










































































































































































initiator on the C-4 satchel I'm totin’ and toss it
around the corner. Enough explosive in that bag
1o splatter the lot of them and maybe me too. If they
got any brains they'll run like hell. I don’t wait
around to find out.

Coast is clear and I head for the stairs. Peering
over the railing I scan more figures racing up from
below. Only option left is up. Cutting into another
dark floor, things are quiet, so I wait. It’s when
the lights come on that things get hairy.

BOooOM!!!!!!

Flashback

Under the neoncast we rolled up to the parking
garage on St. James about a block from
theHancock Arcology, which just happens to
house the downtown offices of Teredyne. Our
target for this evening’s festivities.

We reviewed our plan. I wished Zero could’ve
provided us with more on what we could expect
once we were inside but we’d have to go on what
we had. Sometimes ya’ll just have to take what
you can get and roll on the rest.

Finn said something about covering our
approach.Hummph.You can never count on that
voodoo hoodoo bunk,usually gets ya into more
trouble that it’s worth. And yes I do mean
attractin’ supernatural attention or alertin’ magical
defenses prematurely. This hic’s been around.

A heavy fog was rollin’ in off the Bay and
everyone piled out as we made ready to hit the
plasticrete...

“Will you shut yer hole, gutterpunk? Or do you
wanna get us fragged?!” I said, this kid never shut
up.
“Frag off, Shortchange! You’re the one makin’
all the noise in those clod hoppers!”

“It’s Shortfuse, and these are European LAV
Special Forces spec issue jungle boots with the
breath easy tapor.”

“What? Shut up! Short...”

“Will you both shut up and guard my back?”
Zero chirped from his cybernetic trance. Freaky
little bastards, ya’ll can never tell they’re workin’
or listenin’ to your every word. Of course, that’s
the least of your worries when one of these
arrogant punks gets greedy and goes looking for
a little extra nuyen in yonder datastore and leaves
your team swingin’ in the breeze.

“Got it!” Zero chimes as the elevator light
illuminates the loading bay. He pulls the datacord
from the access panel and collected all his little
tools as we load up. He reconnects himself and
that sorry piece o’ cyberjunk he calls a deck to the
interior controls and away we went.

The trog was unusually well behaved. No stupid
questions like his kind are prone to and no dumb
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moves like bumpin’ into stuff. He keeps his eyes
open and his yap shut. Just the way I like it. I just
wish that little troublemaker would take a hint.

“...don’t worry, Seth ole pal,” Finn was sayin’
“we get in any trouble and I got a little surprise
for these corp goons.” he says tapping his pocket.

I was just about to ask him what he was talkin’
about when the elevators doors slid quietly open.
The deserted lobby was on reserved
lighting,almost dim enough for us to jander right
past that guard station at the upper floor entrance.

Almost.

I pull my Predator II whole bore with the
reactive trigger and bonus bullet clip that you can
only get mail order. Seth began to unfold what
looked like a compound bow, when Finn raises a
restraining hand.

“Allow me.” he says as his face knots up and one
o’ those knives goes dartin’ across the lobby
towards the guard.

“O000H”

“Ok, ya puke, but keep it quiet.”

“S’kay ya’ didn’t hear Zipper go did ya?” Finn
bragged.

“Who’s Zipper?” Zero asks.

“DA FIRST DECKA!”

“Seth...~

“Waddazat mean Da first decka’?” Zero pressed.

“Ok,Seth,that’s...” I tried to put a stop to it.

“HE WAS HERE FOR FINN KILT IM.
HARHARHARHAR”

“Seth!” I reproached.

Great the first time the fraggin’ trog manages ta
conjugate a complete sentence and this is the one
he chooses.

“Finn killed him?” Zero blanched.

“Ok, shut em up!”

“But...”The decker tried but I had to stop it right
then.

“I said button it!”

“S’OK, SHORTCHANGE.”

“That’s Shortfuse!” I whispered.

When I look back into the lobby, Finn begins ta
mime like he’s got the dagger in his right hand.

I hate mimes!

Then he makes a quick grabbin’ motion with his
left. Well, the corp sits right up and grabs at his
face like somebody’s got im. Then Finn makes a
hard, slow draw across an imaginary neck that
opens the corp from ear to ear. The blade comes
floatin’ back, after Finn wipes the blood on the
corps armour, and sheathes itself. Finn smiles
smugly.

“Ok, good work Finn...hope he ain’t got no doc
contract though.” I say.

“Oh, yeah, uh...” Finn mumbles.

“Frag it. Let’s move!” I command.

We covered the huge lobby in a matter of
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seconds. Normal op procedure was to monitor the
sec net with our new friends head set. I would have
liked to leave Finn to keep an eye out but he wasn’t
goin’ for it.

Zero works his electronic wizardry on the
security console while Seth stashes the stiff. If we
were fast, Teredyne’d never know what hit em.

One of the main elevators rings in response to
Zero’s summons and
we pack it in tight and
neat.

From his comatose
state, Zero directs the
elevator to the 52nd
floor where our prize
awaits us.
Occasionally, his
fingers fly over the
keys in a particularly
unnerving  fashion.
When these console
jocks get into it
they’re on their own,
there’s nothin’ we can
do for em. And
disturbing’ em can be
dangerous.

After a long pause,
Zero speaks.

“I'm in. But we’ve
got a problem.”

“Ok, so...” I start.

“We’ve got three
troopers  positioned
outside in the hall.
I’ve been waitin’ for
them to move on but
no dice.”

“All right then key ; (
the doors and we’ll have to deal with them.” I said.

“Good.” Finn says rubbin’ his hands.

I give the signal an Zero opens the doors.Good
timing,The slackers ain’t even lookin’ at us. As
they turn Finn makes this elaborate gesture and
their glocks go flyin’ up into the air. Seth launchs
two huge arrows at them that lift two of em right
off the floor and pin them to the wall. I geek the
third chummer with a silenced shot from my
Predator.

A few moments later and Zero is hackin’ the
slag’s comp we came for. Seth and Finn keep
watch while I wait for Zero to finish up. I start to
get a little worried when Zero don’t respond for
too long. We are way over time.

“Ah,ha!” Zero blurts.

“Ok so you got what we came for?” I ask.

“Uh,yeah but there’s a little more here,it’ll be
null persp.”
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“Don’t get stupid on me Zero!”

“Turn to ice, primo,this is Zero...remember?”

“I remember,just hurry it up.”

Well,I don’t have to wait too long this time. This
strange look comes over Zero’s face and he starts
to bite his tongue real hard. Before I can rip his
jack out, sparks of white light course over his
console and he starts convulsing. I grab him up

I

hard into a fireman’s carry and make for the door.

“Zero’s down,pull out!” I yell.

“Fraggin’ deckers!” Finn whines.

“Shut up and move!” I yell.

We’re in the elevator before any alerts are raised.
We could still get out if we hurry.

“WHA HAPPEND?” Seth asks.

“I dunno looks like he poked his sensors where
they didn’t belong.”

“I say we geek the little bastard!” Finn says
grabbin’ Zero’s limp form and brandishin’ a blade.

I step up to Finn with a palm heel that I learned
in D’nang. I always liked the move cause it takes
the weapon away and gets the opponent off you
real quick like. And it usually works, this time was
no exeception.He glares up at me from the elevator
floor.

“Save it til were outta here!” I says droppin’ the
knife.
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“...save some for you,ya’...” He mumbles getting
up.
[ punch the key for Lobby,as we speed down into
the fire. Without our tech support,we’re gonna
haveta rely on sheer firepower if any troublr gets
in our way. O’ course I got no problem with that
as I unsling my Valiant and hand feed
thecaseless,explosive tip belted ammo. The long
smooth barrel glistens in the ambient elevator light
making the Series II,Ingrams fullauto,smoothbore
light machine gun seem even more feral as my
smartlink sends an electrifying rush to the heads-
up-display in my eye. Time to git down ta biz.

Seth and Finn got the same idea.

I got that bad feelin’ again as the elevator doors
slid open and all was quiet. I think I woulda felt
betta if a security team met us with a hail o’
barkin’ autofire. But all was calm. I didn’t like it
at all. I looked at Finn questioningly,waitin’ ta see
if he had any special mystical advice to offer.
Sometimes those wizfolks sense things normal
people don’t. Not that I believe in all that drek,but
when my tail is on the line I’ll take any suggestions
that get this old country boy outta a scrape.

He just leers back at me an motions for me to
go fisrt. Worthless piece o’ drek,I shoulda known

Heftin’ ole Bessy,l come outta the elevator
fast,makin’ for cover. Another fifteen meters
around that corner and we’re home free. I motion
to Seth to cover my back and move real quiet like
up to the corner to have a look. Well no sooner
does the whole fraggin’ compliment of Teradyne’s
Security Forces open up on my postion. A deluge
of bullets pour down the hallway,followed by
official commands to lay down our arms and put
our hands in the air.

S’right,] wonder how many times that one has
worked. Besides I have no intention of becoming
an unfortunate casualty of a routine’ arrest.

Seth and Finn are soon beside me.

“Ok,so...thet blocked off the service elevators!”

“S’kay,Shortchange I got the thing ta get em
outta da way...” He says reachin’ inta his pocket.

All of a sudden Zero is back up and boltin’ outta
the elevator. He makes a run for the far side o’ the
lobby screamin’ his fool head off. Lightining
quick,Seth covers the distance between them and
decapitates the decker with one swift slash of a
wakasashi longer than all of Finn. The corps open
up on the big trog and pin him behind a water
fountain.

“Null sheen,Seth,I gotcha cova’d.” Finn says
takin’ a canister out from under his coat. As I tries
ta read the label he motions and the small tank
floats by me on down the hall. Recognizing it as
Neuro-tox XX, I quickly pull on my MF-2H self-
contained enviromask. I hoped Finn had come
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prepared.

Things go from bad to worse.

Before I can yell at the bleach-headed wizzer,
Seth gets a break and fires a volley of huge arrows
into the corporate ranks. Well those must’ve been
exploding tip bolts cause all of a sudden things
start blowin’up... includin’ Finns little suprise.
Finn gets wide-eyed as a cloud of deadly nerve gas
comes funnelling back down the hall towards us.
Guess he wasn’t as prepared as I had hoped.

Drekhead!

He reacts quickly enough though. Throwin’ up
his hands and wavin’ about, a whirlwind picks up
just at the head of the cloud and sends the gas back
down where it came from. Right into the corps.
Right into Seth.

I see the big trog coughin’ and doublin’ over.
Guess troggy lungs aren’t any stronger than us
norms,too bad. When ya’ been runnin’ as long as
I have ya don’t get bye without knowin’ the
capabilities and limits of y’all’s enemies. So when
Big Guns published Ares latest advertisement for
state of the art Series VII security armor with full
environmental protection built right in, I paid
attention. And I moved my tail usin’ Finns little
cloud for the cover it provided while the corps
regrouped.

I grabbed Finn and dove into the elevator, 1
normally used the stairs in an emergency but the
logistics of this situation prohibited that option.
Keying the pad for the fourteenth floor, I turns to
Finn for an ass-chewin’.

“Ok so...What the frag were you thinkin’?!Drek-
fer-brains!!!”

“Frag you,Shortchange,l didn’t know they wore
fully enclosed combat suits!”

“What the Christ ya’ll didn’t think ta ask!!?”

“I dunno...I... .

“And why don’t YOU have a gas mask?”

“I was gonna use the tox on them, stupid!”

“Looks like you’re the stupid one ,gutterpunk!”

“You dumb hick,I’ll...”

“You’ll do nada,fightin’ ain’t gonna get us outta
here in one piece!”

“But what about Seth?”

“He’s on his own!”

“You can’t do that!”

“Hey, you’re the one who gassed him!”

“I didn’t mean too...I...”

“Maybe you shoulda used your head instead o’
all that voodoo hoodoo...”

“Scan it Shortchange,what was that?”Finn says
lookin’ around real nervous like.

“It’s Shortfuse!And I didn’t hear nothin’!”

And as if in answer to his question,the small
space within the elevator starts to get real foggy.
Pulling my mask back on,I wonder out loud what
was goin’ on, but the punk just slumps down in
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lotus position and meditates. I knew this wasn’t
good. This meant some supernatural threat had
arisen and wizboy was preparing to deal with it.
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And if he handled this like he did everything else,
[ was up the creek.

The drek creek.

Without warnin’ the gas takes shape and
concentrates right around Finn’s face, as if tryin’
to suffocate him. I wasn’t sure what to do as Finn
writhed around turnin’ more blue by the nanosec.
I knew we had run across one o’ them there
elements probably workin’ for the wizzer what
guarded this joint,but I had no idea how to fight
this fraggin’ thing. I had heard that guns were just
about worthless on these semi-real bein’s or
whatever they were. And besides a burst from my
Valiant would surely just rip the Finnmeister
apart. Not that I wouldn’t of enjoyed seein’ that,
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but this was not the time nor place. So as the cloud
coalesced further taking on a semblence of
manshape I balled up a fist and gave it a shot. The
results were minimal as my hand
mostly passed right through it, but the
thing did let go of Finn.

I tried to reach for the punk,but that
elementy was on me in a flash. Flailin®
my arms at it like a dang fool, it forced
me back out of the elevator into one of
the main halls. I could feel the air in my
lungs bein’ stifled, somehow the thing
was stopping me from breathin’
altogether. Did I mention how much I
fraggin hate magical types.

Through the smoke and haze, 1 sees
Finnboy wavin’ his hands about all
frantic like an idiot. Figures I’m about
to get the life choked outta me and he’s
foolin’ around. Well, all of a sudden, I
can breath again and the cloud is
movin’ back down the hall towards
Finn. The little wizzer don’t look so
good though, he practically slumps
forward blood oozin’ from his ears and
nose. Funny, I don’t remember
anybody roughin’ I’'m up.

As the the cloud starts to form around
him again he looks up at me. I sees that
look you never want to see in a man’s
eyes. The look like he knows he’s
gonna die, and there’s no denyin’ it.
With that wiseass wry grin,blood
slippin’ from his lips, he draws his
katana from his hip and falls on it
Japanese style. The short curved blade
punctures right through to his back, his
body slumping forward as I hear...

“Frag you, Shortchange!”

With a quick salute, I turn down the
main hall of the fifth floor and make a
break for it.

“It’s Shortfuse, ya gutterpunk.”

So here I am. Three bodies short of a runnin’
team, I got security searchin’ high and low for me
Jjust waitin’ to blow my fool head off and a cloudy
air elementn’ with my name on it. Quuta
flashpacks, C-4 and reallow on ammo. I can hear
the corps makin’ there sweep through the offices
on this fllor, it’s just a matter of time before they
find me. And there ain’t gonna be no trial or
hearing when they do. I've geeked enough o’ their
boys to warrant the lead hose sentence, which is
the way I want it. Not rottin’ in some bulldrek
dentention cell playin’ girlfriend to some bruiser
named Butch and pickin’ da rat droppin’s outta
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my chow. Had enough o’ that in the 52nd Airbone
Division! No I’ m goin’ out on my feet givin’ some
misguided,chromed-up corporate badass sellout
the last high powered explosive tipped caseless
round in my clip! Yeah!!

And it doesn't look like I have to wait to long
fer a court date, as two burly fully outfiited corp
security baliffs come up to the office I'm hiding in.

As the door swung open and goon number one
stepped in, I waited behind the door. When he was
far enough in. I shot his partner waiting in the hall
right in the face through the crack behind the
door. Before he could turn around to see what just
happened I shot the guy inside in the back of the
neck.Twice.

You get lazy, you get dead.

It wouldn’t be long before the rest
of their chums responded, so I had

to move fast. Luckily the punk
laying face first in the office was an
extra large, I could sqeeze into a
large or even a medium but it just
didn’t look right. So before the main
force of Teradyne’s elite Internal
Security came pounding down the
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I screw on my Sweet Whispers II carbon
absorption silencer on my Predator, as they walk
up to the door. They must be newbies and gettin’
tired o’ this cat and mouse I been playin’ all
evenin’ long. Funny how these security bullies are
always more than eager to jack up one o’ there
own defenseless citizens but put em up against
anybody with an ounce o’ attitude and watch em
turn ta jelly. These amateurs were no exception.

Standard op procedure was to send in your
partner in to sweep the room while you cover from
the hall. This helped minimize the chance for
surprises. 1 could hear them debatin’ who was
goin’ in first. Of course, after searchin’ a few
dozen floors like this it was easy to get complacent
and the argument didn’t take long.
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hall, I managed to put on this guy's
uniform and cover my face in his
blood. He didn’t exactly do my
camos justice but I was hoping the
trick would hold long enough for me
to walk out of this hell hole.

I gave quite the performance as
troopers came crashing past me
asking what happened. And I even
managed to grab a stuffy for their
medic as I assurred him that I was
fine and 1 would report to the
infirmary right away.

As 1 slipped out an emergency exit
and back onto the street, I couldn’t
help thinkin’ about Seth and Zero
and even Finn.  wasn’t mad at them
for screwin’ up the job. I was too
tired for that. I couldn’t help
wonderin’ if the paydata we were
after was even remotely worth their
lives. It’s too bad in this world of
magic and megacorps, simsense
and touchscreen convience that a
human life or even meta life had so
little value.

Oh scrag it, who gives a frag.
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