "Especially the classics. And all in the original paper
editions." He frowned. "There's something very wrong about reading
it on a little datachip."

Spotted the two shapes that lingered on
either side of the opened doors and the two at the opposite corners
from us. A quick nod, a nod from them. Professional.

"I guess Shakespeare just isn't the same on a
plasma screen," I said, turning back to Righetti.

"No, he's not," he said.

"That Aussie did a Shakespeare," Mouse said.
"Saw it once. Late show on the vid."

Righetti clapped his hands together. "I see
you two ladies have come through for me again."

"As usual," Mouse said.

"Magnifico. I knew I could always count on
you two."

I held the case out to him. He snapped his
fingers and one of the shapes stepped forward, took the case, and
held it in front of Righetti.

Righetti drew something from the inside
pocket of his suit, touched it to the front of the case.

Jimmy had given us the case along with a
string of obscenities about not being able to open it. I hadn't
seen a visible lock on the case when I first took it at the pick-up
and that's probably what had Jimmy's panties in a twist.

So his cronies, a bunch of well-paid
fraternity kids from BCU, headed off in costume once more. This
time, to the Black Rider to find someone who could pop the
case.

And ran into the very person they stole
from.

Two soft clicks and the case popped open.

Righetti smiled. "Look at that. Isn't it
beautiful?"

Mouse and I exchanged puzzled looks.

He nodded and the shape turned the opened
case in our direction.

Inside the case's foam-padded lining sat a
blond-haired doll wearing a blue, uniform-like dress with an apron
in the front. Her hair was held back from her face with a white
ribbon.

"Handcrafted by an old friend in Italy,"
Righetti said.

I raised an eyebrow. "Yours?"

He laughed. "Oh no. Not for me."

Just then: "Poppa!"

Followed by running feet.

I whirled toward the doorway.

A small girl with a cascade of chestnut hair
wearing a cute party dress with lots of frills stood in the hallway
outside, saucer-eyed, frightened.

I tend to have that effect.

Righetti came toward her at once, arms held
out. "It's all right, stellina," he said. "These two women
are just some old friends. They've brought your present."

The girl's eyes lit up. "They brought
Alice?"

"Si. She is there." He pointed to the
case.

The girl ran toward the case. The shape knelt
to one knee and presented the doll to her.

She picked the doll up in her hands and
squealed. "She is so pretty, Poppa! Thank you!" She threw herself
at Righetti, hugging his waist and laughed.

He smiled, kissed the top of her head. "Now
go back to your party. Poppa will be there shortly."

She nodded up at him, threw a puzzled look at
me and Mouse, then ran back up the hallway, laughing merrily.

Righetti watched the girl go, then looked at
us, beaming. "My daughter.. It's her birthday today. The doll's
from her favorite book, Alice in Wonderland."

"Lucky kid," Mouse said. "A dad like you. I
never had family."

Righetti nodded. "That's the world for you.
But sometimes, you'll find people you can call a family." He spread
his hands. "We're family here." Then at the two of us. "You, too.
And I believe a family always helps one another. Always. Am I
right?"

I looked at Mouse and we grinned at each
other. I thought about Revell.

And about Murphy.

Righetti had a point.

I regarded the little puzzle that was Vincent
Righetti. Family boss. Father.

The sound of his daughter's laughter sailed
toward us.

"Yeah," I said. "You're right."

Righetti beamed.

Just then, a door in the hallway slammed
shut.

Righetti's smile faded. "Then again, there
are exceptions." He looked at his watch. "My son."

Heavy footsteps sounded in the hallway
outside.

"You are late," Righetti said, his tone
sharp.

"I got delayed, but I'm here, ain't I?"

"Hi, Jimmy," I said and threw him my
Smile.

Jimmy froze at the study's doorway, bug-eyed,
gurgled in protest, and fainted.

Mouse burst out laughing.

I sighed.

God, I love my job.

 


 


 


23 May 2042 - One minute later

The black ChrysFord sedan slowed as it neared
the gates of the estate. The driver glanced out the side window,
smiled, then continued up the road heading north.

When the sedan reached the next intersection
a quarter-kilometer up the road, the driver turned right and pulled
to the curb then drew a cellphone and made a call.

 


 


A few minutes later, the gates of the estate
slid open and a dark suited figured waved a gray Shelby through.
The car rumbled onto the street, turned, and headed south down the
road.

 


 


 


EASY MONEY

 


1

When the carabiner snapped, the shock cord
slipped off from around the rafter, and I plunged ten meters to the
floor of an East End warehouse, one of Murphy's favorite
expressions came to mind: "Fuck a duck."

Just another typical day in the life of a
ronin. Street mercenary. Gun for hire.

Me. Name's Kat.

God, I love my job.

I don't care much for cracking my skull
open.

Lucky for me, I missed the floor by half the
distance and slammed instead onto a stack of wooden shipping crates
that snapped under the impact of my eighty kilos, shoved air from
my lungs, and left me gasping.

Unlucky for me, the cyberdeck I'd been
holding popped out of my hands and clattered to the floor
below.

Even more unlucky for me, the four
dark-suited muscleboys down below picked that moment to open fire
on me.

"When it rains, it pours." Another Murphy
gem. My old mentor had a million of them

In my case, though, it doesn't just rain.

It floods.

I rolled sideways off the topmost crate a
split second before it exploded in splinters under a hail of
gunfire, showering me in wood chips and fabric scraps. Dropped two
meters to the next stack of crates just below, then leapt the rest
of the way to the warehouse floor, knees bent to absorb impact.

Not that I was worried about the drop. Bone
lacing comes in handy for situations like that. The joys of a
reinforced skeleton. A perk of the Biz.

My worry at the moment: the two mooks who
skidded around the stack of crates three meters to my right,
pistols at the low-ready position, pointed down at a forty-five
degree angle.

A subvocalized command flooded my body with
adrenaline stimulators and the world around me slid into
slo-mo.

Pivoted toward the onrushing pair as the
Twins, Bonnie and Clyde—my pair of Colt-Springfield M2001
.45-caliber high-capacity pistols—leaped into my hands from the
double-holster shoulder rig I wore beneath my black leather biker
jacket.

The mooks raised their pistols.

And hesitated.

Probably expecting a slip of a girl. Not a
meter-ninety of dark-haired Amazon in black biker leathers toting
twin hand cannons.

Typical.

Their hesitation was all the time I
needed.

Right about now, the majority of ronin would
let their gunlink biomods take over. Their firearm would collect
and feed data to the targeting optics via induction pads on the
pistol grips. Then point and shoot.

Sure hit every time.

Me, I'm old-fashioned.

Got me a natural targeting system. No
mods.

Murphy noticed it right away. Said the
braindocs called it "focalized optimuscular reflexes."

He just called it "The Eye."

Lets me put a pistol round into a five
centimeter target at 50 meters.

While moving.

And with hell breaking loose around me.

The Twins each boomed twice and caught both
mooks in the chest. One folded. The other slammed backwards into
the crates, arms flailing.

Another mook popped out from around the
crates. He raised his pistol to fire.

I plugged him between the eyes. A misty
crimson halo burst from his head and he crumpled.

One more.

Footfalls to my left. Spun.

Saw the last mook level his gun at me.

Then a dark fluttering shape crashed down and
slammed him to the warehouse floor. He yelped. The pistol clattered
away.

Metal flashed.

The mook reached for his neck, his hands
suddenly covered with blood. He twitched, then lay still.

Mouse, my partner and fellow ronin, stepped
away from the body, a bloody wakizashi—Japanese short sword—in
hand. She saluted me with the sword. "Slice and dice," she
said.

I shook my head.

At a meter-fifty and just shy of sixty kilos,
Mouse doesn't look like much. A petite twentysomething with short
brown hair pulled back into a stumpy ponytail, a few stray locks
always spilling across her forehead.

But the pointy toys.

Mouse loves her pointy toys.

She'd definitely come a long way since Murphy
and I ran into her in an alley full of dead bodies and live Lotus
Boys two years ago. Seems Mouse and a couple of her buds had tried
to make quick cash selling joyjoy pills to some suits. The pills
turned out to be bad and the suits turned out to be low-rung
members of the White Lotus Syndicate.

Japanese gangsters.

Always bad news, White Lotus.

Murphy and I had no desire to mix it up with
Lotus. But six to one was dirty pool. So we evened things up.

Two days later, Mouse showed up at the Red
Dog Bar with a tightly-packed duffle bag.

"Teach me," she'd said. "I wanna kick Lotus
ass."

So we took her on.

Since Day One of her training, she always
gravitated to all things sharp and stabby. Folders. Fixed blades.
Throwing knives and shurikens. Short and long swords. Name it. If
its got a point or an edge, she probably owns at least two. She'll
use a gun or SMG—hell, even a rifle—if that's all there is, but
don't expect her to like it.

But give her a blade—she's in heaven.

And heaven consisted of twin wakizashis.

Murphy always said: "You don't choose your
weapon. The weapon chooses you."

For me, it was the Twins. A gift from
Murphy.

Given to me the night he—

I pushed the thought from my mind, then
holstered The Twins and looked around. Felt my pulse drop back to
normal.

Four bodies at our feet, blood pooling
beneath them. At the other end of the warehouse was a
battered-looking white delivery van, its back doors open. Two sets
of feet stuck out beneath the back bumper.

Poor guys. A pair of tech-types gone greedy.
Tried to sell off goods and got double-crossed.

The way of the Biz.

Goods.

That reminded me.

I made a circuit of the area around the
stacks of shipping crates and found it. The cyberdeck. One of two
Mouse and I had been hired to retrieve. Mouse had grabbed one of
the 'decks. I had grabbed the other.

Then the anchor on the rafter snapped and I
did my swan dive.

So did the 'deck.

I'd come through relatively unscathed.

The cyberdeck hadn't. One corner had a dent
and part of the case had popped off.

I sighed and picked it up.

"Kat?" Mouse said behind me.

I turned to her, the 'deck in hand. "I got
it," I said. "Sort of..."

She saw the cyberdeck and shot me a look.

"What!" I said.

"You killed it."

"Did not."

"It fell apart."

"Cosmetic damage," I said. "I'm sure it still
works."

"How do you know? You're not a tech."

"I'm sure these things are sturdy..."

"Back on track, Kat—"

I held up a hand. "Don't start."

"Fine," she said.

"Let's just get to the drop and be done with
it."

 


 


It took twenty minutes to get from the East
End warehouse in Bay City to a business park in Newcastle just off
Highway 610. I called our contact on the way and they were waiting
for us when I pulled my refitted dark gray 2008 Shelby GT500 into
the parking lot.

Two muscle flanked the silver-haired Smith
standing in front of a dark sedan with its parking lights on.

Mouse and I stopped two meters away.

"The items?" the Smith said.

I raised the duffle bag I was carrying.

The Smith inclined his head. "If you
please?"

I stepped forward, set the bag on the ground,
then stepped back.

The Smith gestured and one of the muscle
walked over, picked up the bag, and brought it back to the Smith.
He opened it, peered inside, then looked up at us, a frown creasing
his features. "We have a small problem."

"Cosmetic," I said.

He looked inside the bag again. "Perhaps. It
will have to be verified."

"Of course," I said.

"Under the circumstances, your compensation
will have to wait pending verification."

Mouse swore under her breath.

"We understand," I said.

He zipped up the bag and handed it to one of
the muscle then turned to us. "However, since we have done business
before and you both have demonstrated excellent follow-through, I
will overlook the matter of your compensation."

"We appreciate that."

He snapped his fingers.

The muscle with the dufflebag reached inside
his suit jacket and pulled out a thumb-sized metal card. A
creditchip.

"For services rendered," the Smith said.

"Thank you," I said.

Easy money.

 


 


We waited until the Smith and his muscle left
before I pulled the Shelby out of the lot and headed west toward
Bay City and the Red Dog Bar.

Mouse pulled a chipreader from the glove
compartment and slid the creditchip into the slot at the
bottom.

"Shit," she said.

I glanced sideways. "Shit?"

Mouse held up the reader. "Fifty
thousand."

"No. Should be one hundred thousand."

"What the 'reader says."

Dammit. I pulled my phone out and dialed.

"I thought you'd call," said the Smith.

"The deal was for one hundred thousand," I
said. "And you told me we wouldn't have to wait."

"That's correct. But I never said you'd get
all of it."

"That's bullshit."

"That's Biz. You should know. Your mentor
did."

I gritted my teeth. He was right.

And Murphy would've told me the exact same
thing.

"When we confirm the second 'deck is
undamaged," the Smith went on, "we will remit your balance."

I hung up.

"Well?" said Mouse.

I told her.

"Son of a bitch..."

"Tell me about it."

Mouse started to say something, then stopped,
and stared out the passenger side window.

"What?" I prompted.

"Nothing," she said.

 


 


When I pulled the Shelby up to its spot
behind the Red Dog Bar and killed the engine, Mouse said, "You sure
you're okay?"

"Fine," I said.

"Bullshit, Kat. Bull. Shit."

I shot her a look.

"You heard me. Bullshit."

I felt my stomach bubble. "I'm fine."

"No, you're not."

"Yes, I am."

"No. You're not." She turned in her seat
toward me. "You missed grabbing the catwalk even though you were
less than half a meter away. Then you drop the package and we
almost lost the payout because of it."

"It was a minor glitch."

Mouse's jaw dropped. "Minor glitch?"

"Yeah."

"Jesus Christ!" Mouse threw up her hands,
then got out of the car, slammed the door, and stalked toward the
Red Dog's back entrance.

I got out after her. "What's the deal? We got
half the payout."

Mouse grabbed the back door handle then
looked at me. "Half, Kat? Half? When this kind of run is a
no-brainer? And you're telling me you feel fine?"

"I am fine."

"You fucking liar." She yanked the back door
open and went in.

Not the time. Not the place. Not for
this.

I followed her into the dimly lit back
hallway toward the stairs at the far end that led to the second
floor apartment we shared. "I'm telling you there's nothing wrong.
Why the hell are you getting so bent out of shape over this—?"

She stopped halfway down the hall and whirled
on me. "Kincaid."

I skidded to a halt, felt my jaw tighten.

Mouse put her hands on her hips and arched
her eyebrows. "Well?"

Just then, the door to our left popped open
bringing in the sound from the bar beyond. A bald head poked
through the doorway and a pair of round mirrorshades looked at
us.

Specs. Everyone's favorite infobroker.

"Tell me everything's okay," he said.

"Everything's okay," I said.

"Ha!" Mouse said.

Specs stepped into the hallway, clad in one
of his trademark Hawaiian shirts the color of a drug-induced
fireworks display. He shut the door behind him and came toward us.
" 'Ha!' doesn't sound okay. Neither does the call I just got."

"Sounds like trouble in paradise," said a
husky voice down the hallway.

We all turned.

She stepped out from the shadows, a smirk
painted on her face, hands in the pockets of a knee-length black
leather coat. A few centimeters short of my meter-eighty. Long
blond hair still pulled into a tight braid that fell halfway down
her back.

Jade has the uncanny knack of showing up
whenever we have Biz. Sometimes, she's an observer. Other times,
she's in our way. Mostly, she's a pain in the ass.

I wouldn't call her a thorn in our side.

More like a sharp stick in the eye.

I popped to thermograph. She packed, but had
nothing in her hands.

"Jade," I said.

"Kat," said Jade, inclining her head.

Mouse snarled, a low throaty sound.

Jade's smirk twitched.

I stepped between them and folded my arms
across my chest. "What do you want?"

"Rumor has it you two haven't been doing very
well."

"What's it to you?" Mouse said.

"Call it professional concern."

"Call it 'gloating'."

Jade feigned shock. "Me? Gloat?"

"We're fine," I said.

Jade smiled. "Glad to hear it. I was really
worried. Wouldn't be any fun if you two weren't out there." She
stepped forward until the two of us were a meter apart. Her smile
widened into something feral. "I'm glad we had this little
chat."

My eyes went to slits.

We stood that way for maybe a few
seconds.

Felt like hours.

Then Jade gave a throaty chuckle and walked
past me, heading back into the bar.

I watched as the door shut behind her, then
turned to Mouse.

"You were saying?" she said.

Oh yeah.

When you need firepower and your local gun
"dealer" doesn't have it, you turn to one man.

Kincaid.

He owned the West Coast market on firearms,
military weapons, and ordnance, running the game from Bay City's
Southside district. He dealt with everybody and everybody dealt
with him.

Eleven days earlier, Kincaid had hired us to
oversee one of his smaller shipments headed to the Northwest
Protectorate. Two hours south of the Portland Metroplex, a better
armed team jumped us.

We lost the cargo. All five hundred thousand
Credits worth.

And Kincaid wanted us to pay him back.

I exhaled loudly. "We'll deal with Kincaid
when the time comes."

"We wouldn't have to worry about that if
you'd just get your head back in the game," said Mouse.

"I told you I'm fine."

"Wanna fill me in?" Specs said.

Mouse told him about tonight.

Specs gave a strangled yelp. "Christ on a
crutch—! That was supposed to be cake. Easy money. What the hell,
Kat?"

"It was a minor glitch," I said.

"Goddammit, Kat," said Mouse. "That minor
glitch is gonna put one of us in a body bag—"

"I'm fine," I said. "Now back off."

I turned and went down the hallway.

Mouse said something, but I didn't hear it.
Just noise at my back.

I yanked the stairwell door open, slammed it
shut behind me, and headed upstairs.

It came quickly again. Like before. A sudden
wave of fatigue that made me want to curl up into a ball and hide
from the world.
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Murphy set the mahogany box on the bartop and
raised the lid.

A pair of handguns sat inside the red velvet
interior.

I gaped at him. "Your .45s—"

"They're yours now," he said. "Good job."

"But—"

He shook his head. "It's okay. I have to go.
There's something I need to do."

Bright white light exploded behind him. A
concussion wave slammed me backward.

And Murphy shattered into a million
pieces—

 


 


I woke, gasping for air. Heart trip-hammering
in my chest. Cold concrete against my back. The smell of the city
in my nostrils. Sharp, cold, and metallic.

On the roof of the Red Dog.

In the distance, the lights of downtown
pulsed and flickered against the flat black sky.

I popped on my optic clock.

I'd been up here for fifteen minutes.

Then something crunched nearby.

I lurched into a crouch, the Twins already in
my hands, tracking the sound.

"Katya," said a rumbling Russian-tinged
basso.

"Revell." I lowered the guns. "Did Mouse send
you up here?"

The bearded, bear-like owner of the Red Dog
Bar shook his head and walked toward me. Despite his size, he moved
easily. Like a dancer. "I am getting some air."

"You could've gone out the back door."

"Much better view up here."

I holstered the Twins. "I don't want to talk
about it."

"All right." Revell reached a spot next to me
and leaned back against the roof parapet, arms folded across his
chest. He chuckled.

I looked up at him. "What's so funny?"

"I was just thinking. The first time I saw
those two guns was in CentAm. Murphy got on chopper with his rifle
and had those pistols in leg holsters. I told him he looked like
cowboy. From the vids. He laughed. Told me I should call him
'Cowboy' from then on."

"CentAm. Long time ago."

"Thirty years. Ever since that day, he used
nothing but those two pistols. I told him he was crazy. Even
submachine gun holds at least thirty rounds. But no. Only those."
He shook his head. "Never without them. Except when..."

"When what?"

Revell gave a small smile. "Nyet. Another
time." He took a deep breath, exhaled loudly, and pounded both
fists on his barrel chest. "Nothing like fresh night air, eh?"

I snorted and gestured around me. "You call
this fresh?"

He shrugged and pushed off from the parapet.
"We will be downstairs if you need us. Don't stay too long. Gets
very cold up here."

I nodded.

He took a step, stopped, and looked back at
me. "Murphy had favorite saying. 'We will either find a way or—'
"

" '—or we will make one'," I finished and
felt my throat tighten. "I know. Said that a lot."

Revell nodded, then turned and headed back
down the roof access stairs.

I stared after him.

We will either find a way or we will make
one. A quote from an ancient general, according to Murphy.

Hadn't heard those words in two months. Not
since Murphy had gone to that meet in the Zone.

Not since the explosion.

My old mentor. My friend.

A father to me.

I closed my eyes and inhaled through my nose.
Deep. Fought back the surging noise in my head. Noise like a
million voices screaming. Louder and louder and louder. Until I
could feel it reverberating through my body.

Then silence.

Except for the distant hum of the city.

I opened my eyes. Noticed the weight of the
pistols in my shoulder rig.

Comforting.

Then I heard Murphy's voice in my head: "Find
a way. Or make one."

 


 


I walked into the Red Dog's back office just
as Specs said: "And what if you can't pay him back by then?"

"We will," I said.

Specs looked up from where he slouched in the
worn leather swivel chair behind the desk. "Well, fuckin'-A. She
finally decided to grace us with her presence."

Mouse, sitting on the battered mustard yellow
couch, fixed me with narrowed eyes. "We will?"

I nodded.

"How do you figure?"

"We've got at least, what, two hundred
thousand?"

"Two-fifty," said Mouse.

"And we owe five hundred. Halfway there."

"Your point?"

"Give him half now. Maybe it'll buy us a
little time."

Mouse frowned. "I don't know..."

"We'll tell him it's 'good faith' money."

"He look like a 'good faith' kinda guy?" said
Specs.

"Money talks," I said. "This is the part
where you come in."

"Gotcha. Lemme see what I can dig up for you
two." He got up from the chair and left the office.

Mouse said, "That mean you're back in the
game, Kat?"

The noise began to surge in my head again. I
gritted my teeth and fought it down. Gave Mouse a small smile.

"I'm back in the game," I lied.
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A ringing phone at 0800 hours is far too
early for me, especially when bedtime is at or around
zero-dark-hundred.

I answered.

Specs.

"Do you know what time it is?" I said, my
voice croaking.

"Early bird catches the worm."

"And people who wake me up before noon catch
a bullet."

"Who is it?" Mouse said from across the room,
her voice partially muffled by a pillow.

"Specs."

"Does he want to die early?"

"I heard that," said Specs.

"Good," I said. "Call back later."

"Scored a run for you."

"Call back later."

"It'll get Kincaid off your ass."

That caught my attention. "I'm
listening."

"Guy wants protection," said Specs.

"That's gonna get Kincaid off our ass?"

"He wants the best of the best."

"Still doesn't answer my question."

"He's willing to drop five hundred
grand."

I sat up in bed. "Say again?"

"Five hundred grand. Want me to draw
pictures, too?"

"When?"

"Meet's at 1100 hours. No Smith. You're
meeting the client directly. 'S what he wants. Name's Collins."

"Where?"

"Veronica's. At the Ascot Arms."

I winced and likely made a noise because
Specs said: "Yeah. That Ascot Arms."

Two weeks earlier, Mouse and I had a run-in
with some corp hitters that resulted in a corner penthouse and part
of the floor below going up in smoke.

"Try not to blow anything up this time,"
Specs said.

"You think that was intentional?" I said.

"No comment."

I hung up.

Mouse was sitting up in her bed. "What's the
run?"

I told her.

She made a face. "That's Uptown."

"That's Uptown."

"Fuck!"

 


 


Doc, our friendly neighborhood streetdoc, was
perched on a barstool, a barrel-chested fiftysomething black man
with curly white hair cropped close to his head, an old pair of
spectacles perched low on his wide nose, and a large paunch hanging
over his beltline that suggested too much good food. He looked up
from the chessboard on the bartop when I walked in from the back
hallway. "You, young lady," he said to me in his melodious,
rumbling basso voice,"are overdue for a maintenance check."

"Since when do you need glasses, old man?" I
said as I walked up to the bar. "Don't tell me those optics of
yours went to waste."

"They're top-line Nikon-Zeiss," he replied.
"Don't change the subject."

Revell stood up from behind the bar and wiped
his hands on the apron he was wearing. He inclined his head at me
then jerked a thumb at the back counter.

I saw the coffee maker, came around the
bar.

Then spotted the photo on the counter.

Murphy and Revell in camo fatigues, standing
in front of an Apache gunship. Revell, years younger but still
bear-like, holding an M4 assault rifle at port arms. Next to him
stood Murphy, square-jawed and sporting his ever-present smirk,
boonie hat at a rakish angle atop his head, twin pistols in
drop-leg holsters.

The surging noise hit me like a blast of
gale-force wind then vanished.

"That was in '12," said Revell.

I blinked and looked up at him. "What?"

He gestured to the photo. "Outside Bogota." A
grin creased his face. "Photojournalist from Boston took picture.
Can't remember her name."

"Changing the subject again," Doc said. "So
when are you and Mouse coming to the clinic?"

"As soon as we can," I said. I grabbed a mug
from the stack below the bar, poured coffee, and took a sip.

"Soon's too late," he said. "Come in today."
He turned back to the chessboard and moved a piece.

"Can't," I said. "Busy day."

"You keep putting this off and bad things
will happen."

"And you know that we can't afford the checks
right now."

Doc nodded. "I know. Revell mentioned
Kincaid."

I let out a long breath and drank more
coffee. "Yeah. Kincaid."

"You could work off the payment."

I threw him a small smile. "You willing to do
that for the other stuff we owe you?"

"Ah."

"Didn't think so."

Revell moved a piece. "Check."

Doc turned back to the board and frowned.
"Damn."

 


 


Bordered by Imperial Avenue to the west,
Archer Street to the east, Front Street to the north, and Midway
Avenue to the south, Uptown housed everything Bay City's glitterati
could ask for. This was a whole other world, one of gleaming towers
and golden people. It made even the nicer parts of the city look
like a shithole.

And the parts Mouse and I frequented?

Downright cesspools.

I stopped the black ChrysFord sedan at a
light. A loaner, courtesy of Specs.

Mouse let out a long hissing exhale in the
seat next to me.

"What?" I said.

"I look like an idiot in this getup."

I glanced over at her.

We were dressed in similar outfits: blouse,
blazer, and slacks. Black for me. Dark gray for her.

"It's what they wear," I said.

"Then they look like idiots."

"Gotta dress the part, Em."

"What's wrong with our gear?"

"We'll stand out. When we stand out, the cops
show up. And I don't feel like shooting it out with BC MaxTac
today."

Mouse leaned back in her seat and folded her
arms across her chest. "Fine. Have it your way."

The light changed. I put the car into gear
and drove on.

I said: "You're just pissed because you can't
wear your sheaths under that blazer."

"I'm not talking to you right now."

"I thought that's what the briefcase was for?
They fit in there, don't they?"

"This is me not talking to you, Miss Shoulder
Rig."

"You've got one, too."

"Yeah, for a pair of dinky six-inchers."

"What about your forearm sheaths? Six
throwers? You forget those?"

"Just keep driving."

I grinned. "I thought so."

 


 


As we continued north on Garner Street and
into Midtown, sunlight barely peeking through a gunmetal gray sky,
street conditions went from rundown and garbage-strewn to well-kept
and litter-free. By the time we crossed Midway Avenue, the whole
world had changed. The streets looked as if they were scrubbed down
and polished daily until they turned to chrome and sparkled. In the
space of two blocks, we passed a police cruiser and a pair of
roving sky-eyes.

The hairs on the back of my neck snapped to
attention.

"Kat..." Mouse began.

"I know," I said. "Here we go."

Welcome to Uptown.

 


 


Veronica's occupied the ground floor of the
Ascot Arms's west wing, near the main entrance, and boasted high
ceilings with ornate chandeliers and tall picture windows that
fronted 15th Street. Mellow piano music floated by. As the hostess
led us through the restaurant, Mouse nudged me and gestured toward
a nearby table.

"Last time I saw that much silverware was
when Caitlin went to a dinner party with Kara."

"Who's Kara?" I said.

"Angel City," said Mouse. "Ep seven. Season
two. When Kara gets into that car wreck."

"You watch too many vids."

Mouse shrugged. "Girl's gotta have a
hobby."

Joshua Collins, thirtyish, round and
ruddy-cheeked, sat at a table near the picture windows.

He looked up when we approached the
table.

"Are you—?" he began.

I nodded. "Mr. Collins, right?"

"Yes." He motioned for us to sit down.

I sat to Collins's right side, angling my
chair so I could see the rest of the restaurant. Mouse did the same
on his left side.

"You have a job for us?" I said.

A shadow fell across the table.

I started to rise, my hands going for the
Twins, when I noticed it was the waiter.

"Can I start you folks off with some drinks?"
he said.

"Give us a minute," said Collins.

The waiter nodded and left.

"The job," I said to Collins.

He folded his hands on the table. "A flight
leaves Bay City for Seattle Metro in two hours. I need to be on
that flight when it lands at Sea-Tac."

"What about—" Mouse began.

"You'll be a company team assigned to oversee
me," he went on. "Full clearance on...on equipment."

Mouse and I exchanged looks.

"Okay by me," I said.

Collins slid a creditchip across the
table.

"Here you go," he said. "Certified."

Mouse took the chip, pulled a 'reader from
inside her blazer, and slid it home. "Two hundred fifty," she said
looking up from the reader's display.



"Half now," said Collins. "Balance when I
reach Sea-Tac."

A shadow fell across the table.

Damn waiter—

Then the hairs on the back of my neck
bristled.

Collins said: "I said give us a minute—"

"Good morning, Mr. Collins."

Collins looked up and paled.

A bald man, thick and broad-chested in a dark
suit, stood in front of us. Just behind him and to either side
stood two more dark-suited men.

Muscleboys.

Damn.

I caught sight of Mouse's hands slipping
beneath the table.

"Excuse me," I said.

Bald Man swiveled his head at me, eyes
slitted. If it was meant to be an intimidating gesture, he
failed.

"This is a private conversation," I said.

"This matter doesn't concern you, ma'am."

I glanced at Collins.

He had stiffened in his seat. A light sheen
of sweat on his forehead.

Looked at Mouse.

She made a tiny motion with her head.

Bald Man turned back toward Collins. "You
have something that belongs to us. We'd like it back."

Collins shook his head, almost violently.

"Afraid I'll have to insist," said Bald
Man.

He started to reach into his coat.

A subvocalized command dropped the world into
slo-mo.

Bald Man's hand started to clear his jacket
lapel.

I kicked the table over, spilling flatware.
Drew the Twins. Bald Man stumbled back a step, confusion crossing
his face.

The Twins barked twice. Slugs punched into
Bald Man. He folded.

Swiveled to my right, saw the other muscle,
gun clearing his jacket. Stroked the triggers. The Twins barked
again. The mook crumpled into a nearby table.

I holstered Clyde, freeing my left hand,
grabbed Collins by the back of his collar, and surged to my feet,
pulling him with me.

Mouse had finished with the third muscle,
rising from the floor with a blood-drenched wakizashi in hand. I
nodded at her to follow.

Glass exploded behind me. Something slammed
into my upper back, shoved me to the floor. I half-turned, taking
the fall on my shoulder. Caught sight of Collins falling, too. He
landed next to me, wide-eyed. He pushed himself up, arms shaking,
then fell again and that's when I saw it.

Exit wound.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

An engine roared and tires squealed.

I sat up and Collins reached for me and
suddenly I was looking at Murphy's face.

I gasped.

Then blinked, and it was Collins again.

His groping hand latched onto my wrist and he
gurgled something.

"What?" I said.

Blood bubbled at the corners of his mouth.
"Don't let them..."

"Don't let who?"

"Them..." He licked his lips. "Don't let
them..."

His body spasmed. He let out a ragged
wheezing breath and his head settled onto the carpeted floor..

Then he was gone.

The sirens got closer.

Outside what was left of the huge picture
window, a sky-eye hovered over the middle of the street, its camera
lens panning across the scene.

A hand on my shoulder.

Mouse.

"Same way as last time?" she said

I nodded.

We bounced.
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And ran smack into trouble.

Not just ran into trouble.

Bowled him over.

Jake Steele said, "Problem?"

I stared down into a pair of ocean-blue eyes,
felt a well-muscled torso rippling beneath me, and fought back the
tingle coursing down through my belly.

"No trouble," I said. My voice croaked.

"Really?" he said.

I rolled off him and got to my feet.
"Really."

Jake rose with jungle cat grace. Tall,
topping me by at least ten centimeters. Dressed in jeans and a gray
t-shirt beneath a black leather blazer.

We were in a service corridor behind the
kitchens. Jake gestured back up the corridor. "Gunfire wasn't
you?"

"No."

"Liar."

"Can we go?" said Mouse. "Or did you forget
BC's finest?'

"I knew it," Jake said.

"Oh shut up," I said. "They could be after
you."

"We just got here," he said.

"We?"

Mouse grabbed my jacket sleeve. "You two can
make goo-goo eyes at each other later—"

"I was not—"

"—but we have to go. Now."

"Got a car out back," Jake said. "Loading
dock. Come on." He turned and strode away in the opposite
direction.

Mouse took off after him.

Damn know-it-all...

I sprinted after them.

"What the hell are you doing here?" I said to
Jake when I caught up and matched steps.

"We were—"

"Did Revell send you to tail us?"

"No, I—"

"And who the hell is 'we'—"

Jake skidded to a stop, whirled, slapped a
hand over my mouth, and shoved me against the corridor wall. Air
rushed from my lungs.

Bonnie flew into my hand and shoved her
muzzle against his forehead. Jake ignored the gun and his eyes bore
into my skull.

His hand smelled of soap and gun oil.

I fought down the shallow breath in my chest
and the frenzied butterflies in my gut.

"My Biz here is just that," he said. "My Biz.
Gunshots bring cops. We're in Uptown so they get here just a bit
quicker. If you want to argue with me, we can do that another time.
Right now, I'm offering professional courtesy and getting your
asses out of here. Now, you still want Bonnie"—he tapped the pistol
aimed at his head—"to blow my brains out? Or are you going to
accept my help?"

I mumbled something.

He took his hand off my mouth. "Say
again?'

"Lead the way."

The corners of his mouth twitched up. "That's
what I like to hear."

The butterflies in my gut went wild.

 


 


After circling Corporate Plaza to make sure
we weren't followed, Jake drove to the parking garage off Baker
Avenue where Mouse and I had parked Specs's loaner. He pulled to
the curb and idled the car.

Mouse and I got out.

"I owe you one," I said to him.

He crooked an eyebrow at me. "One? You owe me
more than that."

Heat flared in my belly. I swallowed. "See
you around."

"Better believe it." He winked, put the car
in gear, and pulled into traffic.

I watched as the car disappeared around the
next corner and realized I'd been holding my breath.

Mouse was saying something next to me.

I blinked and looked at her. "What?"

"Just tell him and get it over with."

"What are you talking about?"

"Don't bullshit me. You know you want to jump
his bones."

I felt my face redden. "Shut up." I turned
and started toward the parking structure's side entrance.

"You're blushing," said Mouse.

"Bite me."

 


 


On our way back to the Red Dog, I called
Specs but got his mailbox. I left a message: "Meet us at Red Dog.
Minor glitch." Then hung up.

"He's not gonna like that," Mouse said.

"Not my doing this time."

"Good point."

Ten minutes later, we pulled into the back of
the bar, went in through the back door, into the bar, and ran into
more trouble.

Kincaid reclined in a chair in the middle of
the room, legs stretched out in front of him, an eagle-headed cane
across his lap. Black. Mid-thirties. Close-cropped hair. Swimmer's
build. Dressed in a fitted, slate gray, double-breasted suit that
seemed to shimmer under the lights.

Four muscleboys stood by the bar's front
door, two on either side. In usual black suits.

Revell stood behind the bar, arms folded
across his barrel chest. He arched an eyebrow at me.

I blew out a long exhale.

"Ladies," Kincaid said with too broad a
smile, white teeth in sharp contrast to his dark skin. He held his
hands out in a gesture of friendship.

"Kincaid," I said.

He picked up his cane and pointed the tip at
us. "That's a new look for you."

"I know why you're here," I said.

"Good. I can forget the small talk." He set
the cane back on his lap. "My money."

"You'll get it."

"Now."

"Soon."

He tsk-tsked. "I don't think you heard me,"
he said.

The four muscle moved.

I held up both hands, palms out. "Wait."

Kincaid gestured.

The muscle stopped.

"Better be good, Kat," he said.

"We've got a run coming up," I said.

Next to me, Mouse made a small strangled
noise. I put a hand on her shoulder. "It's okay," I said to her.
"We can tell him."

She looked at me with narrowed eyes.

I returned the look, then turned back to
Kincaid.

"Good run coming," I said. "Nice take. You'll
get your money plus ten percent."

Another strangled noise from Mouse.

I squeezed her shoulder.

She went quiet.

Kincaid stroked his chin and nodded. "Five
hundred fifty thousand."

"And," I went on, "we can give you two
hundred fifty now. The rest when we finish our run."

"Good faith money?" He chuckled. "I like
that."

"Thought you might," I said. "All we need is
a little time to do the run and get you the rest. Say, twenty-four
hours."

Kincaid picked up his cane, sat up in the
chair, and tapped the cane tip on the floor. "Done."

"I'll just go get the money—"

Kincaid jabbed the cane at Mouse. "She can
get it." Then he leveled it at me. "You'll stay here."

I looked at Mouse. She nodded and went out
the back.

Kincaid sat back in the chair, cane on his
lap, and laced his fingers across his midsection.

A few minutes later, Mouse came back with a
creditchip and handed it to Kincaid.

Kincaid took the 'chip, pulled a reader from
inside his suit jacket, and slotted it. He studied the display.

"Two fifty?" I said.

"Two fifty."

He slipped both the 'chip and the reader back
inside his jacket and rose. "As we agreed," he said, "the remaining
three hundred thousand Credits due to me in eight hours."

"What!" said Mouse.

"I said twenty-four—" I began.

"Eight hours," said Kincaid.

One of his muscle opened the door and held it
for him.

Kincaid stopped in the doorway. "I recommend
not disappointing me, Ladies," he said. "Otherwise...let's just say
that paranoia can be very stressful."

The door closed behind him.

Damn.

"Son of a bitch!" said Mouse.

I yanked off my blazer and flung it atop a
nearby table.

Something went thunk.

Mouse and I looked at each other.

Then at my blazer.

"What the hell—?" said Mouse.

 


 


The datadisk sat on the middle of the
bartop.

I sat on a stool, elbows propped against the
bar, and stared at it.

Mouse paced the floor. "Question. Where'd it
come from?"

"Hell if I know," I said.

"It's your jacket."

"Wasn't there when I put it on this
morning."

A thought struck.

"Collins," I said.

Mouse stopped pacing. "What?"

I looked at the disk again. "Gotta be him," I
said and swiveled on the bar stool to face Mouse. "It came from
Collins. Think about it. Guy's leaving town. Hires a pair of
bodyguards—"

"Maybe he was expecting trouble in
Seattle."

"Trouble found him here."

Mouse's eyes lit up. "Those mooks at the
restaurant. They said Collins had something that belonged to
them."

I picked up the disk. "This."

"When'd he pass it to you?" said Mouse.

I thought a moment. "Must've been in the
middle of the fight. When I grabbed him."

"Before you got shot."

I nodded.

Mouse's shoulders sagged. "Aw, fuck."

"What?"

"Guess who they'll be coming after."

I frowned. Point.

"Let's just find out who those guys were,"
said Mouse. "We'll give it back. Forget the whole thing.
Right?"

Revell came out of the back carrying latex
gloves and a medtech kit. He set them on the bartop next to me,
opened the kit, and pulled the gloves on. "Take off blouse," he
said to me.

I peeled off my shoulder rig and my
blouse.

Revell examined my upper back.

"Slight penetration," he said. "Dermal sheath
held. I will remove bullet."

I nodded and leaned forward on the
bartop.

He gave me a local and went to work removing
the slug, then closed up the incision with a dermal stapler.

"Is done," Revell said.

I realized I'd been holding my breath. I let
it out.

Revell came around to my right and showed me
the spent bullet. "Looks like 5.56mm. Lucky for you it was not AP
round."

"That would've hurt," said Mouse.

"I don't think they were expecting our type
to be there," I said, pulling my blouse back on.

"Probably not," said Revell. "Let me know if
you need anything." He put the medtech gear back in the case and
disappeared into the back.

I turned back to the disk.

Murphy's words echoed in my head.

Find a way, or make one.

"Kat?" said Mouse.

"Aren't you even curious why these guys want
it?" I said.

"You know what they say about you and
curiosity," said Mouse. She snapped her fingers. "I know. Forget
finding people and giving it back. Let's get rid of it."

"What?"

"Yeah. We get rid of it. Toss it in the Bay.
Or flush it down the toilet. Case closed. Next job."

"We're still a business, Mouse," I said. "And
Collins is still our client."

"Our dead client."

I held up the disk. "He's a client who owes
us the balance of our fee. It's our duty to collect."

"Hello? Earth to Kat? The man is dead. How
the hell are we supposed to collect?"

A thought struck. I grinned at Mouse.

"Ah, shit," she said. "I know those grins.
Things happen when you have those grins. Bad things."

"Relax," I said. "I know exactly what we're
doing."

"Famous last words."
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Fast Eddie—datarat and console jockey
extraordinaire—worked in an abandoned auto-body shop off Edge Road,
near the southeastern tip of the Southside District. A barbed-wire
topped cyclone fence surrounded the property.

We were back in our working clothes: dark
t-shirt, black BDU trousers, and knee-high lace-up motorcycle
boots. Mouse sported her black leather trenchcoat with stabby
goodness hidden underneath. I had the Twins in my shoulder rig
under my black leather biker jacket and four double-magazine
pouches on my belt.

I shot the padlock off the gate, undid the
chain that kept it in place, and pulled the gate open.

"Eddie!" I called out.

"I don't see why we had to come here," Mouse
said as we crunched across gravel and dirt toward the shop. "What
about Kid Tachyon? He's just as good as Eddie."

"He's on Biz right now," I said. "I checked
with Specs. Same with Valkyrie. Which leaves Eddie."

"Couldn't Specs come up with another console
jock?"

"I don't know why he'd name another." I
stifled a grin. "Besides, I think Eddie likes you."

"Oh, shut up."

We got to the shop door, one of the roll-up
kind. I banged on it. "Eddie! We need to talk!"

A tinny, Cockney-laced voice answered from a
speaker set at the edge of the door: "I'm not here. Sod off."

"See?" said Mouse. "Not here. Let's
bounce."

I spotted the camera under the eaves and
waved. "Eddie, get your ass up and open the door."

"What part of 'go away' don't you
understand?" said the tinny voice. "I'm not here. Sod the fuck
off."

I drew Bonnie and put four holes in the
door.

Mouse threw up her hands.

I holstered Bonnie and banged on the door
again.

A moment later, it rattled open.

We went in.

Inside the converted repair bay, past a
worktable at the center piled high with parts, coiled cables, and
tools, a high-back leather chair sat in front of three tables
connected in a U-shape set up against the far wall opposite the
roll-up door. Empty soda cans and assorted electronic equipment
trailing wires and cables occupied the two side tables. Three
flat-screens, two keyboards, and a cyberdeck dominated the middle
table.

Eddie swiveled the chair around to us and
regarded me with slitted eyes. He had a few days growth of facial
hair and his clothes were wrinkled—including the once-white, now
well-worn and frayed-around-the-edges lab coat that always draped
his bony frame. He pulled a cable jack from behind his right ear.
"What's the idea shooting holes in my shop?"

"Morning to you, too, Eddie," I said.

He shook his head. "That little stunt with
the door nearly got my arse flatlined," he said. He rolled his
chair toward a small refrigerator to the left of his workstation
and yanked the door open.

"Flatlined?" I said. "What, a console stud
like you?"

He looked up from behind the refrigerator
door and seemed to see Mouse for the first time. His expression
softened. "Hello, Mouse."

"Eddie," Mouse said.

"Drink?" he said and held up two cans of
Tsunami Cola.

"No thanks," I said.

"Mouse?"

She shook her head.

Eddie shrugged, closed the referigerator
door, and rolled back to the workstation with both soda cans. He
popped the top on the sodas and set them on the table. "And how'd
you get in, anyway? I thought I'd locked the gate—"

I tossed the padlock at his feet.

He swiveled the chair, looked at it, and
groaned. "Bloody hell, Kat." He picked it up and held it out to me.
The rounds had snapped the top half of the shackle leaving the rest
of it still in the lock body.

"My lockpicking's a little rusty these days,"
I said. I reached into my jacket and pulled out a small black
hardcase and lobbed that to Eddie.

He caught the case and opened it. "This is a
disk, Kat. You come all this way to find that out?"

"Ha ha," I said. "I want you to tell us
what's on it."

"Don't you have a terminal at the Red
Dog?"

"Yeah, but—"

"Then you don't need me."

"It's probably encrypted."

His eyebrows shot up. "Encrypted? What're you
doing with..." He made a dismissive wave with his hands. "Forget
it. The less I know and all."

He swivled toward his consoles, slipped the
disk into a reader, and started to type.

"I'm surprised you didn't go to Kid or Val
for this."

Mouse gave me a look that said: See? What'd I
tell you?

"It was Mouse's idea to come here," I
said.

She punched me in the shoulder.

"Good idea," said Eddie and I noticed him sit
up straighter in his chair.

I came around to his side and watched him
work. His fingers flew across the keyboard and the screen in front
of him filled with scrolling alphanumerics.

"Don't you have to plug in for that?" I
said.

He shook his head. "Console work." He stopped
typing, studied the screen, typed briefly, then frowned.

"Bugger. That should've done it." He resumed
typing. "Let's try this."

 


 


Ten minutes later, Eddie said: "Work, you
bloody fuckin' bastard."

I'd been perched on a stool next to him. I
straightened. "Eddie?"

He continued typing but sweat beaded his
forehead.

"Where'd you say you got this again?" he
said.

"A client," I said.

"Who?"

"A suit."

"A suit," said Eddie

"Yeah."

"Sure about that?"

"Why?" said Mouse.

He stopped typing, studied the monitor again,
then nodded. "Thought as much." He swiveled the chair to face us.
"The disk is encrypted. I reckoned something pretty basic. CBC,
LRW, maybe XTS. But no. The usual wasn't working. I tried a few
more I picked up from Val and Kid. Nil. So I had a look at the
encryption itself."

"And?" I said.

"You're sure your client was a suit."

"He looked like a suit," I said, suddenly
unsure. "You think he wasn't?"

"This disk is locked with a form of ESSIV
encryption. High grade stuff. Four different encryption algorithms,
possibly cascading. Plus five types of hash algorithms. And all of
it variable. Which means the user who locked this chose the
encryption."

"No idea what all that means," I said, "but
my guess would be it's non-standard?"

"Bang on," Eddie said. "The only places I've
seen something even remotely similar to this are on some military
R&D networks."

"Aw, shit," said Mouse.

Then something crashed through the skylight,
bounced once, and rolled to a stop a few meters from us.

I saw it.

"Flash bang!" I said and hit the floor.

And the world exploded in thunder and a flash
of white.

When my vision cleared, I heard fabric
rustling. I rolled onto my back, saw two figures rappel down from
the skylight. Black fatigues and loaded tac-vests, submachine guns
slung over their shoulders.

Then an explosion blew in part of the roll-up
door, raining bits of corrugated metal into the shop. A pair of
shapes strode through the billowing smoke.

I said to Mouse: "Do it."

Then sub-vocal and the world went to
slo-mo.

The two skylight shooters were three meters
above us when I drew the Twins and opened fire. The slugs caught
them high in the torsos. One of them lost their grip on the rope
and fell to the shop floor. The other shooter slid the rest of the
way down the rope and crumpled when he hit the floor.

Bullets gouged the floor near me sending bits
of concrete flying by my feet. I sprinted toward the worktable in
the center of the shop and knocked it over, spilling parts and
tools, jammed the Twins over the table lip, and let off several
rounds.

Mouse shoved Eddie toward the table and the
two of them slid to a stop next to me just as gunfire rattled on
the other side. A line of blisters exploded near my head.

I reloaded the Twins, nodded to Mouse, and
popped up from behind the table.

Door Shooter Number Two spun toward me, his
submachine gun drawing a bead.

Moving at my speed.

Bastard was wired, too.

Shit.

The Twins barked first.

Number Two staggered back.

Then returned fire.

I dropped back behind the worktable and it
blistered again.

"Dermal," Mouse said.

"And wired," I said.

Mouse swore.

Then the first two shooters got up.

"Bloody fuck!" said Eddie.

Dammit.

They started to level their guns at us.

Way ahead.

I popped them both in the head. They fell
back, twitched once, and lay still.

Reload.

Mouse fast-crawled toward the nearest shooter
and yanked something off his tac vest. She held it up to me.

Flashbang.

I nodded.

She pulled the pin, lobbed it over the
worktable. I shut my eyes and plugged my ears.

The grenade went off.

I put my face next to Eddie's. "We need
out."

He pointed toward the far corner of the shop.
"Back door."

"I'll cover," I said to Mouse.

Mouse nodded, then grabbed the dead shooter's
submachine gun and slid it across the floor to me, then went to the
other shooter and grabbed his sub-gun. "Spray 'em," she said.

I nodded, holstered the Twins, checked ammo
on the sub-gun. "On three."

Mouse said, "One. Two."

"Three," I said.

Mouse and Eddie bolted for the back door.

I popped back up from behind the table and
sprayed rounds toward the Door Shooters. They dove for cover behind
a stack of crates.

When I emptied the magazine, I pivoted, and
started after Mouse and Eddie.

And Eddie stopped at the back door, spun
around, and ran back toward his workstation.

"Eddie!" Mouse cried.

Dead run at Eddie, gunfire exploding around
me. Slid the last few meters and took out Eddie's feet, and caught
him as he hit the floor.

Bullets punched through the three screens on
his workstation, throwing sparks and flames.

Eddie rolled off me, still keeping low, and
reached up onto the workstation.

"Eddie, what the hell—!"

"Disk!" he said. He kept groping, trying to
keep his head from getting blown off.

I rolled to a crouch, drew the Twins, then
rose up and returned fire in a thundering staccato.

Nailed one of the Door Shooters in the
shoulder, knocking him back.

Plugged the other in the head.

"Got it!" Eddie said.

"Go!" I said and heard him sprint toward the
back door.

I followed, side-stepping, the Twins still
raised and at the ready, an eye on the last Shooter.

Saw him pull something from his tac vest.

Grenade.

Shit.

I turned and bolted for the back door.

A moment later, the world vanished in a
defeaning roar. The concussion threw me through the opening and the
heat wave licked at my boots.

I landed in a heap, my head spinning.

Then hands yanked me to my feet.

I opened my eyes.

Mouse and Eddie.

"You okay, partner?" said Mouse.

I nodded, my head still ringing from the
explosion.

"Good," Mouse said. "Let's bounce."
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With a roar of the Shelby's big block and a
squeal of tires, we peeled out from Eddie's shop, slid around the
corner of King Street, and rocketed up Edge Avenue.

Edge Avenue ran the entire length of Bay City
and marked its eastern border. To the east, the roads snaked
through the northeast stretch of the San Marino Hills, eventually
leading to Newcastle and Essex.

The glitterati who didn't already make their
home in Uptown's condos and penthouses had their palatial estates
in the hills, protected from the masses by walls, gates, and
private muscle.

West of us lay the Southside District, also
known as the "Combat Zone."

The opposite of the glitterati.

We flew along Edge Avenue passing semis,
delivery vans, and utility trucks. Good thing it was the weekend.
Otherwise, traffic on Edge Avenue would've been at a slow
crawl.

Eddie stuck his head between the front seats.
"Those were corp shooters," he said.

"How could you tell?" said Mouse.

"Who else would come in fully loaded?"

"MaxTac," said Mouse.

"MaxTac would have patches," he said.

"Point," I said. "So who?"

"You ladies piss off a megacorp recently?"
Eddie said.

"Not that I know of..." Then a thought. I
swore.

"What?" said Mouse.

"The disk," I said. "It's gotta be the
disk."

"Who the hell was your client?" said
Eddie.

"You know we don't ask," I said. "Need to
know only."

"Plus," said Mouse, "he's kind of dead
now."

"Bloody hell," said Eddie.

A high-pitched whine caught my ears and I
glimpsed a blood-red crotch rocket speed up behind the Shelby then
cut over to our left and begin to pace us.

"Kat..." Mouse began.

"I see him," I said.

"Fuck," said Eddie.

Red biker leathers.

Scarlet Razor.

Could be bad.

Scarlet Razors were joyboys. Biker gangs. One
of five who called Bay City 'home'. They usually travelled in packs
so a lone joyboy was a rare sight.

Last time we ran into the Razors, Mouse and I
had greased six of them.

Could be bad.

The Razor turned a helmeted head to look at
me—

No.

To stare at me.

I flicked glances at him, still trying to
keep one eye on the road ahead.

He kept up the stare for at least ten
seconds.

His mirrored visor threw back my
reflection.

He glanced at the road ahead, turned back to
me, and touched a gloved hand to the side of his helmet. The visor
popped up and a pair of slitted dark eyes stared at me.

I caught the quick glimpse of face tattoos
before he lowered the visor.

Then he looked over his shoulder, turned back
to the road, and sped past us.

"The hell—?" I began.

And the delivery van in front of us did a
small hop and exploded.

Inside the fireball, I saw Murphy.

My throat tightened. Couldn't breathe.

Then the image of Murphy vanished, replaced
by a burning wreck two meters in front of the Shelby.

I gasped. Sucked in air. Cut left on
squealing tires, missing the van by centimeters.

"Incoming!" said Mouse.

"Bloody fuck-all!" Eddie said.

Glanced at the rearview.

Saw it.

The aerodyne. Three meters long. A gray,
metal brick suspended by four ducted vectorthrust engine pods.
Chin-mounted 30mm chaingun. Side-mounted pepperbox rocket
launchers.

Bad. Very bad.

Concrete geysered behind us.

The chain-gun.

"Jesus Christ!" Eddie said.

"Hang on!" I said, floored the accelerator,
and slalomed through traffic.

As we slipped past a fuel tanker, its trailer
burst into flames. It jacknifed and blew apart, sending a roiling
fireball into the sky.

The concussion shook the Shelby.

In the rearview, I saw the aerodyne rocket
through the rising flames and speed toward us.

Dammit. Had to lose them.

Then I saw it.

The towers of Winn Town, rising up from the
middle of Southside, to the west. Two hundred-plus high-rises
spread across a nine-block by four-block area, packed with some
ninety-thousand souls behind multi-bolted doors, hiding from the
predators that roamed the Zone.

Bingo.

We hit Campbell Avenue and I yanked the wheel
left. We fishtailed across the intersection amid a yowl of
protesting horns and screeching brakes.

"What the hell—!" Mouse said.

"We can lose them in Winn Town," I said,
racing the Shelby through the streets of Southside.

"We'd better," she said. "They're
gaining."

"I know," I said. Most of the buildings in
Southside rarely topped five stories. An aerodyne typically had a
ceiling of 20 meters. Cake around here.

Not among Winn Town's 20-story towers.

"Almost there," I said as we turned right on
Winchester.

Three blocks away, Winn Town loomed.

I sped up.

"Do you see it?" I said.

"No—," Mouse began.

And the aerodyne dropped in front of us.

I yanked the wheel, threw the car into a
bootlegger reverse.

The ground exploded around the Shelby.

I stomped the gas.

Tires squealed and we lurched forward.

I cut through a nearby alley.

"Sonofabitch!" said Mouse.

"Had the same idea, didn't they," said
Eddie.

"We gotta lose that bird," I said.

"How?" said Mouse. "Seems to know exactly
what we're going to do next."

We came out of the alley and the corner of
the building next to us exploded in a shower of dust and
concrete.

"Shit!" said Mouse.

"Damn rocket pods," I said and swung the
Shelby down the next street.

Another rocket screamed past and plowed into
a nearby storefront.

Glass and debris showered the car as we sped
past.

"Fucking hell!" said Eddie.

Around the next corner and up the street,
missing another rocket that slammed into the ground just behind
us.

"Rocket launcher," I said to Mouse as I
fishtailed the Shelby around another corner.

"What?"

"Trunk."

"You keep a rocket launcher in your trunk?"
Eddie said.

"New toy."

Mouse scrambled into the back seat and
squeezed next to Eddie.

Heard the click of the latch near the top of
the backrest.

"Now I've seen fuck-all," said Eddie.

I grinned.

One of Murphy's ideas had been to replace
part of the rear seat with a folding backrest that provided access
into the trunk.

Times like these when such ideas came in
handy.

"Not there," said Mouse.

"You sure?" I said.

Mouse leaned forward. "Everything but."

"Shit. I swore I put it there the other
day."

The intersection in front of us erupted in a
geyser of fire and concrete. I yanked the wheel and we rounded the
corner, nearly on two wheels.

Fuck this.

I sped to the end of the block, pulled
another bootlegger reverse, and stomped on the brakes.

The Shelby shook to a stop.

At the other end of the street, the aerodyne
banked around the corner and hovered above the burning
intersection.

"What's in the trunk?" I said to Mouse.

I heard her rooting through the contents.
"Gear bags, toolbox, ammo cans, an FN, and a pump-action."

"Cans for the FN?"

"Yep."

"Bring 'em out. Rifle and ammo. Then get
behind the wheel."

"Ah, shit," said Mouse.

I put the car in "Park" then climbed into the
passenger seat.

Mouse pulled out the FN-FAL battle rifle and
an ammo can and handed them to me. I set the rifle butt-first on
the floor of the footwell, popped the can, and fished out a
magazine.

Full load.

And with AP—armor piercing—rounds.

"Wiz," I said and slapped the magazine into
place.

"What're you doing?" Eddie said.

"You don't want to know," Mouse said. The
latch on the backrest clicked shut and she clambered into the
driver's seat.

"Oh, bollocks!" said Eddie. "I don't do this!
I'm supposed to be behind the fucking scenes!"

"Duck," I said, rolling down the passenger
side window. I racked the charging handle, brought the rifle to my
shoulder, and leaned out the window. Steadied the barrel on the
side mirror.

"Kat?" said Mouse.

Along the sights. Aerodyne. Front
windshield.

"Go," I said.

The Shelby lurched forward. Wind whipped at
my face.

The aerodyne opened up with its chain-gun,
rounds stitching along the street toward us.

Mouse swerved right, let the shots pass us,
then cut back to the middle of the street.

I stroked the trigger.

A three-round burst struck the aerodyne's
windshield.

The craft wobbled in midair.

Another burst. Same spot.

Then another.

And another.

The windshield shattered and the aerodyne
lurched. Sparks flew inside the pilot's cabin.

It shuddered. Then plunged earthward and
slammed into the street, blowing apart like rupturing fruit.

Mouse stomped on the brakes and we slid to a
screeching stop.

Twenty meters in front of us sat a burning
hulk of twisted metal.

Eddie gave a low whistle.

I eased back inside the car and turned to
Mouse. "Nice driving."

"Nice shooting," she said.

My phone chirped. I pulled it out.

Specs.

"Where the fuck are you?" he said. "I got
your message and I've been tryin' to call for the last half
hour."

"We're in Southside," I said.

"The hell you doing in Southside?" said
Specs. "I thought your meet was in Uptown?"

"It was."

"What happened?"

"Later. Right now we need to go someplace
quiet."

"Where are you in Southside?"

I told him.

"I know a place," he said and gave me an
address.

I recognized it.

"We'll call from there," I said and hung
up.

 


 


If there was ever a shithole of shitholes,
the Raffles Motel in Southside would be it. It was worse than I
remembered it—and that was just six months ago.

I finished setting up the motion detectors on
the stairwell one flight down, the stairwell doors, and the middle
of the hallway, made sure they were working, then walked back to
our room.

We were holed up on the the fourth floor,
furthest room back, near the stairwell.

Mouse was unloading the two gear bags. Eddie
paced the room.

"Know where I should be right now?" said
Eddie.

"Where's that?" I said.

"Jacked into a console and stealing data like
taking a lolly from a baby," Eddie said. "But no. My shop gets
blown all to fuck by a bunch of corp shooters, thank you very
fucking much."

"Want some cheese with that whine?" said
Mouse.

Eddie made a strangled noise and continued to
pace.

I pulled out my cellphone. "Relax. Specs can
get new gear to us in about an hour. Maybe less. And he can get us
more AP rounds. In case those mooks come back."

"I've got specialty pieces," said Eddie. "He
might have trouble. I'll call Kid. He should be free now."

Eddie stopped pacing, sat on the bed, pulled
out his phone and made the call.

I called Specs and told him what I
needed.

"Gimme half an hour," he said.

"Something else," I said.

"Yeah?"

"Can you ask around, see if anybody's missing
anything they desperately want back?"

"Can you vague that up a little more? You're
talking about Biz here. That pretty much covers everybody who might
hire you."

"No details. At least not yet."

"You ain't givin' me much to work with,
Kat."

"Just ask around."

"I'll see what I can do. Can't promise you
anything."

When I got off the phone, Mouse had both
hands on her hips and was looking at me with slitted eyes.

"What?" I said.

"An SMG?" she said.

"Yeah. So? FN's too big for hallways," I
said.

"Screw that."

"You'd have to go hand-to-hand to use your
blades. They'd cut you down before you even got close."

"I've still got my throwers," Mouse said.

"And you're gonna use those behind cover? Get
real."

"I can handle myself—"

"Just do it."

"Kat—"

"Please."

Mouse let out a loud exhale. "Fine."

"Thank you," I said and turned to Eddie. "Got
Kid?"

He nodded. "Be here in twenty."

"Good. How long will it take you to crack
that disk?"

"Kid's letting me borrow some of his toys,"
said Eddie. "Reckon half an hour once I get going. Three-quarters
of an hour at the most."

"Any chance you can do double-duty?"

"As in?"

"Infodump on our client."

His brow furrowed. "If Kid brings an extra
portable, I should be able to." He pulled out his phone. "I'll
check."

"Tell him I'll be forever grateful."

"How much is that in Credits?"

"Call."

Eddie grinned and dialed.

Mouse said, "What about Kincaid?"

"Hold on, Kid," Eddie said and looked at us.
"What about Kincaid?"

"We kinda owe him money," said Mouse. "A lot
of it."

"Bloody hell," said Eddie. "You tell him I'm
an innocent third party. I'm not looking to get dead." He went back
to his phone call.

"We'll deal with Kincaid later," I said.

"We don't have much time."

I check my optic clock. 14:58:35.

"We've got a little under five and a half
hours."

"Not much time."

"It's enough to do what we need to do."

"You heard what he said. Paranoia."

"I know. Just trust me. We'll handle it."

"Fine. Whatever."

"Fine," I said and grabbed my jacket from the
back of the chair. "Gonna walk perimeter."

I left the room.

 


 


The feeling hit me again when I got to the
bottom on the stairwell. A wave of fatigue. Then the roaring in my
head, a million screaming voices. Tight chest. Throat closing
up.

A bright white flash.

And Murphy shatters into a million
pieces—

I shoved the door open and staggered into the
parking lot at the side of the hotel. Leaned against the outside
wall and sucked in deep breaths, ignoring the metallic taste of the
city. A strangled cry fought its way out of my mouth and my vision
went fuzzy. Like looking through a rain-drenched window.

Then one long, shuddering breath.

And it stopped.

Gone.

I blinked, wiped my eyes on my jacket
sleeve.

The hum of the city in my ears.

Then glass clattered nearby followed by a
clang of metal.

I spun. The Twins leaped to my hands,
tracking.

Three meters to my left, four bedraggled
kittens clustered around the foot of a rust-covered dumpster. A
moment later, a sleek black cat emerged from the dumpster lip and
jumped down among the quartet.

Mama Cat.

The kittens started to mewl. Mama Cat nosed
them forward. They turned and scampered across the lot.

Mama Cat started after them, then stopped and
turned to me, green eyes shining.

I lowered the Twins.

She meowed at me.

Then padded off after the kittens.

I holstered the Twins and turned toward the
driveway that led into the lot.

Specs would be here soon and—

On the sidewalk across the street, a figure
sporting red biker leathers sat astride a crotch rocket. The figure
turned a helmeted head toward me.

Then a truck rumbled by.

When it passed, the figure was gone.

What the hell—?

Get a grip, Kat. You're losing it.

"Tell me something I don't know," I said out
loud.
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Specs showed up on time, easing a beat-up
ToyoHonda sedan into an empty parking slot at the side of the
hotel.

"Ran into Kid Tachyon on the way here," he
said. "Said he had some gear for Eddie." He popped the trunk,
reached in, and pulled out a pair of hardcases. Then he pulled out
a large duffel bag. "And these are for you two."

We carried the cases and bags back to the
room.

Eddie put the cases on the dresser and popped
the lids. "Kid comes through again." He started unloading
electronic equipment and setting them up on the room's only
table.

I put the duffle bag on the bed and opened
it. Inside were two Heckler and Koch MP5 submachine guns, two dozen
empty 30-round magazines, and three ammo cans of 9mm rounds. There
were also a dozen flash-bang grenades.

"Am I good or am I good?" said Specs.

"You're good," I said.

"Customer satisfaction. That's what I like to
hear. You'll notice I threw in some goodies I had lying
around."

I held up a flash-bang grenade. "I
noticed."

"Rush job's gonna cost you extra though."

"Put it on my tab," I said.

"Tab's getting pretty big."

"You know we're good for it."

"Yeah, I know. I'm such a fuckin'
softie."

"How's the asking?"

"Still asking. Nothing that sounds desperate.
Couple calls for extractions. Some retrievals. Protection—"

"What retrievals?"

"Got five in the hopper."

"That doesn't help."

"You know how it works, Kat. All Smiths. No
details 'til you sign on."

"I know," I said. "Was worth a shot."

"This got anything to do with that glitch
this afternoon?" Specs said.

"Yeah."

"Now that was just shitty luck."

"You're telling me," I said.

"I'll keep nosin' around," Specs said. "If I
get anything more on those retrievals, I'll call."

"Thanks."

He started toward the door, then stopped and
turned back to us. "One more thing—I picked up some chatter earlier
about you two."

"What chatter?" said Mouse.

"Says you two should watch your back," said
Specs.

"Fucking hell," Eddie said.

I felt my neck hairs stand at attention.

"Kincaid?" said Mouse.

"He's more direct than that," I said.

"Wasn't Kincaid," said Specs. "Came from one
of my ears. But they can't place who."

I swallowed, felt my heart hammering in my
chest.

That biker—

No. Had to focus. One thing at a time.

"Bloody magnets for trouble," said Eddie and
he chuckled. "Hanging with you two's never boring. I'll give you
that much."

"Thanks for the tip, Specs," I said.

"No problemo. I'll be in touch." He turned
and left the room.

Eddie said, "Right. You wanted an
infodump?"

"Yeah," I said.

"Who's the mark?"

"Joshua Collins."

 


 


While Eddie worked, Mouse and I loaded the
SMG magazines. Every few minutes, muffled gunfire crackled in the
distance and I looked toward the dirt-smeared window only to find a
gunmetal-gray sky staring back at me.

My stomach felt tight. The hairs on my arms
prickled.

Mouse gave me a questioning look. I shook my
head and went back to loading.

After finishing a dozen mags for the SMGs and
putting them back in the duffel, I let out a long exhale, leaned
back against the foot of the bed, and checked my optic clock.

16:17:22.

Little over four hours left.

Mouse must've seen the expression on my face.
"Time?"

I told her.

She winced.

"We'll negotiate for more time," I said.

"Think he'll listen?"

"He'd better."

"Dunno if he works like that."

"He knows we're good for it."

"I doubt he plays favorites."

"Come on, Mouse. The Biz is all about
favorites."

Mouse shrugged and went back to loading. "I
hope you're right."

"How many you got left?"

She held up three empty SMG magazines.

I dug back into the duffel bag for the next
ammo can, popped the lid, and gasped.

"What?" said Mouse.

I pulled out the contents of the can: four
blocks of C4, detonators, and a remote control relay switch.

"Hot damn," she said. "He wasn't kidding
about the goodies."

I grinned. "He comes through again."

Eddie's chair creaked.

I looked up, saw Eddie straighten.
"News?"

He blinked then grinned. "Collins," he
said.

Mouse and I got up and went to him.

"Go," I said.

He tapped the keyboard on the portable and an
image of Collins appeared onscreen. "Him?"

"Him," I said.

Eddie read from the display. "Collins. Joshua
Elliot. Born 10 March '04. Thirty-eight. Not married.
Lives—lived—in Oakwood. Bit heavy. Watches adult movies—"

"Eddie."

"Right."

"Thank you."

"Studied engineering at university. Dropped
out to work for RGS Tech in '23. Network Systems Admin. More
systems work at two other small companies. Tech guy."

He typed for a moment then studied the
results on the screen. "Now here's the bit you won't like." He
looked at me. "Collins worked for Lazlar Industries."

"Shit," said Mouse.

I frowned.

Lazlar Industries, along with Western
Microsystems and AstraNova, made up the Big Three in the
electronics world of the megacorporations. That meant global
influence, nearly unlimited resources, and power.

And that meant trouble.

Really big trouble.

Dammit.

Eddie leaned back in his chair. "Stirred up a
bloody hornet's nest."

"Didn't stir up anything," I said. "More like
walked into one." A thought. "What did Collins do at Lazlar?"

Eddie scanned the screen. "Listed as Director
of Special Projects."

"Which means?"

"Anything. R&D. Software or hardware
development. That sort of thing."

"Okay. He told us he was headed for Sea-Tac.
One way trip, from the sound of it. Wanted us as bodyguards."

Eddie frowned. "Seattle."

"Yeah. Then some mooks showed up, wanted
something back from him."

"That's when the shit hit the fan," said
Mouse. She mimed a gun with her thumb and forefinger and held it to
her temple. "Blammo."

"You know the rest," I said.

Eddie inclined his head at the other
portable. "The disk."

I nodded. "So the question: What would a tech
guy like Collins be doing on a one-way to Seattle? I'm guessing
it's not a company-sponsored seminar."

"Corporate espionage stuff?" said Mouse.
"Selling company secrets and all that."

"But the other two competitors are here," I
said. "Doesn't make sense for him to go all the way to
Seattle."

"Self-extraction then," Mouse said. "He's
jumping ship..." She frowned. "But again—why Seattle?"

"Any electronics in Seattle?" I said to
Eddie.

"Been thinking that," he said. "Just a
handful. Nothing like the big boys."

"Small scale," I said.

He nodded.

"Who?"

"Five in the area. Softworks, Digital
Solutions, Emerald City Industries, VRI, and Northwest Tech."

"Think Collins was scaling back?" said Mouse.
"Getting tired of the grind?"

"Maybe," I said. "But there's the disk. If
Collins was stealing corporate secrets, would they be of use to any
of those five companies?"

"Only two," said Eddie. "Softworks and
Digital Solutions. They deal with network system applications.
Right up Collins's alley. The other three are consumer-based."

"Mouse could be on to something," I said.

"Damn right," said Mouse.

"What if Collins was scaling back? Maybe ran
into problems at Lazlar as Projects Director. Decided to go
somewhere else. Take some company goodies with him as revenge."

"So which one?" said Mouse. "Softworks or
Digital?"

Eddie keyed commands into the portable. After
a moment he said: "Softworks."

"Why Softworks?"

"Digital Solutions is a subsidiary of
Lazlar," he said.

"Softworks would be Digital's direct
competitor, right?"

"Yeah."

"That's it then," I said. "Collins was
jumping ship to Softworks. Now—what's so special about the disk?
What would make Lazlar send secmen after him?"

"Blackmail," said Mouse. "He got goods on
someone high up at Lazlar."

"Maybe." I looked at Eddie. "Disk?"

Eddie leaned toward the other portable.
"Almost there."

"How much longer?"

"Give me another ten minutes."

"It's been almost forty," I said.

"Doing what I can," Eddie said.

"Can you do it faster?" said Mouse.

Eddie shot her a look. "You want to take over
this?"

"No."

"Then let me work."

"Fine."

I looked at Mouse. "I need you to chill
it."

She held up her hands, palms out.

The other portable made a series of
electronic noises.

Eddie's face lit up. "Got it." He pulled the
portable toward him, typed some commands, and studied the stream of
alphanumerics on the screen.

"Bloody hell," he said.

I inclined my head at the screen. "What is
all that?"

"Collins has—had an icebreaker," Eddie said.
"And not just any icebreaker."

"Translation?"

"Ice. I-C-E. Stands for Intrusion
Countermeasures Electronics. Systems use it to protect against
illegal entry."

"From your type," I said.

Eddie nodded. "Right. When one of my type
gets hit by ice, one of three things can happen. The simplest is,
your avatar—your visible representation on the 'Net—is kicked off.
Worse, the ice fries your console. Worse than that—"

"There's worse that frying your console?"
Mouse said.

"Yeah. It fries you."

"That's unhealthy," I said. "So what's this
icebreaker?"

"Icebreakers are programs that bypass or
defeat ice," he said. "But this doesn't just bypass or defeat. It
turns you completely invisible. Nothing in the system sees you.
Nothing touches you. The best bit? You don't leave a trace. A real
ghost in the fucking machine. No wonder those wankers want this
back. It's worth fucking millions."

"Yes it is," I said.

Mouse gave a whoop. "Easy fucking money!"

She and I traded high-fives.

"Okay," I said. "Here's what we're gonna
do—"

And the motion detectors went off.
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I grabbed the receiver clipped to my
belt.

"Where?" said Mouse.

"Hallway," I said.

Eddie popped the disk from the portable,
slipped it back in the small hardcase, and tucked it into an inside
pocket.

Mouse leaped toward the foot of the bed,
scooped up the SMGs, and tossed one to Eddie. Then she slung the
duffle with the plastic explosives, detonators, and magazines over
her shoulder.

I drew the Twins, double-checked their
magazines, then took up a spot to the inside left of the door.

Mouse and Eddie racked the charging handles
of the SMGs and took up a staggered position on the other side of
the door.

We watched and waited.

Several seconds later, the motion sensor on
the door buzzed and the indicator light went red.

"I know you're in there," said a voice on the
other side of the door.

Mouse and I exchanged looks.

"Jade?" I called out. "What are you doing
here?"

"Guess the rumor's true," Jade said. "You two
aren't doing very well these days."

"What do you want?"

"Kincaid sent me. I'm here to collect."

"You're early," I said.

You know what they say. Early bird kills the
cat."

"Gets the worm."

"Whatever. Let's make this easy. Hand over
the money and everything's wiz. I don't want to break down a door
if I don't have to."

"You're all heart," I said. "But Kincaid
knows we've got time. You don't want this right now."

"But I do. Tangling with the famous Kat and
Mouse. Right up my alley."

"I'm telling you, Jade. For your own good,
walk away right now."

Something slammed against the door.

"What—you think I can't take you on? You
think you're that good?"

Mouse threw me a look. "You pissed her
off."

"That's bullshit," said Jade. "Bull. Shit. I
got a hundred grand says I can take you both."

"A lousy hundred grand?" Mouse said.

I shot Mouse a look.

She shrugged. "We're worth more than a
hundred grand."

Glass shattered behind us and something
metallic bounced into the room.

I saw it.

Flash bang.

"Down!" I said and dropped to the deck.

White light and thunder exploded in the
room.

More glass shattered and a pair of boots hit
the floor.

I raised the Twins and emptied both magazines
in the direction of the sound. A pair of submachine guns chattered
nearby, joining the staccato boom of my hand cannons.

Someone gave a muffled yelp.

Then something thudded to the floor.

I opened my eyes and spotted a pair of
crumpled bodies in front of the window. Both in black fatigues and
loaded tactical vests.

More secmen.

I reloaded the Twins and was turning to check
on Mouse and Eddie when the door burst inward and Jade strode in, a
pair of pistols blazing, stitching a line of rounds at the far
wall.

When she got partway into the room, I slammed
into the back of her legs, hitting low with my right shoulder and
pistoning up, lifting her off the floor, and knocking her onto the
bed. My momentum carried me with her. I hit the foot of the bed,
tucked and rolled across the bed corner, hit the floor on the other
side in a crouch, the Twins coming up on Jade.

And found her in the same position, her guns
trained on me.

"Nice," Jade said with a grin.

I returned the grin. "This could get
ugly."

Jade's grin widened a notch just before the
ammo can clocked her in the temple. She grunted, staggered
sideways.

I dropped Bonnie on the bed and slugged Jade,
a right uppercut that tossed her backwards. Her head bounced off
the wall and she folded.

Mouse leaped off the bed and landed beside
me, a wakizashi in hand. "I got her."

I put a hand on her shoulder. "Nice throw,
partner."

"Can we go now?" said Eddie from the
doorway.

I scooped up Bonnie from the bed. "Let's
bounce."

Mouse shook her head. "Hang on." She went
over to Jade, rolled her onto her stomach, and sliced off her
braid.

I rolled my eyes skyward. "And you said I
pissed her off?"

Mouse held up the braid, grinned at me, then
tossed it into the middle of the room.

I waved her to the door. "Let's go
before—"

The motion sensor buzzed again. I checked the
receiver.

"Kat?" said Mouse.

"Staircase," I said. "Go."

I herded Eddie and Mouse down the hallway
just as the stairwell door near the room popped open. I glanced
over my shoulder, saw a pair of secmen stride through, one high,
one low in a crouch, both with SMGs at the ready. I skidded to a
stop, pivoted toward the pair, the Twins tracking.

Their first shots went high.

The Twins responded with thunder and
fire.

The low man took four slugs in the chest and
fell backwards into the second man and knocked him off-balance.

A third stepped through the door, filling the
spot the first two vacated, and swung his weapon into play. Gunfire
walked up the hallway toward me. I sucked wall.

Someone screamed behind me.

I whirled, saw Eddie on the ground, Mouse
pulling herself out from under him.

Spun back toward the trio. The Twins roared
and bucked in my hands. I emptied both magazines at the third
secman. He jerked and flailed then crumpled. Popped the empties and
reloaded. Swung back to target. The other two secmen raised their
guns to fire but the Twins hit them first, slugs ripping them to
shreds They fell back in a heap.

The Twins went to slide-lock.

"Mouse?" I said, trying to catch my breath,
my heart trip-hammering in my chest.

"Eddie's hit," she said.

I reloaded the Twins, still watching the
stairwell door. "How bad?"

"I can walk," Eddie said, his voice strained.
"Sort of."

I started to backpedal, still keeping the
Twins trained on the door. "End of the hall. Other stairwell."

Seconds later, we reached the stairwell
landing and started down.

And two more secmen rounded the landing
below.

Mouse yelped, raked her MP5 at the lead
secman, and a hail of rounds blew his head open.

The other secman scrambled back down the
stairs.

"Now what?" said Mouse.

I scanned the landing, then gestured with my
chin. "Roof. I'll cover."

Mouse slung her MP5 over her shoulder and
adjusted her grip on Eddie.

He grunted at her effort.

"Sorry," she said and they started up the
steps.

I stepped back from the stairwell door and
got halfway up the steps, the Twins at the ready, when chunks of
the door exploded into the stairwell.

I returned fire through the door.

Another barrage came up the stairs from down
below.

Goddammit.

Return fire down the stairs.

Someone grunted and metal clattered onto
concrete.

Good.

I turned and went up the steps, taking them
two at a time, rounded the bend, and ran into Mouse and Eddie.

"What—" I said.

Then saw past them.

An aerodyne sat on the roof ten meters from
the roof access door.

We ducked back inside, slammed the door
behind us.

"Shit!" said Mouse.

A hail of gunfire came up the stairwell.

I scooted toward the top of the steps, aimed
the Twins down the stairwell, and let off several rounds. Both
slides locked back on empty magazines. I reloaded, fired several
more shots, then sat back against the wall next to the door.
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