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    First and foremost, I want to thank you for picking up The Rise of Oshbob. For the next few hundred pages it’s my hope to leave you thoroughly entertained and enthralled.  
 
    If you haven’t already, Make sure to sign up to my Reader Newsletter where you will receive a free stories, and regular updates on all of my work.  
 
    I also want to give thanks to my wife, Victoria Sinclair, and her invaluable help with all the other aspects that go into publishing.  
 
    Then there’s Elias Dantas, for his expert proofreading skills and Dusan Markovic, for an outstanding cover.  
 
    Finally, I definitely need to mention the other three authors who have written in the City of Artem universe with me. Jez Cajiao, Dawn Chapman, and Lars Machmüller.  
 
    Together I think we’ve made something pretty special!
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    1st Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Falling. That’s what I was doing. Tumbling through the air like the blades of a broken extractor fan. Half the orc I used to be. I didn’t even bother to scream. No one would hear amid the carnage, and no one would care if they did.  
 
    The ground soon regained its hold on me, the impact bringing an end to my dizzying descent. But today its grip was a weak thing.  
 
    Sliding. That’s what I was doing. On a slick carriage of mud, blood, and pain.  
 
    I’d been waiting for this moment. I’d already given up on myself, my tribe, my race. Considered worthless by the city for anything other than the worst, or in this case the most suicidal of jobs.  
 
    I’d never had a damn chance from the start, and I’d known it all along…  
 
    Falling. That’s what I was doing. At some point in my bitter meanderings, I’d rebuked the grip of the land. Though it lasted only a short moment before I was sliding again. This time it was a slow, agonizing motion that widened the new hole I’d developed from the cold sharp spike that now pierced my torso. 
 
    Darkness. My mind finally took pity on this broken wretch and shut down. 
 
      
 
    Tugging. That’s what I felt. It woke me, which I’d thought would never happen again. The warm, pain-free void of my mind receded and in its place, two bulging eyes of green. Bright and intense, flecked with black spots that looked like a hundred tiny, misplaced pupils around the central one. The Great Maker must have been high on stims when he made those eyes. I fell away from the spike, blood pouring from my side, my vision blurring to black, but only briefly this time.  
 
    Soon those eyes were back and this time a face of pale, almost translucent skin, stretched too thin over a gaunt, bony face. A Scamper. And one I knew, too. Each Deater was assigned a Scamper. Their duty? To retrieve the landmines, we, the Deaters – mainly orcs – disarmed. Or in this case, armed, before being sent over a hundred feet in the air from the resulting explosion.  
 
    This particular Scamper had been assigned to me earlier that day. I’d normally take no notice, as they were usually trained goblins, which all looked the same to me. But this one was different. Thinner, and much longer limbed. It was the eyes that really got my attention, though.  
 
    The face smiled. Uneven teeth lined its thin-lipped mouth, half of them broken, the other half pointed, all of them decaying badly.  
 
    I stifled a groan. Whatever they were planning, they wouldn’t get an admission of weakness out of me. Not now. Not after so much.  
 
    A sudden move of its head. An attack? I was defenseless. 
 
    Yet no tooth or claw marked me.  
 
    Instead, the nameless creature nudged me with its forehead.  
 
    I tried to speak, but no words arrived, though my eyes widened uncontrollably when it pulled out a first-aid kit from its rags.  
 
    Scampers carried them, but they only had a couple Glowsticks, autowraps – self tying bandages – and stims. Stimulants to keep them going after injury.  
 
    Deaters didn’t even get those. Informed every morning before training or duty that it was an honor for us to serve Artem. They sent us outside the walls, ahead of the tanks and mechs without a shred of armor, to clear the landmines for their battles.  
 
    A first-aid kit was considered a waste of resources as you usually didn’t nearly survive an exploding landmine at close range. At least you weren’t supposed to.  
 
    As I lay there at the bottom of the mile-wide trench, between the ten-meter-high metal spikes — missing my right arm and leg, and bleeding heavily from the gaping wound in my torso — I wished I hadn’t.  
 
     The Scamper pulled the stim from the kit and jabbed it into my chest. I clamped my mouth closed as a sensation coursed through my veins like molten metal, setting everything it touched ablaze. The beat of my heart played in my ears like a drum and yet, still, I couldn’t move a muscle.  
 
    The only thing that moved with any increased enthusiasm was the blood from the wound in my side.  
 
    I didn’t care. It was clearly my time, and I had nothing to keep me alive, but the Scamper began to panic. Shaking me and shouting in a garbled, indecipherable mess of noises. Thankfully, I was slipping away again into the welcoming arms of death, I suspected, and finally some relief from the miserable excuse of a life I’d led.  
 
      
 
    The pounding of a fierce headache was the first thing to grasp my attention. I groaned as I slowly opened my eyes. Everything was dark and unfamiliar. With a surge of dread, I attempted to rise and failed miserably. My inability to do so brought memories flooding back to me.  
 
    How was I still alive?  
 
    I looked around, taking in what little I could of my surroundings. I was in a roughly carved tunnel. Damp and dark. The air was thick with the scent of mold and moss and blood. So much blood, both fresh and burned, from where the explosion had cauterized the wounds it had caused.  
 
    There was no sign of the Scamper, but my torso had been wrapped with bandages,  now mostly stiffened from where the blood had dried. 
 
    The creepy Scamper had saved my life, of that there was no doubt about it. What its reasons were, I had no idea, and I certainly wasn’t feeling thankful for the rescue. 
 
    Yet, I was alive. Which meant, much like I had done for the first twenty years of my miserable life, I’d keep moving forward.  
 
    Right now, forward was a faint flicker of firelight in the distance. I shivered at the promise of heat. An uncharacteristic show of weakness from my body that I’d normally have scolded myself for. But by Artem’s sweaty hemorrhoids, after what I’d been through today, I deserved to die warm.  
 
    Crawling, that’s what it would take, and that’s what I made myself do. Crawling across the rough surface of the tunnel floor towards light and hopefully heat. 
 
    As I got closer, the tunnel opened up into a smooth concrete tunnel. The floor was covered in dirt and sludge, but it was much easier to drag myself along. A little further and I reached an intersection which was wider, higher and had several tunnels leading away from it. 
 
    In the center was a small sputtering fire which I pushed myself closer to, before laying still.  
 
    I didn’t like how vulnerable stopping in the middle of multiple tunnel openings left me, but I could do nothing in my current state to defend myself anyway.  
 
    I lay there and rested, mesmerized by the warring flames. At some point I must have dozed off to sleep. 
 
    Twitching. That’s what my nose was doing as the smell of roasting meat tingled at my senses, even as I lay deep asleep. My eyes sprang open, my stomach grumbled. Part of me hungry, part of me worrying I’d rolled into the fire. 
 
    The Scamper sat across from me now. Big eyes watching me with a threatening intensity over the flames and through its lank black hair. 
 
    My eyes flickered down to the rusty metal rod it was holding in its long, thin fingers. A weasel grub was skewered on its length, swaying gently in the flames.  
 
    “Why’d you save me?” I growled, though it came out in a dry pathetic croak.  
 
    The Scamper tilted its head to one side, its eyes never leaving mine, but didn’t reply. That caused my simmering anger and frustration to well up far quicker than it usually did.  
 
    “Why’d you curse me like this? Answer me!” The exertion was too much, causing a painful, lung searing fit of coughing, swiftly followed by the hacking up of fresh red blood. 
 
    By the time I’d recovered, the damn Scamper still hadn’t answered. It made me want to rage some more, to lash out at that strange, half-starved runt that stared silently into my soul.  
 
    I stared back, waiting for some kind of response, and then it happened. It pulled the charred grub out from the fire and extended it toward me, and what a sentimental orc I was when it came to the etiquette of food sharing. The Scamper may have already eaten. May have been full to the brim! But offering an orc the first bite of a meal, well that was something my old mother would have done. Thinking of the poor woman brought a tear to my eye. It begged to roll free, but the chances of that happening were about as likely as me becoming the head of MCorp.  
 
    With a grunt of thanks, I snatched the offered food. Surprised that the metal rod was cool in my hand. Now I wasn’t the brightest circuit in the system, but I knew that if the metal rod was still cold, then the insides of the grub weren’t cooked.  
 
    The thought of eating it suddenly made me nauseous given the state in which it was served, but my hunger and gratitude were so great that I took a mighty bite.  
 
     I chewed for a moment, trying not to taste the bitter, slimy texture of the raw innards. The sensation overwhelmed me, and I had no choice but to let the whole mouthful slide awkwardly down my throat unchewed. Better that than spit it out. It was sustenance after all, and in my current state, it would be better than nothing if I intended to continue with this life.  
 
    Stuck miles outside of Artem, maimed as I was, the odds didn’t look so good, but I’d been gifted a second chance by the creature on the other side of the fire and I’d take it. I’d fight for it, until I couldn’t fight any more.  
 
    With that decided, I resolved to think no more on the matter and took another bite from the horrendous weasel grub. Swallowing as rapidly as I could before offering it back to the Scamper. 
 
    It refused, gesturing for me to continue eating. With grateful acceptance I thrust the slimy turd of a meal back into the fire to get some color on the clear, slime coated innards before it went near my mouth again.  
 
    As it burnt for a while longer, I watched my savior just as intently as it watched me back.  
 
    It was the first time I’d taken in any real details. I’d not seen many creatures quite like it. There was no doubt it was a half goblin, from the skin tone, sharp teeth and clawed, elongated fingers. I’d considered it small like a goblin at first, as I’d only seen it stoop and scurry as it moved. Never extending over four and a half feet tall. Yet, on closer inspection, I noted that if it were to stand up straight it would reach perhaps six-feet tall. With its thin, pointed ears and the unusual shape and coloring of its odd, wide eyes, I suspected the other half was of elven heritage. 
 
    Dirty elven perverts loved to have their way with the races of the underclass, discarding them once they were finished and leaving the resulting offspring in an even worse position than the poor mothers they forced themselves on.  
 
    Goblins were considered vermin in most cases, apart from those few trainable tribes who were used much like orcs were. Though less meat-shield, more support, as with the Scampers.  
 
    After a short while, I pulled the well-charred grub from the fire again. The burnt bits weren’t so bad as these things go, so I tenderly ate them away before repeating the process. It took a good while, but soon I’d eaten the whole thing. 
 
    The Scamper had fallen asleep at some point, and I watched it again. No longer wary of it intending to kill me, I was still confused as to why it would save me.  
 
    After a while, it began to toss and turn, a strange whimper coming from its mouth. The most noise I’d heard it make so far. As it rolled over, I saw the slight bump of small breasts under its heavy rags. 
 
    Strange why that would make a difference, but it suddenly became she and that affected how I saw the poor wretch entirely. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    2nd Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shaking. A grip on my intact arm rocked me back and forth with silent urgency. An eerie blue light illuminated the tunnel intersection.  
 
    It took a moment for me to come to my senses, but she kept on jostling me with one hand, while holding up a blue glowstick in the other. Urging me desperately to move. 
 
    Then I heard it.  
 
    A scraping sound from one of the tunnels. I tried to focus on it, but she wouldn’t let up on the shaking. A moment later, satisfied that whatever was responsible for the sound was moving closer, I attempted to move.  
 
    I hadn’t exactly forgotten the loss of my right arm and leg, yet the memory of them was strong and my instinct to still use them caused me to tip forward. Landing on my face in the grimy, fetid sludge. 
 
    The movement caused the wound on my shoulder to reopen and scream for my attention. Yet, apart from the thump of my body, I made not a sound. 
 
    The Scamper moved round to my right side and gripped my tattered rags, trying to help me up. But without an arm to wrap around her shoulder the rags ripped further, and I fell once again.  
 
    There was only one thing left for it. I began to crawl, as I had the night before. The movement was ungainly and if I had any pride left, it would have been an embarrassing display to put on in front of my new friend. But my pride was long gone, and she didn’t seem to care. She moved to help me, grabbing my rags once again, silently pulling, cajoling and taking some of my weight as I moved forward.  
 
    Why is she helping me? I asked for the hundredth time and for the hundredth time; I had no answer. Only the knowledge that because she stayed with me, I had a chance to live. 
 
    From behind, the scraping was now accompanied by a strange crackling, moaning sound. Whatever words were spoken were barely audible, as if coming through a comm with a terrible signal.  
 
    Once hidden from the intersection by the slight curve of the tunnel, the Scamper let go of me. It was a real eye opener, just how much she’d been supporting me as I slumped heavily to the ground, exhausted.  
 
    She pointed down the tunnel, pushing my back gently. Then, she and her glowstick went back the way we’d come, plunging me into complete darkness.  
 
    I didn’t scare often. Knowing that every mine I deactivated could be my last hardened my soul to fear in a way I couldn’t explain. But her leaving me crippled, useless and miles underground with whatever that awful sound was behind me, meant fear reared its ugly head.  
 
    You’re a damn orc, Oshbob. Scared of the dark like a mewling babe! Pathetic. Except, even as I scolded myself, I knew it wasn’t the dark. Nor was it the unknown guest. Not in the slightest. Not by a long way. As I dragged myself slowly forward as quietly as I could, I knew it was fear of losing my only lifeline. The damn Scamper.  
 
    I was tempted to stop, so I didn’t make a sound that might give me away to the moaning Scraper, but she had pushed me, urged me onward, so onward I went. Pushing out my left hand, levering myself up with my knee a fraction before propelling myself forward a few centimeters at a time.  
 
    I just kept repeating that move. Pushing thoughts, doubts and worries out of my mind, because none of it helped. None of it would save me. The only thing that might was the mindless repetition of the movement, and soon only that filled my world.  
 
    Hours must have passed in my crawling fugue. I’d been exhausted before I started, but now my muscles seized, and I came to a pathetic stop. I lay there for some time, chin resting in the sludge, looking ahead in the direction I was traveling but seeing only darkness.  
 
    The first thing I knew of the Scampers return was the soft blue glow of her glowstick. If I was relying on the sound of footsteps, I would never have heard her approach. 
 
    My heart lightened along with the strength of the blue glow and soon she was next to me, crouching down. A concerned look etched into her large eyes. 
 
    I forced a smile, and in response, she proudly pulled out a grub from behind her back, tied there with her corded belt.  
 
    Luckily, an orc’s grimace looked much the same as a smile. “Yum.”  
 
    What did get my attention was that she’d had the forethought to grab the iron rod we’d used to cook the previous night’s meal. It was already skewered through the grub. I eyed it thoughtfully. It was a decent weapon, and while I couldn’t think of a way to use it immediately, it might even help me to… if not walk, then possibly travel a little easier. I put the thought on hold to ask her about the creature we’d heard.  
 
    “You led the Scraper away?” 
 
    Her eyes took on a haunted expression, but she nodded. I realized there wasn’t much point in asking what it was. 
 
    “It would have killed me if it found me?” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Then… thank you,” I grunted. Words I knew, but had never used before. Never needed them until that moment.  
 
    Her expression was puzzled. If I had to guess, she’d never heard the words said to her before, either. A first for us both, I reckoned.  
 
    “You can’t speak?” I said, finally. Filling the awkward moment with the question. 
 
    She shook her head, opening her mouth to show the cavern of broken yellow and black teeth, and, possibly the stump of a tongue, though it was impossible to see in the current light.  
 
    “Someone did that to you? Took out your tongue?” 
 
    No nod this time, but she looked away quickly. I took the hint and changed the subject.  
 
    “The metal rod. I might be able to use it to help me move.”  
 
    She looked at my leg and then at the rod doubtfully.  
 
    “Maybe if we could strap it to my leg somehow? Though I ain’t so taken with the idea of it digging into the open wound.” I looked down at what remained. Half my thigh with bone splinters jutting out through the Scamper’s bandaging.  
 
    “Could we tie the rod to the bone sticking out?”  
 
    She looked about as optimistic as I felt and touched the bone with surprising tenderness. Pain lanced up though it deep into my hip. I shook my head feverishly, wincing as I spoke. “Yeah. That ain’t gonna work.” 
 
    After a few attempts with me guiding her on ways we could place the bar and her using her corded belt, we gave up. Without causing me blackout-worthy pain, we couldn’t do it until we found more stuff.  
 
    So onward we went. She attempted to support some of my weight again, and I told her not to. Only for the first fifteen minutes and maybe a meter of travel, then I swallowed my pride and asked for her help. Another first for me, and the Scamper obliged happily. 
 
    We moved until the pain became too much and I collapsed again. I was useless and despite my drive to go on, I was starting to have serious doubts whether I should.  
 
    The Scamper slumped down next to me, clearly exhausted from the help she was having to provide. If we continued like this, I was likely to get her killed as well as myself and I really didn’t want that for her.  
 
    We sat in silence for a long time. My thoughts swirling around what we were doing. I nudged her gently with my hand. “You should save yourself, you know. I’m a lost cause.” 
 
    She shook her head and stared back off into the darkness. A sign I was coming to recognize as her not wanting to talk on a subject.  
 
    “Even if I do somehow survive. What life have I got like this?” 
 
    She pointed at the metal bar and then swept her hair back to point at the small, damaged mod embedded behind her ear. It took me a moment to figure out what she was saying. Once I did, I heaved out a tired chuckle. “Sure, we’ll just head on into the city and find a carver to fit me with a new leg. You know how much those things cost?” 
 
    She shrugged, before her shoulders sagged a little lower than they had been before. Her eyes took on a faraway look. I wasn’t good at reading facial expressions, but I guessed I’d upset her.  
 
    Deciding it was for the best, and that she was far better off without me, I doubled down. “You need to go. I’ve nothing to offer. If something faster comes after us, I can’t even protect myself. You’re capable and healthy, go find somewhere quiet out of the way and live in peace.” 
 
    She looked at me for a long spell. Then opened her mouth as if to speak. Then spat on the ground in front of her before throwing the light at me. I expected more, but she just turned and loped off into the dark tunnel. 
 
    I watched her until she’d moved completely out of sight, before slumping, drained from the entire ordeal. Yet, as hard as it was telling her to go, she might now survive, and that was an enormous weight off my mind.  
 
    “You can get some rest now,” I mumbled to myself, bending the glowstick in the center to turn it off. I closed my eyes to sleep and, if I was really lucky, stay that way.  
 
      
 
    Alone and in more pain than any one orc had a right to feel, I resented waking up once again. Turning the light back on, I was relieved to see nothing around me. No enemies and no responsibilities. I doubted I would survive for long, but what was life if not a march toward death. The only choices were how you spent the time on the road. 
 
    Sitting, waiting for something to find and kill me, be it the Scraper or starvation was not how I intended to go out. If either of those enemies took me, it would be as I attempted to escape. And at my last, I would go out with a fight, no matter how pathetic. Also, at least I wasn’t dragging anyone down with me. I’d made some effort to repay my debt to the Scamper by sending her away. If I ever got out and found her again, I would try to do more. I batted away the guilt squirming inside of me and awkwardly tied the grub to my back. With only one hand, it was one of the hardest things I’d ever done in my life, but with perseverance and cursing I achieved my first goal of the day.  
 
    Meter after painstaking meter, hour after miserable hour, my optimism on waking was scraped away like the flesh on my remaining knee and forearm. My only goal was to move forward until I couldn’t go any further and passed out through pain and exhaustion. 
 
    I had no idea how long I repeated this process. Each time I awoke I considered eating the grub on my back. But without the means or ability to make a fire, each time I decided against it. All the while knowing that at some point I would have to eat it raw.  
 
    Days must have passed. Crawl, sleep, crawl, sleep. Then scraping. My blood ran cold. It was distant, but it was in the same tunnel.  
 
    I’d not long since passed a tunnel offshoot, but I ignored it just as I ignored the twenty before. I didn’t know where I was going, but straight ahead always seemed like the most sensible choice. Now, with the resurgence of the noise I crawled back to the offshoot. My body slapping against the sludge coupled with my heart thumping in my ears drown out the approaching scraper.  
 
    Reaching it I peered down as far as my light would carry. It was just another long tunnel. Nothing different about it than the tunnel I’d been crawling through for the last few days. Nowhere to hide, but it was my only hope.  
 
    A few meters into the tunnel I snapped the light back off and continued in total darkness. Sliding through the carpet of sludge, rather than crawling, which while faster made a lot more noise.  
 
    I stopped occasionally, straining my ears to check on how much closer the Scraper   had come. I did this a few times until I had to decide. Continue crawling or lay completely still in the darkness, hoping to remain undetected. Neither seemed like recipes for success, but laying still edged it. At least that way, I could go out fighting. I rolled in the sludge as best I could. The grub on my back made it awkward to maneuver, but soon I’d managed to turn and face back down the tunnel. I then covered my face in the stinking muck, before resting my chin in it and with only one eye open I watched the way I’d come. I lay there completely still, attempting to calm my breathing. Slowly my heart came under control as the sounds of the scraping grew ever clearer. A faint red glow appeared where the two tunnels met. And then it was there. At least what I could make out of it.  
 
    It stopped in the tunnel’s opening. Two glowing red eyes cast a light that illuminated the sagging, torn skin of its face, and the top part of a fully metallic chest. It was looking down in the direction I lay.  
 
    I closed my eye, held my breath, and played dead. I was screwed. A high-level Specter like that would make quick work of me in my current state. Even damaged as it clearly was. Those modded eyes would have heat-sensing vision, or dark vision at the very least. If it saw me I was done and part of me wondered why I didn’t just let it. That I didn’t confirm that I really was serious about surviving and as I lay there, helpless in the dark, I made a promise to myself that not only would I survive, I would try and make something of my life. I saw half-orc’s who did well compared to full orcs at least. If they could scratch out a good living for themselves, maybe, just maybe I could too.  
 
    A sudden scrape pulled me out from my thoughts. It was moving again. At first, I couldn’t be sure if it was heading my way or not as I remained completely prone until there was no doubt it had either moved on or it was coming in my direction. 
 
    Once I was certain it had continued straight on, I let out a carefully controlled breath then wracked my brains as to why it didn’t come for me. It must have seen me.  
 
    I shook my head, baffled, but focused on my next decision. Did I wait until it had gained some distance, then get back to the route I was following or did I continue down this new tunnel. 
 
    After weighing my options and assuming that the Scamper was leading me in the right direction in the first place, I decided I would go back to my original route. However, that would have to wait until the Specter had moved well away. Until then I would sleep, maybe eat the grub, then set off again.  
 
    As I rested my head on my arm and closed my eyes to sleep, I wondered if it was the dead grub on my back that had saved my life.  
 
    Even if it picked up what little heat my frigid body held, it might have attributed that to the grub. I sent silent thanks to the grub and the Scamper for probably saving my life again as I drifted off to troubled sleep.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    3rd Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dreaded sound of a scrape forced my eyes open. I ached everywhere. My wounds screamed out in burning agony from where the damp sludge had coated and infected them. Decaying flesh, a mixture from the grub on my back and my wounds, reached my nostrils. Unfortunately, those still worked well enough. But none of that mattered as my ears pricked up, listening.  
 
    Another scrape. What was the damn thing doing? Try’na creep up on me?  
 
    Silence followed. 
 
    A sucking sound from the sludge… 
 
    Another scrape, so much closer this time.  
 
    I stared, one eyed, at the break in the tunnel, waiting for the telltale red glow. Ready to play dead or fight my final fight.  
 
    A faint blue light finally illuminated the tunnel break. Hope attempted to blossom in what passed for my heart. 
 
    Another scrape, then the Scamper appeared in the opening. Half carrying, half dragging something long. She held the other glowstick from her first-aid kit  in her teeth. Ropes draped over her shoulders, making her look like some kind of sea monster with tentacles, but there was no doubt it was her. She glanced down the tunnel, then continued on her path.  
 
    I’d just assumed she’d see me. My new found determination to survive flared in my chest and I shouted. It came out as a near silent croak. My throat was so dry it wouldn’t move. I tried again, but got the same result. 
 
    With frantic desperation I thrashed around for the light. Snapped it on as soon as my hand reached it and hurled it as far as I could down the tunnel. Then I started crawling urgently. Trying to speak, to shout. A moan would do.  
 
    My voice began slowly coming back to me as my vocal cords worked loose. The light or my croaky voice was sure to reach her. Even the sounds of my movement might have brought her attention back to me.  
 
    Which one brought her back, I wasn’t sure, but I thanked my lucky ancestors that she did. Reappearing in the opening like a glowing blue goddess of utter misery.  
 
    As I slapped down once more onto the floor, I chuckled lamely at the thought. She made the rest of the distance toward me. Slowly and with the occasional scrape as she strained under the weight of her mystery burden.  
 
    “Am I glad to see you,” I croaked. “You shouldn’t have come back, but by Artem’s shitty arsehole, I’m glad you did.” 
 
    She patted my head and smiled. Who’d have thought such a horrifying smile would be such a welcome sight? She stepped back and proudly pulled the chunky L-shaped metal girder she had strapped to her back. She pulled it alongside me, putting it against the injured side of my body, then looked at me expectantly. 
 
    Her intentions were clear, and I felt a little more hope as I pictured how it could work to help me walk. Looking at the various lengths of rope and cable looped around her shoulders and body.  
 
    I may have mentioned it before, but I’d never cried in my life. Not even as a child, so my mother told me. Not even at her funeral despite the keen loss. Yet right then and there, as I realized the Scamper hadn’t left me, but had gone to look for ways to help me walk, I was the closest I’d ever been.  
 
    I nodded at her and forced a smile on a face unused to smiling. “It might work. Thank you.” 
 
    She untied the grub from my back, a disgusted look on her face as she threw the rotten thing down the tunnel. Then pushed the metal up close against my side again. 
 
    What followed was a long process of trial and error, until finally we had the L-girder strapped to me, pocketed in the crease of where my right armpit once was.  
 
    She looked me over, then into my eyes and nodded. It was time to stand up. 
 
    I rolled onto my front and got my knee under me. She supported some of my weight and kept me balanced. I almost made it. Almost. 
 
    Frustrated, I pushed myself up from the floor again, growling angrily. The Scamper didn’t lose heart, and she began pulling at me immediately.  
 
    Three more attempts, altering our tactics each time, we ended up with her sliding under my right side to take the place of my arm and leg, her own thin legs shaking under my massive weight. At two meters tall and still packed with the muscle that came naturally to orcs, it shouldn’t even have been possible for her to help me up in that way. But with a strength that belied her size, and a ferocious determination, I got to my foot and girder.  
 
    I was a little unsteady, but it was a perfect length and well supported, if painfully digging into the flesh below my shoulder.  
 
    “You did it,” I grunted happily then took a step forward. If she hadn’t caught me, I would have hit the ground again. I think her reactions that time were more because she didn’t want to have to help me up again after what we’d just been through.  
 
    Once I regained my stability, and with an idea of how I could make it work, I gently shooed her away. Taking a much smaller step this time, I twisted my whole body, pivoting on my leg. Then pivoting on the girder. 
 
    Elation.  
 
    I did it again. And inched forward. Then again, each time, with each step, moving a little wider. On the fifth time I grew overconfident and over-extended, but the Scamper was there to halt my fall before I went too far.  
 
    I reduced the length of my stride again, and off we went.  
 
    It was slow going and noisy. The rubbing and digging of the girder into my shoulder wound were close to unbearable, but then so was crawling and we were moving twice as fast now.  
 
    We walked in silence for hours until we came to another widened intersection. In this one there was rubbish scattered all about. The first I’d seen since being down here despite my industrious friend seeming to find all kinds of things to help me.  
 
    I saw a metal rod, similar to the one we’d left way back in the tunnels, and I pointed at it.  
 
    “You get me that? Weapon for hand,” I said, waving my hand at her and then making a bashing motion.  
 
    She nodded, then in an impressive feat of agility, sprung almost the full distance toward it.  
 
    Once I had it in my hand, I swung it a few times, moving carefully, so I didn’t fall over. My feeling of competence grew again with a weapon in hand.  
 
    The Scamper looked happy at the development, too, jumping up and down and clapping. She halted and began piling up rubbish against the curved wall of the intersection. I wasn’t sure why, but at this point I trusted her more than I’d ever trusted anyone in my life. While she busied herself with that, I scanned the intersection. Three tunnels exited, beyond the one we’d entered through, I didn’t know which one to take, but I desperately hoped one of them led to the wall of the Undercity.  
 
    A hand gently tapped my arm. I turned to look down at the Scamper. She was pointing at the rubbish she’d stacked.  
 
    The confusion must have been clear on my face, so she ran over and leaned her back against the rubbish at a sixty-degree angle.  
 
    “A seat?” I didn’t need an answer and gratefully hobbled over. I studied the structure with a little skepticism. Never wanting to be off my feet again after what I’d been through, I couldn’t deny my left leg was in a lot of pain, as was the shoulder wound. There was no doubt I’d been slowing down gradually over the last hour, so I relented and leaned back into the rubbish seat.  
 
    I sunk into it a lot further than she did, going closer to a thirty-degree angle with as much dignity as an orc at an elven gala. I would definitely need the Scamper to get me back up again, but I decided not to worry about that until the time came.  
 
    We rested for a while, and when my stomach grumbled, she looked at me unhappily.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I can keep going for a good while yet.” 
 
    She pointed to the tunnel that exited to the right then rubbed her own stomach. My body wasn’t ready to move again, but my mind and stomach were.  
 
    “Give me ten more minutes while I psych myself up?” 
 
    She smiled then pointed at my chest. I had no idea what she wanted, until she grabbed one of the remaining ropes we had and began tying it to one of the thicker ropes around my chest. Then she mimicked using it to haul me up, before leaning next to me in the trash pile.  
 
    “It’s a good idea. “I’ll use the bar,” I said waving the iron rod in front of us.  
 
    While I demonstrated my meaning she suddenly sat bolt upright. Staring off into the darkness of the tunnel on our left.  
 
    I listened out but heard nothing, yet I didn’t doubt her and when she grabbed my chest rope to haul me up, I obliged with my own efforts.  
 
    The sounds of a distant scrape finally reached my ears, and I was suddenly pushing a lot harder with the metal rod against the wall.  
 
    The sound of a rattling robotic voice, crackled in the distance as I made it to my feet.  
 
    “… know you’re here… little girl… have something I need…” 
 
    “Is he talking about you?” I asked, having never thought of the Scamper as a little girl before. It was hard to tell much about her, including her age, but she was clearly into adulthood.  
 
    She nodded and pointed again to where the damaged implant behind her temple was. Understanding dawned on me. Specters hunted mods. It was how they stayed alive. Constantly repairing and upgrading themselves if they could. 
 
    We set off as fast as I could to gain some distance on the abomination. We turned off at intersections to confuse our pursuer, but the faster I went the louder my metal leg dragging across the concrete became.  
 
    The Scamper was acutely aware of the problem by the looks she kept giving the makeshift crutch. She ripped off a part of the ragged clothing that covered her torso and bent down next to me. I got the message and placed my hand against the tunnel wall, taking my weight off it long enough so that she could stuff the material underneath.  
 
    That done, we were off again with the sounds of the Specter ringing in our ears.  
 
    The strip of cloth made all the difference, muffling the sound of metal against concrete. But we both knew that wouldn’t last forever. The material would wear out and the sound of our passage would echo through the tunnel system once more.  
 
    The Scamper led me down the next available offshoot, keeping our light on for a few moments until we were moving steadily in the new direction. Then, with a brief wave of the light to me, she snapped it off.  
 
    We continued our journey in total darkness for a few minutes more until she stopped me with a palm to the chest.  
 
    I couldn’t see what she was doing, but I assumed we were stopping to listen to Specter’s progress. As I focused on the sound, it seemed to be closer. It had apparently turned off after us. That realization blossomed in the Scamper around the same time as it had me. Her hands frantically jostled at the ropes around my chest. And off we went again. 
 
    With gritted teeth I pushed forward with everything in me. She’d even moved alongside me and tried to help with each movement of my metal leg. Yet still the Specter slowly and inevitably gained on us.  
 
    At first, I couldn’t understand why it could track us now when it couldn’t before. Of course, the answer was the Scamper. She had the mod. Orcs rarely had mods, which made them great Deaters, as the chance of landmines going off from rogue mod signals was low. 
 
     It was just a guess. There were several reasons it could track us more effectively. It could have managed an optical repair and found our trail in the mud. 
 
    Whatever happened, it seemed that catching me was inevitable. I’d only glimpsed it before, but those red eyes and haunted face that hovered in the dark were almost at the top of the three-meter-high tunnels. This thing was big and powerful. So I either ran until it caught me, or attempted to fight. Both would likely end up in my death but only one of those deaths would be with a little honor restored. 
 
    As thoughts of stopping and fighting played through my head, I felt the Scamper’s hand press against my chest bringing me to a halt. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” I hissed. “Do we try and fight?” 
 
    She offered no answer, but after a moment, she turned the light back on. It seemed we were really doing this. We were gonna fight the cursed thing.  
 
    Once my eyes had adjusted to the light, I saw she was pointing urgently down the tunnel in the direction we were traveling. As soon as she had my attention, she put her hand up to her ear. 
 
    “Something else coming?” I asked, peering down into the darkness where our light failed to penetrate. 
 
    She nodded, her eyes wide with fear as it seemed we were about to be hemmed in from both sides. “What do you say? Forward and face the unknown, or face the Specter?” 
 
    In the end it was no choice at all and we both knew it. She still gestured to keep going.  
 
    “Leave the light on,” I suggested. “We might find somewhere to hide out of the way.” 
 
     Her expression was doubtful, her bony fists, clenched tight as we stumbled on. Still her eyes darted about for any hope of salvation, as did my own and for once it was me that spotted our potential salvation.  
 
    Against the tunnel wall I spied what looked like an old repair where the curved wall reached the floor. It looked like a section had been boarded over. 
 
    “Look,” I hissed, pointing at the patch. She followed my finger and appeared confused.  
 
    I moved over to it and attempted to bend, to reach the area. I fell in a heavy heap as the cloth-wrapped girder slipped in the sludge.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” a distant voice said. The urgency of the question reached above the approaching sound of the Specter. The competing noises from both sides of the tunnel built up the pressure.  
 
    I rolled onto my damaged side, used my left leg to balance, then punched the centre of the repair as hard as I could.  
 
    It could well have been solid concrete behind, in which case I would have shattered my fist with the force of the blow. But I’d been right, and my fist broke a hole in the fibrous cement board. 
 
    The Scamper finally understood, but her assistance wasn’t needed as I grabbed the board on its newly revealed edges and yanked. The whole thing came away with surprising ease, but the sound of my handiwork had riled up our mystery guests as shouting erupted from them. 
 
    I caught the scent of human drifting down the tunnel. Evil bastards. Worse than Specters in my opinion. Weak little cowards, but sly. Oh, so sly. Any power they held was through deception and corruption. They weren’t quite as effective as the elves at it, but they were certainly operating on the same lines.  
 
    As the board came loose, the Scamper grabbed my bindings and began trying to help me into the dark hole. The sounds of pounding footsteps were almost in time with the beating in my chest. The scraping sound and the haunting voice box of the Specter a chilling counterpoint. 
 
    With nothing but darkness inside the hole I had no idea if there was solid soil, or an opening behind and I didn’t care. It was all or nothing and I heaved myself blindly through. Until the edge of the girder got snagged, causing it to wedge deeply into my wound. Under any other circumstances I wouldn’t be able to move any further forward, but my fear that the Scamper was caught outside alone, with only my thrashing leg and death for company gave me reserves of strength and pain tolerance that went beyond what was normal. Even for an orc. I growled, and heaved, wrenched and wriggled, pulling with all the strength of my left arm.  
 
    The Scamper couldn’t die. Not like this. Not after everything she’d done for me. The metal bar tore further into my arm and my damaged side. My head spun with the pain. I growled again, frightening unconsciousness away with my rage. Yank, pull yank. 
 
    I was free; I was falling.  
 
    Not for long. A few meters at most. Hitting water first, it offered no cushion. Being knee-deep at best, I landed uncomfortably on my head and good shoulder. Bursting back through the water, I sputtered and gasped for breath from the lungful I’d taken. Something hit me hard from above. Plunging me back under again. 
 
    I resurfaced, and a hand clamped around my mouth as I coughed up fetid water. It was the Scamper who’d landed on top of me. The Scamper’s fingers which I now hacked water through as quietly as I could. 
 
    

  

 
   
    4th Partition  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A faint yellow light flickered above in the opening above us. Gruff voices shouting to one another. All sounding the same to my addled orc ears. 
 
    “What was it?”  
 
     “Dunno. Just disappeared.” 
 
    “Whatever it is,” another voice shouted. “It must be running away. Listen.” 
 
    “The fuck is that?” someone replied. “Scraping?” 
 
    I felt more stinking water begging to be let free from my lungs, yet I had to hold it in there. 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s speaking. And it’s not running away.” 
 
    “Can it, you lot,” an extra gruff, authoritative voice barked. “Weapons ready”. 
 
    Everything fell silent apart from the sound of the Specter. I couldn’t hear its voice, but I could hear the ominous sound of its approach from above.  
 
    “Banshee!” one man screamed. The sound of gunfire erupted, shouting and the haunting screech of the Specter filled the air and I finally put the water in my lungs back where it belonged.  
 
    I recovered long before the carnage settled and sat with Scamper, waiting and listening. I couldn’t see her, but it surprised me how much comfort the feel of her arm against mine offered. Some big bad loner I turned out to be. Must be a real mess, relying on the presence of a mutilated half-Elf runt for comfort. But… I’d died. The leftovers, this hunk of shit I’d become wasn’t Oshbob. I didn’t know what it was yet, but it wanted to survive. It wanted to survive more than Oshbob ever did. I shook my head in the darkness. It made no sense, but it was the truth. 
 
    “Dane’s down!” A voice roared over the noise. “Kill The bastard.” 
 
    Another death scream soon followed, and another. Whatever was happening, the humans were coming off worse.  
 
    “Fuck this! Retreat! Retreat!”  
 
    That was the authoritative voice again. And so we listen to the sounds of firing fade away. The sounds of the Specter following.  
 
    But not for long. The scraping of its movement soon returned. It seemed to be right above the hole. The faint red light of its eyes occasionally illuminating our entrance, but it made no attempt to enter. Instead, the sounds of hacking and the occasional buzz of a power saw filtered down to us. I could only guess, but it sounded as though the Specter, a Banshee, according to the humans, was busy removing parts from those it had killed.  
 
    We waited patiently until it had finished. Praying to the dead gods for it to move so I could try to do something with my wounds. They were throbbing with about as much pain as I’d ever felt and freely bleeding after the tight escape. When the sounds of butchery ended, I cheered inside. Until the sounds of munching, slurping, and crunching began. 
 
    I must have passed out at some point. The next thing I knew, I was bathed in blue light, resting on a slope of the space we were in. It turned out to be another tunnel, smaller and older looking than the one above. Made from small bricks rather than smooth concrete.  
 
    The Scamper freshly bandaged my wounds with scraps of her clothing. She was sitting a couple of meters away, watching me as she often did. Though I now accepted the intensity of her stare as just the way she looked.  
 
    “You’ll have no clothes left if you keep looking after me,” I said wearily. “Have you looked around yet?” 
 
    She nodded and pointed down the tunnel the way she wanted to go.  
 
    “Just as well you know what you’re doing down here. Can’t be far from the city walls now, can we?” 
 
    She didn’t give any kind of response, other than to move closer and grab the strapping in order to help me back up.  
 
    It took a moment, my wounds screaming as the metal girder applied its pressure once more. A constant reminder that I was still alive. 
 
    Our new tunnel was much harder to traverse. I muttered internally at the uneven floor. Hidden under the dark water, it continually threatened to trip me and plunge me back in.  
 
    Of course, things could have been worse. And after ten minutes’ walking, things became worse as we stopped at a narrow staircase leading upward.  
 
    The climb was perhaps twice my height before it ended at a rusty iron gate that barred our way. Under normal circumstances, I could have bound up there in a few powerful strides. Now it appeared like a sheer cliff face. An unbeatable giant, mocking my abilities. 
 
    The Scamper looked at me and I saw pity in its big, sorrowful eyes. A look that would normally fill me with anger and determination to prove them wrong. This time, only the determination reared its head.  
 
    It took a long time to reach the top. Leaning against the wall on my injured side, it was a horrible, awkward movement to complete for each step I conquered. Reaching the metal gate felt like one of my life’s greatest achievements. I was exhausted and in pain, but those two were constant companions and hardly worth mentioning. 
 
    My other constant companion pointed at the gate, grabbed it and shook it back and forth, demonstrating that she couldn’t open them.  
 
    Hope in her eyes that I could, or we’d have to find another way out and I got the distinct impression that wasn’t an option from her expression. 
 
    I set myself against the wall again and wrapped my hand around the rectangular casing that held the lock. Giving it a gentle push and pull, I could feel there was some play on the bolt, and its keep. Next, I pulled the housing toward me. Muscles straining, veins bulging. It budged. Not far, with the constraints of the thick metal bars that held it.  
 
    That was fine. I set to work on pushing back the way it just came, but almost fell backward with the awkward movement and nothing to brace me. I looked at the expectant Scamper.  
 
    “Can you push on my back to stop me falling over when I push?” She nodded and moved behind me, placing both hands on the small of my back. She might have looked like a waif, but I knew she had some crazy strength for her size.  
 
    I pushed again and it edged back into position and then past its original place. I kept pushing until it came to an unmovable stop.  
 
    “Okay, you can let go now.”  
 
    Scamper moved back alongside me, leaving some space to work. I took a deep breath and pulled with a sharp, powerful wrench. I expected to have to try a few times, but the door flew inward and only the Scamper’s quick movements stopped me from falling down the stairs. She shoulder-barged me back into the wall to prevent that fate. A tense moment, but it passed, and we had escaped our escape hole.  
 
    Stepping out into a narrower tunnel than we’d traveled before, Scamper set off eagerly, waving me on. With a grimace, I followed her, hopeful we would see some kind of city access soon.  
 
    We hit the main tunnel system soon after and my hopes of a city access were quickly dashed as the scent of death reached my senses. A few minutes later, the remains of the dead men bathed in the blue light of her glowstick and of the hole we used to escape, removed any doubt we’d gone backwards. 
 
    “What in the nine hells! Why we going backwards?” 
 
    She answered by bounding away from me. I watched her reach the remains and set about raking through them. Understanding blossomed. She was looking for things we could use.  
 
    “Idiot orc,” I cursed, then hobbled after her, making my way to the closest man. The sight turned my stomach. His chest had been opened up, organs missing from the inside. Half his face was ripped off, though I suspected that was for a mod removal rather than dinner.  
 
    The man’s belt was still intact, and from it hung a long-curved knife in a leather sheath. I couldn’t bend down without having a shit awful time getting back up. But I made a note of it for the Scamper to retrieve. Bracing on my L-bar, I kicked the remains over to see if I’d missed anything. I thought not until I caught a glint of metal in the sludge.  
 
    I stepped toward it at the same time as the Scamper appeared next to me, handing a pouch over. I took it, then pointed to the metal. “Look there.” She quickly stuffed something into her mouth and began chewing as she moved to inspect.  
 
    Knowing only that it was food, but having no interest in exploring further, I quickly poured some of the contents of the pouch I’d been given into my mouth. It was some kind of tasty, dried meat that tasted like bliss to my starving mouth. I wouldn’t have expected the brittle bones to carry shitty food, and they didn’t disappoint. 
 
    The Scamper made a funny sound as she picked the shiny something out of the mud, wiping it off. She turned to me, and my eyes goggled.  
 
    A gun. “A fucking gun!” I hissed happily.  
 
    She held it out to me, her eyes glistening with delight as I handed the pouch back to her and took it. Using the chunky handgun, I pointed down at the corpse. “There’s a knife and belt we could use on that one.” 
 
    She got to work immediately as I further cleaned and scrutinized the gun more closely. I wasn’t no expert beyond what I’d seen the soldiers use, and this wasn’t like those models. It had a rough, put together look about it, but it fit in my hand well and I felt a surge of power in holding it. The purple barrel wasn’t a good color for a gun. Chips in the paint showed the black metal below. I couldn’t understand why anyone would waste the time painting over the perfectly serviceable black coloring. 
 
    Writing along its side named it a Maxe II. It meant nothing to me, but when I thumbed the button next to the trigger and a small light next to it glowed green accompanied with a slight whirring sound as I guessed the gun charged a shot. I grinned, torn between testing it out and not wanting to draw attention to ourselves. I finally hit the button again and the green light turned off. Testing would come later. For now I moved to stuff it in my rope bindings when a pang of conscience hit. I looked down to the Scamper who had just removed the belt and knife, and was now wrapping the man’s torn open shirt around her. It was covered in blood where it had been ripped open, but otherwise it was intact. I remained silent, watching as she cinched the belt tight around her, happy that she was well covered again.  
 
    I waved the gun at her. “You should take this. It’s more powerful. Kill more people. I’ll take the knife.” 
 
    She shook her head, but still removed the knife. Then she hunched down in her usual creeping gait and moved around me, before imitating what I guessed was cutting someone's throat from behind. Only then did it hit me she’d done the whole thing in almost complete silence. Not even the sound of a footfall in the sludge. Then she patted the gun in my hand and held her ears, before tapping my leg and holding her ears again. 
 
    I laughed, then laughed some more. It felt remarkably good, and I realized it was the first time I could remember laughing since before I’d been drafted to become a Deater. She looked at me as if I’d gone mad. 
 
    “So what you’re saying is the noisy orc gets the noisy weapon? That’s fair. I get it.” 
 
    She nodded and made another strange sound, her ruined mouth wide open. The sight would have made me uneasy a few days ago. Not so now. Especially once I realised she was laughing.  
 
    She showed me what else she’d found on the other two bodies. No more weapons, other than a knife with a serrated edge for sawing. But there was a small pulse cooker. A flat plate with a heating element in the centre that could be used to cook food instead of having to set fires. We also found more rope and more food. There was probably enough for a few days' meals, but starving as we were, we stood there and ate every last scrap. 
 
    With that done, I was ready to move off again, but she pointed at my bindings, and where the girder dug into my shoulder, causing a constant stream of blood.  
 
    “What you thinking?” 
 
    She gestured, removing the strapping. I didn’t like the idea of being without my leg, but I trusted her now and so, helping me to the floor, we began reorganizing my strapping.  
 
    We’d covered the top of the metal girder with the knife sheath and padded my shoulder wound with the dead man’s folded trousers. None of the clothes fit me well, but with some deft cuts, the Scamper had me dressed in more layers, adding additional padding to my shoulder wound by stuffing the arm sleeve of my new black jacket with rags.  
 
    With that done, she slipped one pack over the top of the L-bar to offer more protection for me. Then re-bound it to me in a far more comfortable way than it had been.  
 
    “This is good. Should make the rest of the journey easier.” I said to enthusiastic nodding from her. “Help me up and we’ll get going.”  
 
    To my surprise, she laughed again, then pulled from behind her back a boot from one of the men. She slipped it on the end of the iron girder and bound it tightly. 
 
    As she moved her hands away, I had to grin, too. It looked as though I had two feet again! 
 
    “I feel like a new orc. Thank you!” 
 
    She grinned wide, then helped me up so we could continue our journey.  
 
    After a few minutes’ walking the boot turned around so the toe part was now pointing backwards. I didn’t care. I loved the boot, and I reveled in how much quieter my movement had become.  
 
    We’d survived certain death again and we’d gotten stronger from it. I was also now certain we were going in the right direction, as we cautiously moved down the tunnel the way the men had come from. 
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    Our next stretch of travel was quiet. That should have felt good, but as we were following the tracks of both this Banshee and the soldiers, there was a constant tension as we moved.  
 
    Providing they moved back within the city, I hope it would be a while before we had anything else to contend with.  
 
    That meant, for now, the hardest aspect of our day was navigating the changing terrain. The tunnels grew wider, which was good, and there were many more intersections, which worried me, but worst of all, each and every intersection now contained my most feared enemy. Steps. 
 
    Strapped up as I was now, there was far less discomfort in the movements I had to make, but whenever I was faced with four or more of them, I considered throwing myself down them, crawling to, and up the other side, and then just have the Scamper help me up. Yet my slowly resurfacing pride won out and I forced myself to take them in my stride.  
 
    Near the end of that day’s travel, the Specter’s tracks split off from following the humans. So far, the tracks had continued straight ahead since leaving the bodies, but the humans had turned off down a tunnel to our right.  
 
    “Why didn’t it follow the tracks?” I muttered to the Scamper. She pointed at the tracks, then covered her eyes.  
 
    “Huh, you could be right,” I said. Thinking back to my first proper encounter with the damn thing. “It can definitely see something. Faulty optics? If it only sees in infrared, following tracks would be close to impossible.” 
 
    The Scamper nodded her agreement.  
 
    “O’course, it could be that it’s holed up somewhere working on itself. You know. Now it’s got new parts.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me as I spoke those words, her face creased with worry. Hell, even I grimaced at the unspoken thought. At the moment, the Specter was slow and noisy, and probably had vision issues. If it could fix itself, then we could be in a lot of trouble very soon. It seemed my body sped up of its own accord as I shuffled after the Scamper down the tunnel the humans took.  
 
    She made the occasional foray forward to check our route and make sure that we didn’t walk into any trouble, but most of the time she spent walking alongside me in the wider tunnels. She seemed tense, stopping to sniff the air every so often and eying the occasional grates we passed. 
 
    “Is there something there?” I finally asked after I could take no more of the odd behavior. I couldn’t sense a thing, so when she nodded, I was both concerned and irritated at my inability to sense the danger.  
 
    “What do you think it is?” 
 
    She shrugged, and that was all the answer I could extract from her.  
 
     Even with the perceived danger, she still moved off occasionally, so I figured I didn’t need to be too concerned, guessing it was most likely rats.  
 
    After a few more hours of walking, I began to flag. While the new arrangement from our loot score made a vast difference to the distance I could cover, I’d pushed myself too far. 
 
    “Need to rest,” I grumbled to her, feeling some shame at the admission. She held up a hand, one finger raised. Then made a show of sniffing the air, and pointing ahead, beckoning me to go on. 
 
    I had no idea what she’d sensed, but for better or worse, I trusted her and forced myself onward.  
 
    Five minutes later we entered a huge cavern. It was lit with its own dim white lights, which illuminated a large circular door on the far wall. It was at least five metres in diameter, silver in color with a worn 05 printed in large red numbers. 
 
     “This must be it. The city wall,” I said, taking it in with a genuine sense of achievement. 
 
    The Scamper nodded, a wide grin that reached her eyes as she took it in, and I found a new lease of life and headed straight over to the doors. 
 
    Moving to the interface on the wall, I jabbed at it with my finger. It didn’t require a neural connection, which was a good start, but it required an access code. 
 
    I started with four zeroes. It buzzed red. ACCESS DENIED blazed across the screen accompanied by a robotic voice, hammering home the point.  
 
    0005 was a failure, as were my next ten attempts until the screen flashed up LOCKED. The interface voice was more informative this time. 
 
    “Maximum failed attempts reached. Door 05 is now locked until a technician can reset. Please use an alternative entrance.” 
 
    “I didn’t have too much hope that’d work,” I grumbled, looking at the giant door again. It wasn’t really the kind of door designed for a one-armed, one-legged orc to pry open with his fingers. Nonetheless, I gave it a try.  
 
    “Not getting in this way,” I said, a few moments later. Thumping the door with my fist. “And I need to rest for a bit before we move on.” 
 
    She patted my arm soothingly, then pointed at her eyes and then the tunnels that ran alongside the city walls.  
 
    “You’re gonna look around while I rest?” I asked, not fully understanding. She nodded and I had little choice but to agree. She helped me down first, in a corner  behind a concrete slab and a bunch of pipes, so if anyone passed through I’d be hidden. Then she scampered off. 
 
    As I lay there, feeling my eyelids grow heavy as soon as my head touched the floor, I pulled the gun from the straps across my chest and lay with it in my hand before allowing my eyes to close.  
 
    I dreamt of the explosion that put me here, though when I fell this time there was no ground, no spike, and no Scamper. I just kept falling down a dark tunnel.  
 
    The dream transitioned to me lying on the floor, a fuzzy image of a Specter with red glowing eyes gnawing at my good hand. It woke me up with a roar of anguish and hate. My bleary eyes busting open wide, to be filled with the sight of fucking goblins. Green-skinned, stinking gobbos. They were around a third of my size, but these little bastards hunted in packs. One of them sat on my chest, trying to pry the gun from my hand. I fumbled for a moment, re-tightening my grip on the piece, and trying to find the charge button. I also roared a challenge. That roar seemed to focus my mind and my finger as it landed on the charge button. As soon as it whirred up to a consistent sound, I shot the gun, roaring again.  
 
    The Gobbo disappeared from my chest, not dead, but screeching, holding its bloody stump where a hand had been only seconds before.  
 
    There was another by my head, a knife in its hand that was fast approaching my face. I pulled my arm backward, only just fast enough to intercept the blow and send the little shit flying against the pipes behind us. The crunch on impact told me I had one less Gobbo to deal with. 
 
    There was no time to cheer the victory as two more moved in, trying to stab at my face with spears. Or more accurately, knives welded to steel poles. I shot at those two, the seconds for recharge seeming to last minutes in the heat of battle. Another two of the scavenging bastards grabbed my foot and leg and began dragging me out of my defensible corner. 
 
    I shot the one closest to me point blank in the head. Brains and gore spattered everywhere. The next Gobbo swayed, turning his head from what would have been a killing shot into one that only sent him dancing around in agony over a ruined eye. 
 
    I turned to fire on the next one, but they’d all moved back. I was out in the open, now and they surrounded me with their makeshift spears. I counted around twenty of them. Vicious little scrotes, all eager to end me.  
 
    “What you runts want? I got nothing worth taking.”  
 
    Three more gobbos appeared at that point. A little larger and fatter than the rest, they marched through the line, all holding guns. All modded to a higher level than any of the others.  
 
    Of those three, a scar faced Gobbo with a distended pot belly, one muscly arm and one cybernetic arm replacement stepped closer. He had his own gun pointed at me as he answered.  
 
    “Plenty worth taking. Meat.” 
 
    I moved my gun, but he was quicker, shooting me in the chest. The round was spat from the gun, charged with electricity that crackled and spread out across my body on impact. The result was not death, but for all my muscles to lock up, paralyzing me completely. My senses remained intact, but as the rest of the goblins rushed in to tie me up, I couldn’t move at all. Not even my mouth would cooperate beyond allowing a steady stream of saliva to drain out as I was flipped around and eventually hauled up on a long length of metal pipe. 
 
    My journey as meat began. They set off running along one of the tunnels. Unfortunately for me, we traveled in the opposite direction to the Scamper. I just hoped some of the struggle had reached her.  
 
    After ten minutes of steady pace, we came to a crack in the wall. Wide enough for the gobbos to walk in and for them to squeeze me through. I was glad of the total lack of feeling as my head and face smashed into the sides of the opening. By the time we actually reached open tunnel again, the pain was returning. I tried working my jaw and it moved a little. The paralysis seemed to be wearing off quickly. A further minute or so later, I could move again. I began squirming against the bonds. 
 
    “Get me off here or I’m gonna kill all you little vermin!” I didn’t expect to get out of the bonds. I didn’t expect to kill them all if I did. What I hoped for was to stall for time, making as much noise as possible on the off chance the Scamper would hear me.  
 
    My wild thrashing caused them to drop the pipe, but even the heavy thump to the ground didn’t stop my curses. They only stopped when four solid blows from a metal spear butt smashed into my temple and switched off my operating system.  
 
      
 
    The world made no sense when I opened my eyes again. Everything was spinning. A huge fire was roaring from the ceiling. The air was filled with a mixture of grunts and scratchy voices. And the smell. Sweet mother of the tent. The smell was overwhelming. As if someone had worn socks for a month, then pickled them. A sour, cheesy combination that attacked every aspect of my sense of smell.  
 
    The afterlife?  
 
    A goblin walked past me on the ceiling. My mind finally caught up. It was me who was upside down. Hanging from my leg in a goblin cave. Still alive, somehow. A feeling I was becoming all too familiar with.  
 
    Dizziness and confusion still clouded my mind, but I closed my eyes again so the goblins would think I was still unconscious. Then, through slitted eyes, I tried to plan how I would get out of this. 
 
    As I slowly rotated, the rope biting deeply into the flesh of my ankle, I attempted to count the goblins.  
 
    There was a full tribe here, perhaps sixty of them of all ages. Sitting around and chattering to each other. Playing strange goblin games with bones. 
 
    On my slow rotation, I saw something that snagged my interest. Several goblins standing around a table, operating on another goblin. I tried to make out what they were doing before the rotation blocked them from my sight again. 
 
    All I figured out was that the goblin screaming and thrashing around on the table was the same one whose eye I’d shot out earlier.  
 
    My rotation came to a slow stop, and I began turning back the way I came. They were trying to attach an optical implant. I watched in amazement as the goblin passed out and these grunting idiots managed to fix it in place. They all cheered while one of them jumped up on the table and pissed on the unconscious goblin’s face to wake him.  
 
    He sat bolt upright, sputtering urine before jumping off the table and dancing around almost as much as he had when I’d shot him in the eye.  
 
    “I see! I see!” He shouted and as he turned around, I caught sight of his new eye. Blood poured from all around it. The eye itself was far too big for his head, bulging out obscenely and pointing in the wrong direction from the other eye. I knew little about implants. Despite the government’s insistence on everyone having access to the most basic keystone for entertainment, communication, and identification. That didn’t roll down to the orcs living in Artem unless they had a way to get a decent wedge of creds to get one installed themselves.  
 
    The goblin stumbled and fell over because of the eye’s funny angle. But it didn’t seem bothered at all, picking itself back up to keep on dancing.  
 
    At some point, I’d forgotten to play dead and followed the display with my head until I noticed many of them were now looking at me.  
 
    The fat leader who’d paralyzed me was now waddling over, full of smug superiority.  
 
    “Dinner needs to sleep until cook time. Stay fresh, make better dinner.” He raised the butt of his spear to hit me again. I had no hope of escape, but instinct saw me batter it out of the way. The movement caused me to spin and by the time I’d completed a full revolution he was ready for another blow. This time with the pointy end.  
 
    “You pay for that!” 
 
    “You’re already gonna eat me. How could I pay more?” I snapped. 
 
    He stuck me in the almost healed wound I’d gotten from the spike. I grunted, but that was all he was getting from me.  
 
    As he pulled the spear back out, he grinned. “Gonna bleed you a bit, then cook you alive so you is extra fresh and tasty.” The goblins watching from all around the room began to cackle and hoot at the threat. 
 
    “What did you say? I couldn’t hear you,” I replied. 
 
    He stepped closer and began to repeat himself. I shot my left arm forward to grab for my gun that was in his belt. He jumped back as I fumbled the handle and it fell to the ground between us, just out of reach. 
 
    He cackled and moved back in with the spear. Pulling it back for another thrust when a long-curved knife appeared embedded in his forehead.  
 
    It was so fast I barely understood what had happened until the Scamper jumped past me. Flicking the gun back toward me with a deft flick of her foot and yanking her knife from his forehead. She pulled the goblin leader's gun from his belt then backed toward me. 
 
    I still couldn’t reach the gun, but she fixed that by leaping up and cutting the rope I was suspended from. 
 
    I fell heavily, but filled with joy as my hand found the gun and the Scamper crouched beside me, hissing at the approaching goblins. 
 
    I held the gun forward, charging it up and ready to fire when the lead goblin peered at the Scamper curiously. “Unara?” 
 
    The Scamper didn’t reply. 
 
    The rest started shouting Unara at her, but the Scamper’s look of confusion mirrored my own.  
 
    “What do you mean, Unara?” I shouted at them. 
 
    “Unara is goblin spirit… Is tunnel flower. Shouldn’t grow, but does grow. Many petals. Very rare and precious, like tall, beautiful goblin.” 
 
     I thought quickly, despite the surprise of his response. “Ah! Unara! Thought you’s were saying… Ughama… never heard of that before. But yeah this here is the Unara you’re talkin’ about I said, pointing my thumb at the Scamper. She won’t speak to any of you though. She’s just here as my… spirit protector. Guiding me through the tunnels.”  
 
    I looked up at where the Scamper stood. She was looking at me with a lost expression. I winked at her. “Isn’t that right, Unara?” 
 
    It took a little while, but she finally nodded and looked back at the goblins. They all started chanting Unara again.  
 
    I watched them closely, wondering where they were going to take it from here, but I figured that the immediate danger had passed, now my Spirit Scamper was here, still crouched over me protectively, looking ready to start killing again at any moment. 
 
    “What now then? You help Unara and me?” 
 
    “No help,” he said, waving his arms. “You help goblins, you were meal, now gone!” 
 
    I eyeballed the little goblin shit and pointed at the operating table I’d witnessed the gruesome surgery on. Despite how disturbing it had been, it still looked like a lifeline to me.  
 
    “You give me leg. I help with food.” 
 
    “No legs for old dinner.” 
 
    The Scamper chose that moment to hiss, lurching forward a pace. The goblin jumped back, then grinned with love in his eyes.  
 
    “Give Old Dinner something. Come look,” he said, beckoning us across the room.  
 
    The Scamper moved to help me up, but without the girder, it was no use. 
 
    Seeing our troubles, the goblin leader barked at a few of his men. “Help Unara move Old Dinner.” 
 
    Soon several dirty, nipping, gripping hands were on me. I didn’t like it one bit as they hauled me across the room like a sack of rubble and deposited me next to some raggedy old curtains.  
 
    The goblin who had been performing the operation whipped them open dramatically to reveal shelves full of junk.  
 
    Among it I saw some mods. A couple of eyes and what looked like brain cyberware. Some upgrades were so heavily covered in muck and rust it was hard to make out what they were supposed to be. It was a disappointing sight and the only thing that looked to be any use at all was a badly damaged cybernetic arm. 
 
    The Scamper leapt forward to it before I could even speak, picking it up and presenting the goblin leader with it. Then pointed at me. 
 
    I’d have preferred a leg, but anything, even a broken old arm would do. If I could hold a crutch or walking stick my life would be improved tenfold. So I offered a thumbs up to the chief. “I’ll be able to hold a stick with it at least, and that will help me to walk again. Better than nothing.” 
 
    “Had it a long time. Too big for us, though. He eyed me up. “Maybe too small for you.” 
 
    It was a little shorter than my other arm, but I’d happily take it. The new goblin leader barked orders once again and multiple hands grabbed me and placed me on the table.  
 
    If I hadn’t been through so much already, this would have been a horrifying proposition I wouldn’t have contemplated in a thousand years. But having already died multiple times, more or less, I accepted the ordeal with grim determination.  
 
    The Scamper came by my side and rested a hand on my shoulder. She smiled, and I found myself smiling back. Ordeal or not, this would take me to the next level. With two arms, I might even be of some use once again. 
 
    The goblin surgeon jumped onto the table to stand over me. He had a needle in his hand. “Old Dinner go to sleep for this.” Then he slammed the needle into my chest and before I could say, “I’m gonna rip your head off!” My eyes were already closing.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    6th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking. That’s what I was doing. Long legs eating up the smooth Veshta street pavement. My destination, the middle quarter. I had important business there, though I couldn’t quite place what it was. Probably because of the scent of food from the street vendors filling my nostrils to the point where I could almost taste their wares. I could never normally afford anything, but it was a solid place for opportunities. Plenty of people to rob and scams to run.  
 
    As I’d grown to manhood, I couldn’t steal from the stalls themselves. Gotten too damn big. But this time was different. The vendors were handing food to me with deference in their eyes if I but looked in their direction. Sweet and sticky meat skewers, steaming hot buns stuffed with all kinds of tasty fillings, and cups of Akula Asaka to warm my veins and put a smile on my face.  
 
    A shooting pain lanced in my leg, removing that smile. It grew so strong, so quickly, that it was all I could think of. I didn’t scream. I never screamed. But I did fall to one knee. There was no helping it. From the knee, I fell to the pavement. The world around me spun, then faded.  
 
    My face was now pressed to a metal table and the pain in my leg was even worse.  
 
    As the world came back to full clarity, I felt as though someone had twisted my guts and torn them out. Why couldn’t the damn goblin cave have been the dream.  
 
    “He’s awake. You finished, or do I put him back out?” 
 
    “Done. No more sleepy for Old Dinner.” 
 
    The leader’s face appeared in front of mine. “You get up?” 
 
    I didn’t feel like I could, I looked down to my new arm. There was nothing there. I rolled over to look at why my leg was hurting so bad but with my head cloudy from the anesthetic, I fell from the table.  
 
    Coarse, grating laughter erupted all around me. I pushed out their presence to finally look down at my leg.  
 
    I closed my eyes again, trying to breathe. It had to be a dream.  
 
    Breathing didn’t work, and it wasn’t a dream. “Why’ve you put the arm on my leg!” I roared, trying to sit up. But enraged as I was, my efforts to move caused the arm to go wild, bending and flexing in jerking movements. Jolts of agony came from where it joined with my flesh.  
 
    They all jumped back as I thrashed, their expressions ranging from angry to upset. 
 
    “You said you use arm to walk!” The pack leader said. “You said hold stick so you it same length as other leg!” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I said, searching first for words, then frantically for the Scamper. “Where is the Unara?” I snapped.  
 
    “Gone hunting to feed us all. Ungrateful orc. First not dinner then complains about new leg! Ungrateful orc!” 
 
    The goblins all maintained a good distance from me, though I was trying to remain still, so the new leg didn’t move. 
 
    Even if I could use the arm to walk with, that wouldn’t be right now. There was no way it would take my weight against the wound. It was just over half the length of my other leg reaching just past the knee. That was gonna cause issues too. Inspecting what they’d done as best as I could, it appeared they’d cut more of the leg away to get the shoulder of the arm to fit on the stump/. 
 
    Deep breaths, Oshbob, Deep breaths. “Can the arm be refitted on my shoulder as planned?” I growled. 
 
    The pack leader looked around to their mod installer, who shook his head. “No. need more adaptors to re-attach. Didn’t even have enough for this. Had to improvise already. So, fingers won’t work at all. Only elbow joint for walk once healed.” 
 
    With a groan, I let my head fall back on the cold concrete floor. Whatever dark gods twisted our fates was clearly a sadistic bastard with a sick sense of humor.  
 
    A clamor from the other side of the cave brought my head around. It seemed dinner had arrived, yet as glad as I was to see the Scamper, the sight of more tunnel weasel grubs hit me with a sense of disappointment I couldn’t describe.  
 
    The goblins seemed happy with the haul, and I had a glimmer of hope that they could make them edible. Though considering how much they’d fucked the arm situation up, I shouldn’t have bothered.  
 
    The Scamper dropped the two grubs she was carrying and came bounding over to me. 
 
    She looks down at my leg and then back up to me tilting her head to one side, the obvious question clear in her eyes. 
 
    “I take it from that expression you already left before they started fitting the arm to my leg?” 
 
    With a nod, she moved closer to the offending modification and looked it over. She tenderly touched the raw operation site, looking up sadly at me. 
 
    “Yeah. It looks as bad as it hurts, and they can’t swap it now until they get more adaptors, and I don’t think that’s likely anytime soon. If I can walk with it once it’s healed up, I say we get out of here and see if we can find a proper carver up in the main city.” 
 
    She looked around the goblin cave and it surprised me to see a look of distaste for them. Her large, black-flecked eyes finally came to rest on mine. She patted my new leg gently, then made the walking symbol with her two fingers.  
 
    “Get out of here as soon as it’s better?” 
 
    Her firm nod let me know we were on the same page. “Would you help me over to the wall, so I can sit up?” 
 
    She put her hands on the two of the remaining ropes that hadn’t been cut away in the removal of the L-bar and as I pushed with my arm and left leg, she pulled. 
 
    The short journey of four meters, my new leg, clanging all the way had left me exhausted. But from my new position I could make out the cook fires, and soon the sweet smells of charred protein hit my nostrils. 
 
    The Scamper sat by my side in companionable silence. Her body was completely still, but her eyes never stopped moving around the cavern, always alert. I reflected on how lucky I was that she found me. I’d never felt such gratitude to another living being before, and those thoughts led me to an uncomfortable feeling. The realization that she was the closest thing I had to a true friend, and I was still calling her the Scamper. I’d heard people speak of guilt before but until now it didn’t really know what it meant. I had a hunch it might be what I was feeling. 
 
    “You have a name?” 
 
    She shrugged, but didn’t look around me. Her eyes now fixed, unfocused at a spot in the distance. An odd response and it didn’t help me with this guilt, so I pushed on.  
 
    “So, yes. You have a name and you not liking it? Or no you don’t have one?” I hadn’t given her enough time to indicate which of my questions were right, but given her disinterest in the subject, I kept going. “Either way, unless you can write it down, I can’t keep calling you the Scamper. You’re my only friend and you deserve much better from me. So, here’s what I’m thinking. The goblins call you Unara. The cave flower. I don’t like the gobbos but I’m thinking it suits you. Would you mind if I called you that?” 
 
     She didn’t make any moves or sounds. Still staring at the far wall, but a single tear ran down her gaunt cheek. She finally turned and with a ferocious smile and a nod, she accepted the name. 
 
    I smiled back. “Then it’s very nice meeting you, Unara. I’m Oshbob.” 
 
    She patted my chest, then leaned against me. Landing on my wounded shoulder. The physical discomfort it caused paled in comparison to the comfort I felt inside at the act, and the dirty guilt disappeared. 
 
    The next few days passed by in a blurry pain filled haze. My head was all hot and dizzy, and so was my leg where they attached the arm, yet I was shivering all over, with a bone deep coldness. Worse, I kept falling asleep and I didn’t trust the goblins. Not one bit. Especially when Unara wasn’t there, and she wasn’t there a lot having to feed us both with her hunting.  
 
    In one of my clear moments, a few days after the operation, the goblin carver finally came over to see me. 
 
    “Leg good?”  
 
    “It’s not a leg and no. Lots of pain like it’s on fire.” 
 
    Inspecting the leg, he held his crooked green chin and nodded. “Hmmm. Happens. Body rejecting mod. Might have to take back off.” 
 
    Another goblin came up, one of the fitter ones who normally went out hunting. “Looks like a dirty wound to me. You try cleaning it?” 
 
    The goblin carver shook his head. “You not carver Bagri, you know nothing.” 
 
    The bigger goblin shrugged. “I knows a dirty wound when I sees one.” Then he walked off uninterested.  
 
    I eyed the carver. I didn’t want him fucking with the leg anymore, it was hurting so bad. Even this conversation was draining what energy I had. So I pushed the cleaning idea in case it worked. “If cleaning don’t work, then take it off. It seems like a better plan to start with. I can’t actually remember you ever cleaning it.” 
 
    “Never did. You too angry when you woke up, shouting even though I did a great job. You want me to clean wound now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled. I wanted to say more, but my mouth didn’t seem to want to work. It didn’t much matter as he was already walking over to the food preparation area. I watched him with a hint of desperation as he grabbed a clear plastic bottle full of dirty drinking water from the rocky shelf. When he took a long drink, practically draining the full bottle, I was confused. When he put it back down and began talking to another goblin I realized he’d forgotten all about me. 
 
    An attempt to shout over resulted in a weak dry croak no one heard over the constant noise of the goblin cave. I tried a few more times, but in the end sleep grabbed hold of my mind and dragged me down into its dark, pain-free depths.  
 
      
 
    Stinging! My leg was stinging. My eyelids split open, my blurry vision clearing to find the goblin carver pissing on my leg. 
 
    “Gah! Get off you dirty bastard!”  
 
    He jumped back before I could hit him. Shouting back as he dodged. 
 
    “You told me to clean! I clean. Stupid Old Dinner dun’t know what is talking about! Ask for arm to walk, isn’t happy. Ask for clean, isn’t happy. Why the Unara protect you, I no know.” 
 
    “This is dirty piss! Piss doesn’t clean,” I snapped. 
 
    He thrust his arm wide, pointing to the goblin with the new eye replacement. “See, Sig’s eye not burning! I piss clean!” 
 
    I looked over at the goblin in question. I had to admit the eye wound, though ugly as shit, had healed remarkably well. 
 
    “Where’d you learn piss cleans? Where’d you learn any of this?” I asked, calming slightly. 
 
    “Old goblin named Igri. Dead now. Oh and much practice. Make up new things. Solve problems.” He tapped his temple to emphasize the point. 
 
    “So where did the old goblin learn to do it?” 
 
    “Even older goblin named Igri, much longer ago. He dead too.” 
 
    “So passing on of knowledge to people called Igri. Is that your name too?” 
 
    “Yes, goblin carver is Igri? That is always.” 
 
    “What about the equipment? Where’d you get nanites from?” 
 
    “Pack heirlooms. Can pull Nanos from dead things we find or kill. You ask many questions Old Dinner. You not angry about piss anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not happy. But I believe you.” And I did. Whether or not it would clean my wound was a different matter, but the intent to help was there.  
 
    “As for the questions. I’m interested in your work is all. I’m gonna have a lot of work to do with myself, so I need to know.” 
 
    “No one else ever wants to know! I show you!” He said with way more enthusiasm than I expected. Scurrying off to his shelves he grabbed one of the remaining eyes and came running back, thrusting it in my face.  
 
    “Look here!” I was barely lucid, but I saw he was pointing to a thick black cable protruding from the silver and white orb.  
 
    “Optics easy. Not too much to them. This cable clamps to chunky eye nerve in skull. Only one adapter needed. Melts cable to nerve. Then take a little of the nanos put em in and it comes together. Mods with more nerves are more problems. You not getting nerves right in arm, you try to scratch arse, you poke self in eye.” He cackled at that. 
 
    I wasn’t amused. “So you know how to tell the difference between the nerves?”  
 
    He laughed even more at that “Not at all! Many accidents! Some good times.” 
 
    The admission was terrifying, but I was still interested and took the eye from him to inspect. I had basic knowledge of cables and electronics from learning to deactivate the mines and the optic had bundles of wires within that thick cable that were divided into color coordinated groupings. I had no idea what any of them meant, but I knew enough to know each grouping would serve a specific purpose. I also knew that aligning them incorrectly would have consequences. I looked up at Igri about to ask another question, then gave up. I needed to sleep again, and from what he’d already said, I reckoned a weasel grub would know as much about the function of the different groupings as the goblin carver did. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    7th Partition  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The piss was effective. But I’d kill Igri if he ever told a soul that I’d asked him to piss on my leg again. To be honest, I was ready to kill the full cavern of grunting, stinking little bastards, even though they’d helped me in the end. 
 
    Most of them kept their distance from me, even as my head cleared, and my mood improved, and I was glad of it. I needed to focus on getting a feel for my new leg so I could get out of here. It wasn’t ready to take my full weight yet, but I spent the days of my recovery making gentle movements. Stretching and bending the elbow joint that took the place of my knee.  
 
    It didn’t move smoothly, nor directly out in front of me, as a good knee should. Instead, it went out at an awkward angle and stiffened just before straightening fully, before clicking and releasing again.  
 
    The hand didn’t work either, as Igri had already told me, so it was basically useless, clenched in a fist until around the fifth day of our stay, when the goblin carver brought a short steel bar to even out the length issue along with a selection of tools.  
 
    “We make the leg same length as other today. Should be able to walk soon!” He struck me as genuinely happy at the prospect as he got to work.  
 
    Using needles and small screwdrivers, he tinkered with the hand, cursing, and hissing as it defied his abilities.  
 
    The pack leader, Kapar, walked past as he struggled and helped by kicking him up the arse. “Don’t mess too long. Old Dinner not worth effort.” He spat on the floor, then waddled off without another word. Igri growled at him, but remarkably the rough treatment seemed to awaken something in the carver and a minute later, he had the hand open. He met my eyes. “See? Igri knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    I nodded at the hand. “What now?” 
 
    “Easy.” He placed the bar in the palm of the hand, then made it close, carefully working the thumb independently to go over the top of the bar to hold it securely. 
 
    I tested the leg again, checking how the fresh addition affected the movement. The extra weight made no difference, but the bar had a slight rattle on it, and I reckoned it would slide out once I was up and walking.  
 
    “Seems loose. Can you tie it up as well?” 
 
    He glanced nervously over to Kapar, who was now lying down by a fire, talking to some of the goblin elders, then nodded.  
 
    He returned soon after with some of the strapping I’d brought in with me and soon had the bar tied tightly to the fist.  
 
    “All done,” he said proudly.  
 
    I grunted. “Thanks Igri.” It was a grudging thanks, but if this worked, then it was a literal step in the right direction. 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed Kapar’s return, but he appeared beside the carver inspecting his work and nodding. “Give it another day and you try to walk. You owe the Unara a lot of food. She keeping you fed Old Dinner. One very lucky orc.” 
 
    He spoke a truth I couldn’t deny. I owed Unara everything, and I intended to pay her back. She spent most of her time out hunting for us and I would have felt worse about that fact, but she seemed to grow healthier by the day. Only as she filled out did I realise how thin and unhealthy she’d actually been.  
 
      
 
    Standing, that’s what I was doing. I’d waited for Unara to return from her hunting trip the day after I’d had the extension bar installed before I risked it. The goblins would have helped me, but the help would be questionable, and they’d delight in my failure.  
 
    With Unara holding my left arm, I put my weight down on the new mod. The pain soared to heights not reached since awaking from the operation. Fresh blood appeared around the rusty chrome shoulder. But I stood. At my insistence, she slowly let go of my arm and I held myself upright, swaying and wobbling like a drunken street performer on a unicycle.  
 
    I had to concentrate on the signals I sent to the new leg. I lifted it up at the hip, bent it at the elbow, and took my first step. And overdid it. Unara was there to stop me from overbalancing and falling to my face. Her help gave me the time to get the steel bar back down on the ground. As it connected heavily with the concrete floor, an additional pain shot through the wound and into my spine, which was new, but my determination carried me on, and I managed another step with my good leg. 
 
    Unara prevented me from falling on the next three steps, but on the fourth I made a step forward without assistance. Two more and I was satisfied with what I’d done, but with blood flowing freely from the wound, I was done.  
 
    I collapsed to the floor, more to stop any further damage than because the pain had gotten too much. The act caused boos of derision from the goblins, but Unara crouched down beside me and placed a hand of comfort on my shoulder. 
 
    “Give me a couple more days and I’ll be ready to get out of this place.” 
 
    Her grip tightened in agreement. I had no idea of her motivations, but she seemed as eager to get moving again as I was. Whether because she disliked the goblins, or she had an idea where she wanted to be, I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    After predicting that I’d need only a few more days before we could leave the goblin cave, fate made a liar out of me. Around half of the hunting party that had gone out that day failed to return and those who did were all injured. None of that would have mattered to me, except Unara wasn’t among them.  
 
    The ten who had returned were well rattled and stood around Kapar, shouting and talking over each other in a panicked mess. It made it impossible to work out what had happened from where I sat.  
 
    “Where’s Unara?” I shouted over. 
 
    I was ignored, not once, but twice. It was time to take a stand. Fear over Unara drove me up and forward. My staggering, jolting gait was agony but I managed to make my way over to them. “Where is Unara,” I growled, as much through pain as through anger at them for ignoring me.  
 
    Bagri, one of the more respected goblin hunters and who had suggested cleaning my wound, now turned to face me. His lopsided eyebrows made him appear constantly surprised by something, but it was just the odd angle they were set at. 
 
    “Ambushed by humans with many guns. Lots of our pack killed, some taken. The Unara was taken.” 
 
     “What are we waiting for, then?” I caught the Kapar’s eye. “Get your people together and let’s go find them?” 
 
    He replied with a vigorous shake of his head. “No way. Lost half of strongest goblins from this. Stupid orc getting us all killed with crazy plans.” 
 
    “Some of your people were captured. You won’t get them back? You could steal their guns too if we’re clever about this. Make your pack stronger again?” 
 
    “Stupid orc with stupid leg will die and get pack killed too. Not happening.” 
 
    His reluctance to go surprised me. Though it made sense from a self-preservation outlook.  
 
    “I’m going after Unara no matter what, but I could really do with the back-up. If you’re not going to come, can you at least help?” 
 
    Kapar waved his hands, about to shut me up. “You go out there, you die. You useless crippled Old Dinner. Why not die in here and make it easier? Hunters brought back no food. You could become New Dinner again?” 
 
    He looked genuinely hopeful that I’d take him up on his offer. I didn’t even bother with a reply. “I have a cave flower to find. Have you at least got the metal bar I came in here with?  
 
     “Okay, okay!” Kapar said, waving his hands about in frustration. “Go get his bar.” He snapped at one of the nearby goblins.  
 
    “I’m going to need a torch as well. You still have my glow stick.” 
 
    “You ask too much. You want all our things! We already sad with the loss of people and you take more.” 
 
    “I only want to take the things I came in here with. That you stole.” 
 
    “Stole? We no steal. You were dinner. No need for torches anymore.” 
 
    “Not dinner now,” I snarled. “Now get me my glowstick.”  
 
    He was pacing around frantically now, so I turned back to Bagri. “How many humans attacked?” 
 
    He took on a thoughtful expression, then pointed at the rest of his injured team. “Maybe half of this number here.”  
 
    “So there was five?” 
 
    “But very powerful,” Bagri replied.  
 
    The leader was listening at the additional information with interest. “Five is not so many.” 
 
    I felt a spark of hope. “So you will come?” 
 
    “Old Dinner is useless. Get us all killed. Here,” he said. Raking about in his tattered clothing he pulled out the glow stick. “Take light. Unara is best hunter. Worth risk for you saving her. Goblins eat well when she with us. Even when your fat face is eating so much.” 
 
     I ignored him and turned to Bagri. “If it’s not too much trouble, could you turn on the light and tie it to the girder for me?” 
 
    Kapar sneered at my ineptitude, but Bagri did it without thought. I appreciated the effort and realized that the other goblins were actually good with me. It was only Kapar who had any real aggro toward me. As I took the metal bar, light staff back, I thanked him, then risked one more attempt to get them to come with me.  
 
    “Which way do I go once I’m out of here?”  
 
    What followed was the most garbled, nonsensical set of directions I’d ever heard.  
 
    “Go straight, then turn on this arm next to a jagged pipe,” Bagri explained, waving his right arm in the air. “On the second turn, you go on this arm.” He raised his left, then after a moment of thought, added. “…or is it the third?” 
 
    “Second on this arm.” Another happy helper offered, waving his left arm.  
 
    Having no idea what they were talking about, I lost the last of my patience as they shouted among themselves over directions and set off across the goblin cavern. Suppressing the urge to wince on every clanking step I took. I wasn’t ready for this yet, but life never waits for you to be ready and if Unara was still alive, she had no one else.  
 
    It took far too long to exit the now silent goblin cave. I could feel their eyes on me as I moved, but I refused to look back, injecting all of my hate, disappointment, and fear into moving forward.  
 
    At least until I was out of sight and deep into the dark tunnels. Then I leaned against the wall and took a few deep ragged breaths. Despite the pain and the worrying amount of fresh blood pooling around my new leg, it was a relief to be away from the constant noise and smell of the pack. It had filled my senses for far too long.  
 
    After the brief rest, I readjusted the metal walking stick to angle across my body to try to take some of my weight on that side. The result was awkward and laborious, and it put the light right in front of my face, but it worked, and I could keep clanging, clunking and clicking blindly down the tunnel, deaf to any potential threat. 
 
    Reaching the first tunnel that split off to the left I noticed a jagged pipe jutting out from the smooth tunnel wall. It was about the only thing I picked out from the directions I’d been given. I was about to move down it until I glanced an odd shape a little further along the direction I’d been traveling. I decided to investigate further and soon discovered the shape to be the crumpled remains of a goblin with half its head blown away. Flies had already started congregating on the corpse, but apart from leading me this way, it offered little else of value.  
 
    I held my light forward to peer further down the tunnel and picked out the goblin’s makeshift spear in the gloom, so I kept on moving until I spotted the next tunnel turning. This one led off to the right and offered another lumpy shape on the ground.  
 
    This one was the proud owner of a gaping hole in its chest. Its Spear was leaning against the curved tunnel wall high enough up so that I could reach it without bending too much. Grabbing it, I wedged the shaft against my back through several straps, before clanking off once more. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see another body for a while, but at the next available turnoff I held the light down close to the ground, to inspect what tracks they had made. Recent footprints went both ways, but the left tunnel had seen the most action recently. 
 
    The decision turned out to be the right one as I soon found another two bodies, killed similarly. Shot in the back while escaping. If I knew nothing else, I knew I was on the right path, and I knew I was struggling. My leg screamed for rest and dizziness and nausea were threatening to overwhelm me. Yet still, I went on.  
 
    Around five more minutes brought the scent of death, which grew until I came out into a small intersection with four exits, seven bodies. The remaining goblins of the hunting pack slaughtered mercilessly, and one lone human with his throat cut. I suspected I knew who was responsible for that deadly show of affection. 
 
    I stood in silence at the entrance for a while, observing the scene and listening for any signs of danger. Once satisfied, I moved over to the dead human to inspect his clothing more closely.  
 
    Dressed in black military style gear identical to the mercenaries we’d almost met before, he had multiple pockets, loops, and holsters, though it was obvious that all of his weapons had been removed.  
 
    I still examined him for anything that might be useful, but apart from a few shreds of jerky, he’d been stripped clean. 
 
    I was about to move on when I spotted his hand was clenched. 
 
    Turning over the hand, I unpeeled his stiffened fingers and my eyes goggled at what I saw there. An actual Medium Medi-kit. Worth an absolute fortune. Not the goblin-shit excuses they gave to the Scampers either, which contained nothing but uppers. These kinds contained nanites.  
 
    Now I just prayed it hadn’t already been used. The cap that covered the needle was still in place, which was a good sign, but there was only one proper way to find out if it was usable. 
 
    I jabbed the needle into the upper part of my injured leg and pressed the activation button. 
 
    All the jerky in the world couldn’t match the elation I felt as the nanites poured into my body and got to work on the injured area. The increased burning and itching was a small price to pay as the debilitating damage healed up. As I waited, unmoving for the full effect to take place, I munched on the dried meat. 
 
    Bastards are in trouble now. I grumbled to myself as the healing ceased and my stomach growled happily at being fed something tastier than burnt grub. To describe my mood as happy would be to fall a long way short of the torrent of emotions swirling in my soul. The desperate need to rescue Unara had happiness in a choke hold, gasping to be let free and the fear of not being able to achieve that goal had its foot on the neck of hope, a gun pointed to its head.  
 
    With a quick flex of the arm mod from where I sat, I was amazed. I’d heard great things about proper Medi-Kits but never would I have expected it to be capable of what it had done. The wound was now smooth grey/green skin, and the pain had reduced so much I could hardly feel it beyond a deep niggle in my hip joint.  
 
    I took a few slow and purposeful steps as I tested out my full weight and found myself in the least amount of pain since Unara pulled me from the spike. 
 
    I spun around, driven by a strong sense of being watched, but there was nothing and nobody there. After a minute or two of silence, slowly sweeping my head from side to side, I let it go.  
 
    With the L-bar now clamped up under my left armpit so the light was a meter in front of me, I then pulled out the gun from its place at my chest, pointing it forward into the gloom ahead.  
 
    A few minutes into the new tunnel, reveling at how much faster and smoother I was walking, a regret hit me with the steady clanging of the steel bar. Shoulda wrapped it, Oshbob. Not good enough. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the squeaking, clicking of the arm and the fact I was swinging a bright blue light about on the end of an L-bar, I might have gone back to wrap the metal up, but whatever happened next, I was bound to be spotted sooner than I’d have liked.  
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, a voice rang out in the darkness ahead, “You not learn your lessons, you filthy, fucking rats?” 
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    “Best be off with ya! Or we will hunt you all the way back to your nest and burn the lotta yer out.” 
 
    Self-preservation said hide, so I tried to soften my footsteps and masking the creaking, squeaking joint. I should go back to the intersection and wait, wrap up my loud bits and come back without a light. I knew where they were now. 
 
    But I wasn’t here to save myself, and while Unara might still be alive now, if I went and hid and she died. Well, that would be on me. 
 
    Huh, I grunted to myself as I decided. Fucking humans. Never much liked ’em.  
 
    The crackle of a radio from up ahead snapped me into action, and I started moving forward again. There were only so many times you could face certain death before the fear of it lost its hold on you. 
 
    “Think that damn Specter’s back lads. Might need a bit of back up here. Over.” 
 
    If they thought I was the Specter, they’d come out mob handed, shooting first and asking questions from my corpse later. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone!” I shouted back. “I’m not a goblin or a Specter.” 
 
    “Well, look somewhere else. All you’ll find here are bullets. This here is claimed territory, and trespassers will be shot to shit.” 
 
    I continued walking forward until I reached where my tunnel met the adjoining tunnel the voice was coming from.  
 
    “Of course they’d have night vision,” I grumbled as I saw the tunnel was completely dark. Too late to go back now, though. I holstered the gun while I took hold of the L-bar of light from under my arm. With a few quick stretches to limber up my arm, I threw it as far around the corner as I could. My thinking was simple. It might illuminate their position and hopefully fuck with their night vision. But mainly it wouldn’t be making me a target as I hobbled out after it.  
 
    I spotted my enemy recovering from the sudden light show, and it seemed there was only one of them. Odds I could live with even if he had a heavy-duty assault rifle. 
 
     He ducked down behind a makeshift barricade of shelves and corrugated sheet metal built up to around two and a half meters high. While I walked as quickly as I could toward him, keeping my eyes and gun locked on the point he had ducked down at. 
 
    I could have crouched, I could have tried to run. Neither would have helped my cause. I would likely have one shot at this when he popped up.  
 
    The moment his furry, brown and beige colored head popped up, I fired. Three times in quick succession. He opened up with a hail of hot metal. 
 
    Only my second shot scored a hit, glancing against the side of his temple and saving my life as only two of his bullets hit. One into my chest, another into my abdomen. A number that would have been far greater if he hadn’t been falling backwards from my shot, sending the rest of his bullet strafing harmlessly into the tunnel ceiling. I kept moving, though leaking heavily now, and coughing up a little blood. 
 
    But I had a plan. If the last guy had a Medi kit, then perhaps this furry headed bastard would. If I could get my hands on it, then the bullets wouldn’t be a problem.  
 
    I could hear him fidgeting desperately and imagined him on the other side of the barrier, pulling the good stuff from his pocket now.  
 
    He was going to get a nasty surprise. Forcing my fingers into an overlap of the sheet metal near where I could hear him, I yanked at the edges with all my might. It didn’t rip off as I’d hoped, but the corner bent back to reveal a startled looking human with a Medic-kit in his hands and blood pouring down the side of his face.  
 
    He dropped it to pick his gun back up while I shot him in the chest twice. At this range I couldn’t miss and as he fell backward, his chest exploding with the impact, I reached through the opening and grabbed the Medi kit.  
 
    “Your lucky day, Oshbob,” I muttered, dropping back down behind the barricade. I flicked the cap of the Medi-Kit as the tunnel was suddenly bathed in a yellow white light which blinded my dark adjusted eyes. While they recovered, I jabbed myself in the chest, this time allowing the nanites to work on the two new openings I had.  
 
    I was a little worried that the two bullets were still inside me, but something like a smile creased my face when the nanites actually pushed them out of the wounds before healing.  
 
    It wasn’t a smile.  
 
    “You’re gonna pay for this!” a harsh guttural voice barked from beyond the barricade. Either an enormous human or I had myself an orc to face. There weren’t many who sounded like that in Artem.  
 
    Not wanting to go cold after coming this far and experiencing another new lease of life from my most recently gained Medi-kit, I looked through the gap I’d made to see what I could see.  
 
    The bright lights were huge industrial things that hung above a set of thick concrete and steel double doors. I could only see three men, but it looked as though one of them was an orc. If a skinny one. He was in the centre, towering over the other two, so as the biggest and easiest to hit, I aimed for, and if I missed? I’d likely hit one of the other men. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I took the shot… and missed. Everything.  
 
    The only thing I’d achieved was to let them know where I was.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” One asked. 
 
    “I barely caught sight, but it looked like a goblin?” 
 
    Bastard… He was getting a bullet in the family maker for that. 
 
    “If it was a goblin, it was a damn big one,” the first man said. 
 
    “It was an orc, you assholes,” said the skinny orc, finally putting the debate to bed. “Well you should know, you stinking half breed,” the first man laughed.  
 
    A snap and a wet thunk followed that laughter. 
 
    “You killed Mitch! What the hell are you thinking? He’s got family who’ll want justice for that.” 
 
    “Do you want justice? Or are we going to kill this fucking orc?” 
 
    “Kill the orc,” the other voice said glumly, but we’re gonna need to find more men. We’re running out fast these past two weeks. 
 
    “Hard life,” the half-Orc grunted. 
 
    I agreed. And as I didn’t think much of my chances against two of them, armed with assault rifles, while I had a handgun and the light in my eyes, I tried to make it easier on us all. 
 
    “Give me the female you took, and I go.” 
 
    “You ain’t getting shit,” the Half-Orc grunted. “You killed Dave, so you gotta die. Look on the bright side. We might be able to turn a profit out of you. Are all your organs working well?” 
 
    “It don’t have to be like this. Just hand her over.”  
 
    “Seeing as you care so much about her, we’ll make sure we have a little fun with her first. Before we take all her useful parts as well.” It was the half-Orc again. Barking out harsh laughter afterward. Laughter I’d shove down his throat or die trying. 
 
     And if I was gonna die I was going to die like an orc of old. Proud, brave, and ferocious, not scurrying off into dark tunnels hoping to survive while my only friend died. 
 
    Of course, I’d have to work out a way through the barricade without being shredded in a hail of bullets first. A task requiring more finesse than I reckoned I had the brains for.   
 
    A task made immeasurably easier by the eruption of agonizing screams and gunfire. I risked another glance through the hole I’d opened up in the barricade to a sight I’d never, ever thought would bring me such happiness. Thirty goblins had somehow managed to drop in behind the two men and attack them while I distracted them.  
 
    I took the opportunity to further rip the barricade open and slide myself through. By the time I landed on the other side, five of the goblins were dead and so was the human. Only the half-orc remained, injured but still fighting. Spewing out bullets from his rifle from a hiding spot among some barrels, with Kapar somehow held around the throat. 
 
    In all the mayhem, I was able to walk right up to the barrels on the other side of where he defended. He only realized when his gun overheated, and he scanned around for an alternative. 
 
    “One step closer and I kill him,” he warned.  
 
    I raised my gun and an eyebrow. “You threaten me with a random goblin’s life?” 
 
    “Don’t lie, orc. You know him. You came here together. Your orc honor means you won’t let him die.” 
 
    “Funny thing about orc honor,” I said, looking pointedly down at the team mate he’d killed for calling him a dirty half breed. “It’s only any use when you have an image to keep up. I don’t have one of them.” 
 
    He was about to say something else, but his words against Unara meant I didn’t want to hear another word. I raised the gun and shot in what I considered to be one fluid movement. He ducked far faster than I would have thought possible, and I missed. True, I’d been aiming a bit higher than I should have because I didn’t want to hit Kapar and risk trouble with the rest of the pack. A risk I should have taken because in his next move, the half-orc stabbed him in the side. 
 
    “Next ones in his throat if you don’t let me go.”  
 
    “Nobody cares about goblins.” I snapped. 
 
    Kapar’s already wide eyes grew wider still as I shot him in the gut. The half-orc dropped him in shock, then realizing his mistake, he charged.  
 
    Whether it was his strong orc constitution or something of a more synthetic performance enhancing capacity, the bastard had impressive agility. Ducking and weaving, he made it all the way to me despite my efforts with the gun.  
 
    As he closed the distance, I combined my last possible shot with something I knew I could do well and sent an ugly punch straight into his jaw, resulting in half of his face disappearing. He finally dropped to the floor. 
 
    “You shot me,” Kapar groaned on the floor.  
 
    “I did it to save you. They all have Medi-Kits,” I replied, fumbling around the half-orc’s pockets.  
 
    “You pay for this, Old Dinner.” 
 
    “Shut it, Kapar, or I will kill you.” I noticed I was now surrounded by twenty-five remaining goblins, four of them holding new assault rifles. Bagri was one of them and thankfully neither he nor the others seemed to have a problem with me, as I stuck Kapar with the Medi kit. 
 
    I stood back up as he healed and looked around at them all. “Your arrival was helpful. Now we need to find what we came for!” 
 
    “Don’t think I’ll forget about you shooting me,” Kapar said, coming to stand next to me almost completely healed. “I get you back.” Then he grabbed the rifle from the goblin standing next to him and grinned. 
 
    “There’s still one left in there. Help me find Unara and we can talk about it afterwards.” 
 
    I pulled the large knife from the dead half-orc and slid it through my straps, then marched over to the large double doors, still left wide open.  
 
    “Moving well on new leg,” Kapar said, running to walk alongside me. 
 
    “Desperation’s a great teacher,” I replied. Not interested in talking to him, but not wanting to be too harsh after shooting him.  
 
    As we entered the unit, I felt awed by the vast space ahead of us. The lights were too bright, made worse as they reflected from pristine white walls. Compared to the dark tight spaces of the tunnels I’d grown used to these past few weeks, it was disorienting. The air was different, too. Cool and clean and there was a faint hum of machinery that caught my attention.  
 
    As we moved deeper, the sounds of our footsteps rang out from the polished concrete floor, echoing against the high ceiling, making the place feel even emptier. Up ahead stood rows upon rows of shelves and while most of them were empty, I noted Kapar’s interest as we approached them. 
 
    He must have noticed me eyeing him and broke the silence. “This good place for goblins' new home.” 
 
    I grunted agreement as he began shouting at a couple of his goblins to close the main doors. While the others set off through the shelves.  
 
    “Good idea to lock the place up. I heard the first man I killed talking about the Banshee in the area. If it’s the one I think it is, then it’s not something any of us want to be tussling with.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hunting party see new Specter in area three days ago. Not too close to pack home, but close enough to worry. We definitely move here.” 
 
    “Do what you need to do. I’ll be checking this place out first, though. Any arm or leg mods, they’re mine.” 
 
    “We see,” Kapar said cryptically.  
 
    At those words I stalked off through the shelves, heading toward the back of the unit where I hoped we’d find Unara.  
 
    The sound of gunfire soon had me picking up the pace, weaving through the shelves as quickly as I could toward the fight.  
 
    At the rear of the unit, the entire back wall separated into individual rooms, over two levels. A galvanized gantry provided access to the upper level and it was up there that I saw the fighting was taking place. 
 
    The goblins had climbed up the gantry supports as easily as if they used the stairs. For me, it was a different matter. I spat at the base of the stairs. Give me armed men any time of the day. This was my first attempt at stairs since getting the new leg, so I had no idea how it would handle the ascent. 
 
    Badly, as it turned out. My weight on the metal bar acting as my foot was too great a burden to bear for stair number four and broke through the mesh step to become wedged. Kapar laughed. I growled and had to step back down with my good leg to work it free.  
 
    By the time I reached the top, three more goblins lay dead. Holes blasted in them, blood pouring down through the grate of the gantry to the white floor below.  
 
    The others were all taking desperate cover outside a room from which came a stream of curses and hatred from a man who was in deep shit.  
 
    “Come on, yer bastards. I’ll kill every last one of ya!” 
 
    “What do we do?” Kapar asked. 
 
    “Can you not get around and into the room somehow, like you did to get the drop on those outside?” 
 
    He shook his head, causing his rubbery jowls to wobble. “No way in. Look,” he said, pointing into the next room. “All sealed up.” 
 
    I entered that room, glad of the flimsy grate floor and walked up to the dividing wall between offices. With a knock, I discovered all that I needed to know and headed over to the other side of the room. 
 
    Kapar had followed me in. “Wrong room, stupid orc. Human’s in next one.” 
 
    Holding my irritation down, I faced the pack leader. “Get your goblins ready to charge in and open fire when you see me go through this wall. I’ll distract him, you kill him. Don’t shoot me. 
 
    “Crazy talk. It’s a wall! How you get through wall?” 
 
    “They’re paper-thin, prefab walls designed to put up quickly and cheaply. Our Deater training barracks had them. My unit was always getting into trouble for damaging them when we fought. I have thrown an orc through a wall such as this.” 
 
    “Why you throwing orcs through walls, Old Dinner?” 
 
    “If we’re going to get along, then it’s Oshbob, not Old Dinner. I suggest you remember that.” 
 
    “You much bigger prick now leg working properly.” 
 
    “It’s not because of the leg,” I hissed. “It’s because they’ve stolen Unara from us. Now go do the job I asked and let’s finish this. Then we can relax.” 
 
    I actually saw a little sympathy in his face before he waddled out of the room. Once outside, I heard him shout out to the still ranting and occasionally firing merc.  
 
    “Only you left, dirty human. Gonna eat you while you good and fresh. Unless you surrender, then maybe we can eat you last?”  
 
    Putting my life in his hands was a questionable decision, but for Unara, I would do it.  
 
    The other goblins cheered Kapar’s words, and he popped his head back to offer me a grin through the open door.  
 
    Priming myself against the opposite wall, the gun held tightly to my chest. I set off at a lurching hobble. Halfway across, I was more falling than running, but when I launched myself at the wall, I made sure to leave from my left leg to get enough power to push me all the way through.  
 
    I made it halfway through… But the goblins didn’t let me down. The defending human was pale faced and terrified. Hiding from the goblin onslaught, I saw a pool of blood where he crouched. He barely even acknowledged me as I raised my gun and aimed for the center of his crouched body as it was the largest target to hit, I fired. And managed to score a direct hit in his neck. At the same time, I was shot in the almost healed wound of my right shoulder. As a gout of blood spurted from the man’s neck, I heard Kapar cackle as blood poured from my own new injury. As much as I wanted to stamp on him repeatedly, on my other side, Unara hung from the ceiling, tied up by her hands. Cuts and bruises covered her body, and her left eye was swollen shut but her other eye was alert and staring at me. A small bloody smile on her face.  
 
    Bursting the rest of the way through the wall, I stumbled over to her, pulling the long knife I’d taken from the half-orc I cut the ropes that held her. 
 
    Despite the beating she’d clearly taken, she landed on her feet and grabbed a hold of me around the waist. I dropped the knife on the floor to hug her back, feeling the relief as the tension melted away from her. Or was that me? I wasn’t sure. 
 
    Kapar appeared at our sides, grinning wide. He was about to speak when, in one fluid movement, Unara snatched up the knife from the floor and slashed it deep across his throat. He was as startled as me until the light fled from his eyes. Dead in seconds before I could even think about finding another Medi kit.  
 
    I looked at Unara, suppressing a vague hint of fear that she’d gone mad and was about to slash me next. When she pointed at the fresh wound in my arm, then held her hands up as if holding a gun, understanding dawned on me. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her what had actually happened. Sure, Kapar shouldn’t have shot me, but in a crazy, Kapar kind of way, it was sort of a joke. My immediate concern was the response of the goblins surrounding us.  
 
    They all watched, dumbfounded, uncertain how to react. “He shot me.” I explained. “Unara wasn’t happy about that.” 
 
    Thankfully, most of those with us had gone out daily with the hunting group, and they’d all taken a shine to Unara.  
 
    Bagri shook his head, looking down at his old pack leader. “Stupid Kapar.” Then he approached Unara. “You kill pack leader. You pack leader now?” 
 
    She shook her head and pointed to me. Bagri looked confused. “Old Dinner pack leader?” 
 
    It was a crazy idea. The thought of being a pack leader to a bunch of stinking goblins, when I didn’t even know what I wanted to do yet. But this was a decent place and easily defended, if you weren’t an idiot. The goblins were useful on occasion as well. “It would mean we’d need to stay around here longer?” I pointed out.  
 
    She surprised me by nodding.  
 
    “You need to call me Oshbob and, Unara and I will be pack leader together.” 
 
    “Ah, okay,” Bagri said. “That makes sense. What now?” 
 
    His easy acceptance stunned me. Just not as much as the bone deep wave of tiredness I was hit with now everything was over.  
 
    I fought to get my thoughts in order to reply. Work still needed to be done.  
 
    “We need to make sure there’s no one else in this unit. Secure all exits, then hunt out all the Medi kit’s we have here. Get everyone healed up and rested, then we discuss the future. 
 
    

  

 
   
    9th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the last of the goblins left the room, I knelt down next to the dead mercenary, patting his pockets for the familiar shape of a Medi-Kit. 
 
    Pulling it free, I handed it over to Unara. “Pull off the cap and jab it in closest to where you’re most hurting. Seems to do the trick.” 
 
    While she did that, I grabbed the Merc’s rifle, and began the struggle back into a standing position. Halfway up I felt the needle of the Medi-kit plunge into my shoulder, releasing its nanites into the fresh wound caused by Kapar. 
 
    My anger soared, a torrent of emotions flowing that I had to battle to keep under control. “That was for you.” 
 
    She smiled as best as she could with her swollen face and pointed to her eyes first, then out of the door. 
 
    “Damn right we’ll be looking for more,” I snapped back. “I came here to make sure you were safe!” 
 
    I tromped out of the room before I said anything else. My plan was to head down to the dead mercs outside of the unit and hope the other goblins hadn’t already stripped them and used the remaining Medi-kits. It was a long shot since I told Bagri explicitly to find more. 
 
    That plan remained intact until I passed the most central room along the gantry and Unara gripped my arm to stop me. 
 
    “We need to get to the bodies before the goblins use the Medi-Kits.” 
 
    She shook her head and pointed into the room. I peered past her, through the reflection of the glass to see what she was trying to show me, but apart from another set of doors the room was empty. 
 
    When she entered the room with me following sullenly behind, a panel at the side of the doors piqued my interest. Facial recognition. There were plenty of those in the army, not that I’d ever used one. They were designed to keep the riff raff like me, out of the areas the officers didn’t want us wandering. 
 
    It sat there like a direct challenge. We’d taken this place, but still weren’t good enough to explore it fully. I raised the assault rifle ready to fire at the door and try to blast away through. Unara wisely stood back. 
 
    “Is there’s Medi-Kits behind here?” 
 
    She shrugged. Then nodded, which left me confused enough to stop and think. The brief pause was enough for me to consider the rashness of what I was about to do. 
 
    “No need to break through. We have the faces we need!” I let the gun fall down, held by the strap around my neck, before clanking off to the room with the dead merc. 
 
    We stood over his body, and I cursed. “Well his own mother wouldn’t recognize that face. We’re gonna need a less damaged one.” 
 
    As we made for the stairs back down, Unara stopped me at the room with the doors again. She put her hand on my chest. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She took her hand away then put it back. 
 
    “You want me to wait here?” 
 
    She nodded, then vaulted over the gantry railings to land among the shelves, barely stopping as she dropped to all fours and sped toward the front of the building. 
 
    “So what you’re saying,” I said, leaning against the railing as I watched her dart off. “Is that you’re sick of waiting for my broken ass to go everywhere?” 
 
    She returned five minutes later, fully healed and carrying the leaking, severed head of the human that the half-orc had killed. 
 
    “You found a Medi-Kit too, huh?” 
 
    She didn’t even bother to nod a reply with the answer being abundantly obvious, instead she moved past me with the head and held it up to the panel. It took a few moments of adjustment, but eventually the door swished open. 
 
    Beyond, was another room, just like the one we were in yet another door led from it directly across from it. Curious, we moved on. Beyond that single door awaited a surprise. An enclosed corridor that ran left and right of our position with more rooms lining the way. Some of which had more facial recognition panels. Those interested me the most. What else would we find here? Who else would we find here? 
 
    At that thought, I raised my rifle. “HELLO?” I shouted. Unara dropped the head and raised the rifle she’d picked up from Kapar. We waited for a few long seconds. I shouted again. When no one answered and nothing moved apart from the steady whir of the machines that kept this place running, I guessed we were okay. 
 
    With a grunt, I moved off down the corridor, keeping the rifle raised. I checked each room as I passed. I saw no one, but got a good idea of the set up back here. 
 
    We found kitchens, bedrooms, toilets and a lounge room with several comfortable looking but horribly bright green sofas and four wide and low but equally bright orange tables. 
 
    Against the back wall was a wide screen that was currently off. Something to inspect later, I suppose. 
 
    “Let’s try these other rooms, then. See what’s so important that it needs to be locked away?” 
 
    Unara had retrieved the head, the rifle hanging against her back; she now had her long knife in her free hand as she moved to the nearest door. 
 
    I held the rifle up to point over the top of her, providing cover as the door swished open to reveal a much cooler room, filled with shelves and on those shelves sat cans and pouches and boxes and tubs of food but no danger. 
 
    I didn’t know what I’d been expecting to be guarded with the extra layer of security, but it wasn’t food. 
 
    Unara’s eyes goggled at the sight too and it was a hard task not to just sit in the room and eat until I couldn’t move. But against all my base instincts I pulled back out. 
 
    “Goblins aren’t getting in there,” I said as the door closed up again. “Though there’s enough food to keep us going for a while. We should probably stay here for a little while?” 
 
    She nodded again and her lank hair fell over her face. With her hands full she had to push it back with her wrist, smearing it back with the blood that coated her hands and forearms. 
 
    “Maybe get us both a wash while we’re here too.” 
 
    She did her strange, gurgling laugh at that, which I took for agreement. 
 
    From the length of the wall to the next door, I expected a larger room this time. We opened the room in a similar fashion to the last one with me covering Unara. 
 
    “Looks like we found… their hospital?” 
 
    Counters lined the room, covered in an array of equipment from surgical tools to larger equipment, none of which I knew the function of beyond scalpels and tongs. 
 
    There were four beds lining one wall, and behind a transparent screen a steel bed that looked to be used for operating on. There was also another room off to the side. Again, it was locked with facial recognition.  
 
    When Unara presented the face this time, the panel flashed red. 
 
      
 
    < Access Denied > 
 
      
 
    She looked round at me, with a helpless expression. I grinned in reply. “Now I really need to know what’s behind there.” 
 
    I looked between the panel and the door trying to decide which route to take. There was a chance I could do something inside the panel. I didn’t know a lot, but learning the inner workings of the mines should allow me to use the wires that opened the door, and the activation wires that led to the panel to supply it with power. If I could join them together directly, I might bypass the lock. In many ways, it shouldn’t have been too different to the mines. 
 
    Never one to struggle with making decisions, come what may, I grabbed the knife from my belt and stabbed it into the top of the panel where it met the wall. 
 
    It took three heavy-handed attempts to widen the gap enough to pry it loose. It dropped forward to reveal more cables than there were hairs in Unara’s head. But these had more different colors than a human sweetshop. 
 
    She looked at me expectantly. I grimaced. 
 
    “Maybe not, huh? Let’s try breaking through the door?” 
 
    Not waiting for an answer from her I looked around the room trying to find something suitable to pry the doors open with. The knife might give me an opening, but I doubted it would be strong enough or have the leverage to do any more than that. 
 
    Unara watched me for a minute or so before waving her hands to get my attention. Once she achieved that, she pointed energetically to a vent in the ceiling. 
 
    “You think it might lead inside?” I asked, moving over. 
 
    She shrugged, but pointed to herself and then to the hatch. 
 
    “Worth a try I suppose. Just need to get you up there. I sheathed the knife and grabbed the steel operating table and dragged it over. I might not have been fast, and I definitely wasn’t agile, but what was left of my body still held plenty of strength. Strength I could now use effectively0 after my Medi-Kit medley.  
 
    Unara jumped up on the table but was still a meter short of reaching the hatch. 
 
    “Use my back,” I said, planting my hand down on the table to support myself. 
 
    She didn’t even hesitate, jumping lightly up on my shoulders. I braced for her weight, but it was hardly noticeable. 
 
    She shifted a few times, a few sudden increases of pressure where her feet were planted, then the vent cover clattered to the floor a few paces away and she was gone. 
 
    I looked up at the open hole just in time to see her feet disappear. 
 
    I heard the occasional thump in the ceiling space, as I stood there expectantly, but the next time I saw her, was when the door of the locked room opened up, framing her in all her scruffy brilliance. 
 
    She backed into the room as I entered to be confronted with hundreds of drawers of all sizes, lining the walls from floor to ceiling. I scanned them appreciatively. “Stupid humans, having clever locks and easy ways in.” 
 
    I read the label on each drawer. The first one apparently held TXA and a Surgi-Volt. Neither meant anything to me, so I moved on. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Unara could read or write, but I guessed not as she’d never tried to communicate that way. It wasn’t common for orcs or goblins to have the skills and she wasn't paying any attention to the labels as she pulled drawers open at random. 
 
    I kept moving, reading what I could, until I reached what I was looking for. Medi-Kits. (S/M) 
 
    I pulled open the drawer excitedly, and even though I didn’t need them right now, knowing we had access to them was a big thing after the last few weeks. 
 
    Three quarters of the drawer were given over to neatly arranged small Medi-Kits. There must have been over fifty of them there. The remaining quarter of the drawer had five of the medium ones’ I’d used so far. I made a snap decision that, like the mercenaries, Unara and I would always carry a medium with us wherever we went. The goblins? I rubbed my chin as I thought over that. The reckless idiots would go through these like Unara through the vents. 
 
    I toyed with a few options, then decided, I’d sleep on that one for now. I’d probably give Bagri a small one. He was the best of a bad bunch. 
 
    A sharp intake of breath from Unara drew my attention away from the drawer. I turned to find her at a drawer on the back wall now. 
 
    She turned to look at me, beckoning me over with a wave. 
 
    Drooling. That’s what I was doing. Inside the drawer was a full length, incredibly shiny, very high-end looking arm modification. It was sealed in a clear plastic box inside the drawer with a digital tag on top detailing what we were looking at. I had to scroll to read the full description, but I couldn’t remember a time I’d been so excited. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Full Arm (Right) 
  
      	  Tier: Three 
  
     
 
      
      	  The Altro-FAR-3, Special Edition: Dressed to Press, provides a full range of upper arm motion and with an incredible strength base profile.  
    
  While this comes at a cost, with a sub optimal Dexterity score. No one will be pondering your flute playing prowess when you demonstrate this mod’s full potential. 
    
  Originally designed as a Tier Two Heavy Duty Mod for the Industrial Sector, the designers at Altro saw the true potential for this highly Durable Mod and produced a small batch in the Tier Three Special edition. Coveted by High-Level Professional Brawlers, and Strength Athletes, rest assured: you will fail before the Altro-FAR-3 does. 
    
  (Altro accepts no responsibility for Mod failure prior to biological failure.) 
    
  Strength: 18 
  Dexterity: 6 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Durability: 96/100 
  
      	  Slot Cost: 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I looked across to Unara, and noticed she’d opened several other drawers along the back wall, all containing mods stored in plastic boxes. Clearly only this one had interested her. 
 
    “There’s a fortune in gear here,” I told her, indicating the other drawers. “We might be able to sell some of it up top and do alright for ourselves. Might even be something for you, for speaking.” 
 
    Her face lit up a little at my words. 
 
    “And if there’s not, then we’ll use what we can sell from here, to buy you something in the city.” 
 
    She nodded, then rattled the box with the arm. 
 
    “We’ll find someone to fit the arm, too. Not Igri. I don’t like the low Dexterity either,” I said pointing to the Dex score on the tag, “But I’m sure, between us we can work around that.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together, happily. Head bobbing with enthusiasm for the plans I was laying out. I attempted a friendly pat on the back. Struggling with the show of affection I was relieved that she seemed to appreciate it for what it was.  
 
    “Come on. Let’s check the last few rooms and then go see what the goblins are up to. After that we need rest. Get fresh to plan properly tomorrow.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    10th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond the food store and medical room, we found two more locked areas. The head gave us access to both. The most interesting of the two was a room full of weapons and other items that I looked forward to exploring in greater detail later on. Our main purpose this evening was to make sure all the rooms were empty.  
 
    The last room had a few desks and terminals. Nothing stood out as particularly interesting. So, after making sure it was empty, we headed down back out to the goblins.  
 
    The thing about goblins — apart from the stink, and the noise, and the disregard for personal space, and their affection for claiming everything they found as their own — was that they were highly accomplished in all those things.  
 
    Coming out into the main unit again, the sterile air and general orderliness were already a thing of distant memory. At the front of the building near the front door. They had piled up everything they’d found. Scattered around that pile were discarded food wrappers, meaning they’d found another food source and four empty Medi-kits. One medium, the other three small. I looked back to the pile of unused things again and was glad to see several more small ones buried among the mountain.  
 
    Bagri came up to us as we approached. He eyed the head in Unara’s hand curiously before speaking.  
 
    “There is frozen room if you want to keep head. Meat in there is very hard, but no flies, and no smell.” 
 
    “Show me after,” I said, pointing at the pile of gear. “What have you found?” 
 
    He leapt over to the pile, and picked up a jacket. “Stripped humans. Took clothes here and put bodies in frozen room. Weapons here, and more Medi-Kits. Around the place we find more food and some little screens.  
 
    We not opened any boxes on shelves yet, apart from those,” he said, pointing to three open boxes. “More boxes inside. Waste of time.” 
 
    Feeling a wave of disappointment at his description I went over to inspect and while he was right, about the boxes and they weren’t particularly exciting, they did hold some interest in that they were the same style of box that the mods we’d found were kept in.  
 
    “They’ll come in for the mods we remove from the bodies you got in the freezer. Is Igri with us? I can’t remember seeing him.” 
 
    Bagri cackled. “Igri not coming out of cave for nothing. Goblin carver needs to stay safe.” 
 
    I scratched my head while I thought about things a little more. Whatever happened, we were staying here for a little while. I’d never had any ambition to be a goblin pack leader, but here we were, and I had to look at it as the opportunity it was. They could be useful. This whole place could be useful. It wasn’t as if I had anywhere else to go right now, and I couldn’t see any reason to give the place up, ever. Unless someone stronger came and took it off us, it was ours for now.  
 
    “We rest now, but in the morning, bring the full pack here to live, Bagri.” 
 
    “The pack will like this new home.”  
 
    I grunted my agreement. “You take a Medi-kit to keep with yourself. The rest pass out among the most trusted in the hunting party. They be yours now. The humans in the freezer, we need to remove all their mods. Make sure when you eat them, you don’t damage the mods. We might be able to use or sell them. Better for all of us, yes?” 
 
    Bagri nodded. “Leave bodies until Igri get here. Eat other things,” he gestured to the pile.  
 
    “Exactly. We also found another place at the back of the unit where there are rooms to sleep in. We’ll keep the rest of the goblins out. But you and Igri can have a room back there.” 
 
    He surprised me by shaking his head emphatically. “Pack sleeps together. Pack sleep here and be happy.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Bagri. The offer’s there. If you’re sleeping out here, will you keep to one side of the unit. Maybe corner a section off with the shelves for a living area for the rest of the pack?  
 
    He shrugged his shoulders extra high. “Goblins do what they do, but Bagri will try.” 
 
    With a loose plan in place, I happily left them to their own devices, sorting out their living area and turning in for the night while Unara and I did the same.  
 
    We put the head in the cold store first, to try to keep it as fresh as possible before we chose rooms. I was ready to go into the first bedroom I came across, until Unara stopped me, dragging me down two more rooms. At first I wondered why, as they all looked identical. With a double bed, some wardrobes, a set of drawers and a desk. There was a door in the corner of each that led to a small toilet and shower room, too.  
 
    My answer came when she opened the wardrobe to reveal a selection of large military fatigues. This had been the half-orc’s room and his clothes might actually fit me, or come close.  
 
    “Well spotted,” I told Unara. “Some fresh, clean clothes would be good. Which room are you sleeping in?” 
 
    She pointed to the wall, then walked over and, drawing her knife, she stabbed it clean through the eggshell construction. I had absolutely no idea what the hell she was doing, even once she began sawing at the wall with the curved knife. 
 
    “What are you doing? Trying to make an opening between the two rooms?” 
 
    She nodded, and that was all. No further attempted explanation as to why our rooms had to be joined. I could make guesses, but in the end I didn’t really care why. She’d earned my trust completely, So I walked over next to her and punched the wall several times to break a hole though. 
 
    “We’ll clean the mess up tomorrow. I could do with a lie down now.” 
 
    She walked happily through the new hole, and that was the last I saw of her until the next day. 
 
    It took me a moment to get my bearings: no hard floor and no dark tunnels. Just a soft bed and a small standby light on the data-pad on the bedside table.  
 
    I picked it up, but the smell that buffeted my nose from the movement reminded me just how dirty I really was. The clean air of the living quarters seemed to magnify that fact. I returned the DataPad and had my first shower in some time.  
 
    It was true, orcs generally didn’t pride themselves on cleanliness, but even we had limits, and I was long past mine. 
 
    The shower was straightforward to work, with a touch pad for turning on and controlling the temperature. As I fought the various straps and soiled, blood-stained rags I’d been coating myself in recently steam was billowing out from the small cubicle.  
 
    It seemed almost dreamlike as I entered the hot water. In just one day, I’d gone from fevering on the goblin cave floor as Old Dinner, to being their joint pack leader, with clothes and food and the beginnings of a future if we worked this place right. Whether we just stripped it out and moved on, or made something of the place as a base to work from. I intended to have a better idea today after I’d gathered what information I could. 
 
    Unara came into my room as I was pulling on a shirt. I’d already managed to get a pair of trousers on, and with the elasticated waistband, they fit well enough. If you looked really quick, it almost looked like I had two legs again. 
 
    The shirt was less willing to play nice, refusing to stretch over my back and spitting along the seams as I turned to face the almost unrecognizable Unara. 
 
    Her black hair was now clean and shiny. It was pulled away from her face, using pointy ears as holders. The mats had been cut out, though she must have used a knife and no mirror by the looks of it. Her skin seemed almost white now with the mud removed, though there was no mistaking the hint of grey goblin coloring there.  
 
    She wore a baggy black jacket that she’d had to roll the sleeves up on, and a pair of loose grey trousers. Her feet were still bare, and if I moved like her in bare feet, I wouldn’t wear shoes either. Instead, I had a pair of chunky military boots ready to try on, after I wrestled into something other than the damn shirt currently giving me problems.  
 
    Unara hurried over to the wardrobe and pulled out a jumper. When I’d inspected the wardrobe, it had looked smaller than the shirt, but she stretched it a few times to show that I’d been an idiot. I took it from her, and slowly squeezed into it.  
 
    It left nothing to the imagination. I worked on the boots next. They were new, never been worn and better than that, they fit. Too big, if anything, and judging by the size of the half-Orc I’d killed, too big for him to. Which was most likely why they’d never been worn. 
 
    With that done and with both Unara and I looking half civilized, I snatched up the rifle and slung it over my shoulder, then grabbed the data pad instead of the knife. Today, my mind would be my secondary weapon. 
 
    By the time we made it down to the main area, there were two goblins left in the whole facility. One of them came dashing over to us as we arrived.  
 
    “Bargi took everyone back to our cave, said you knew he was going.” 
 
    The way he said it wrongfooted me, and looked for clarity. “He took nearly everyone just to guide the others back here?” 
 
    “Much to carry. All of the things we have come here, now. Need many hands.” 
 
    “How long ago did they leave?” 
 
    He looked around, confused, before replying. “Many hours.” 
 
    Not seeing much to be gained from further talk, I grunted at him, then walked off with Unara towards the tables and chairs in the reception area. 
 
    “Going to try to find out what the mercs were doing here,” I explained, waving the DataPad at her.  
 
    She made an eating motion, putting imaginary food in her mouth, before chewing, then pointed at us both. “Eating sounds good.” 
 
    I’d barely finished the sentence before she was off, racing through the shelves back to our part of the building.  
 
    I finally turned my attention to the Data pad. 
 
    It turned on quickly, loading up an unknown brand symbol. At least unknown to me. 
 
    I thanked my lucky teeth that it wasn’t password protected, and entered a new screen with several icons.  
 
    The first read Titus: Mission Log. 
 
      
 
    
     177.03.8 ABY  
 
     Remained in base today.  
 
     Planning a raid on one of the Calm farms until we can recruit more guns. Going toward the outer wall just isn’t worth the risk right now. 
Turns out the half breed is a female, which came as a surprise. It won’t save her eyes, though. Already got a buyer from the images I sent up to Soba. Might prod a few dances out of her, though. Something to pass the time.  
 
       
 
     177.03.7 ABY 
 
     We lost Andy today after running into a damned goblin hunting party. We did get an interesting specimen, though. Some kind of half-breed gobo, with the most unusual eyes I’d ever seen.  
 
     Huge and bright, speckled with black dots. We all reckoned they’d be worth a few creds even if the rest of it was a stinking mess, ready for the incinerator.  
 
     Gonna keep it alive while I send out some feelers to Soba. See if there’s any interest in them from around the city. 
Damn, I can’t wait to get back in the Prestige for a dance and a proper drink.  
 
       
 
     177.03.6 ABY 
 
     Prepping up for another trip out to the edge tomorrow. We’re hoping to get out past the wall. Depends on that fucking Banshee.  
 
     We’d seen it again a few days back. Seems like it followed us inside the Undercity’s walls, but it’s not been spotted in days, so now’s our chance to unfuck this stint down here. 
 
     If we don’t get a decent haul in the next week, we’re not even gonna cover our basics up in the city and I’m past ready to head back up for a few weeks of R and R.  
 
     I stopped reading there. There were snippets of useful information, but every word after reading about Unara’s eyes  made me want to resurrect the  half-Orc so I could kill him again. 
 
     I moved on to the next Icon. Modification and biological tissue removal for the competent field operative. 
 
   
 
      
 
    I read slowly, struggling with some of the words and guessing at the rest.  
 
    “What’s this then?” I muttered. It seemed like a Mod retrieval guide. Opening the file the first page was a note of sorts.  
 
      
 
    
     These instructions are from Drav. He takes most of your junk off my hands so if you don’t follow the instructions, then find another fucking fence to offload to. He said he’s sick of spending his days cleaning and repairing the merchandise because you lot don’t give a shit.  
 
       
 
     PS. And no more T1’s, he don’t use them, and I can’t fucking shift them.  
 
       
 
     …And another thing. Keep the Calm Farm bullshit too. Takes too much time to flush the corrupt nanites out and I’ll get shot to shit if I get caught selling them dirty.  
 
       
 
     Ps. Unless you find a T3. 
 
       
 
     Soba 
 
   
 
      
 
    Ongoing work selling mods. I was interested. A link to a carver and a fence too. Providing they weren’t sentimental about the mercs, this seemed like a possible line of work for us to have a go with. Now we’d taken over the merc’s unit. Beneath the note were a list of contents.  
 
      
 
    
     Section 1 External mods 
 
     Section 2 Spinal mods 
 
     Section 3 Skeletal mods 
 
     Section 4 Brain mods 
 
     Wondering how a brain mod could be taken out properly if we wanted to sell it, I hit Section four. We did have four frozen bodies to pull apart after all. 
 
       
 
     Don’t even try it. Just freeze the head and neck and bring it whole. Just make sure to cut out the first four vertebrae of the spine. (See Spinal Mods for help here) 
 
   
 
      
 
    I briefly flicked over to Spinal mods, where a whole swath of far more complex information came up. It hurt my eyes just to look at it.  
 
    Thankfully, Unara had returned with some food, giving me a reason to put the pad down and think for a bit as my stomach rumbled in delight at the bounty she carried.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    11th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Crumbs from the overly sweet, rock-hard, oat bar rained down on the DataPad. “We need to have a look in the Control Room,” I said, dusting off the screen once again and pointing to a line I’d read in Facility Operations. “I think it’s the one with the terminals in. We should be able to add our faces to the system, so we don’t need to keep carrying that thing about.” 
 
    She looked over at the head with distaste and nodded. It was beginning to attract flies. 
 
    “I might give Bagri and Igri access to the back end, but not the others. Need to make sure those two don’t let the others in either. They’ll just tear through all the supplies until there’s nothing left.” 
 
    She cackled a little at that and pointed to me and herself. 
 
    I allowed myself a small smile. “That’s different. That’s us.” I leaned back and stretched. “You know Unara. I think we could do really well out of this. Some of the information in here is… it’s good.” I said. Flicking back to the inventory section and feeling my ambition rise again at the detailed lists. Each one complete with the prices the mercs thought each item was worth and what prices they thought they could get from Soba their fence. My understanding of what I read was limited, but I managed around 80% of the words. I’d learn whatever else I needed to know as we went. 
 
    As dreams of what I could do with the creds darted around my mind like excited goblins, I noted the irony of my situation. I was all but forced to join the Deaters. It was my only way out of a bad spot that would have seen me killed by Grant, the gang lord in Newton. I’d spent two months hiding from his men after a kilo of smite went missing on my run. I’d not taken it, but someone had to pay and that had been me. Sixteen years old, and not a friend in the world. I joined the army. 
 
    O’course, I didn’t realize it was a death sentence at the time. If I’d known what it’d entail, I would have taken my chances on the streets. But once you signed up, you were in until they let you free. The education I was force fed seemed like just another form of oppression at the time. In fact, it wasn’t until this moment, as I looked at Unara, who couldn’t read, that I realized just what a powerful tool it was. And I wanted to share it with her. 
 
    She saw my interest and cocked her head with curiosity. “There’s a lot of cred to be made from what’s already here. We could fix ourselves up a bit from what we have. Or we could keep collecting this kind of gear. Maybe organize the goblins a little and they can help us and I reckon we can make enough to have a good life in a decent part of the outer city. Whaddya think?” 
 
    She shook her head, and I felt like someone had stamped on my chest. 
 
    “Er… okay, I just thought… I suppose I don’t even know what your plans are for the future. Do you have a home you’re trying to reach?” 
 
    She shook her head again and stood up. 
 
    “Friends, family?” I felt bad for not finding this all out earlier. 
 
    She shook her head again and rested a hand on my shoulder as she so often did. 
 
    “Well, I ain’t got no one either. I knew all the orcs in Newton, but any I was close to were already dead when I left home. Which is why I was thinking we get ourselves fixed up and try to build some kind of future from here?” 
 
    She now nodded, then ran off. 
 
    I sat there completely confused by her. She returned with a map of Artem that I’d noticed on the wall of her chosen room. She lay it on the table in front of me. Then, with a slender gray digit, she drew a circle around the center of the map where the top Corporations operated. Then she indicated the area bordering that to the north. Moonstill. The district where the elves lived. It didn’t clear up my confusion any. 
 
    She slammed her hand down on Moonstill, an angry expression flitting across her face. Then she pointed to the area again and mimicked sleeping. 
 
    “Wait. You want to… kill all the elves in Moonstill and then sleep… no, live there?” 
 
    She grinned wide, nodding and clapping. 
 
    I hardly knew what to make of that apart from the fact that it was insane. There was no way we could even get into Moonstill, let alone kill any elves. But that was what Unara wanted to do and there’d be plenty of time to fine tune the details later. 
 
    “It might take us a while to get strong enough to mess around in the backyard of the elves, but… I owe you everything and I’m all for aiming high. I’ve had enough of low to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    She sat next to me smiling, staring at Moonstill on the map. I nudged her and pointed at the inventory on the DataPad screen. Now I’m not a very good reader cause I never much enjoyed doing it, but I think you should learn. It’ll help us. So I’ll read aloud and point at the words and numbers as I go. If you just follow along, you’ll maybe start to recognize words. If we keep doing that, in time you should pick up a little reading. We might both get lessons sometime, too. If we can’t do it ourselves. Whaddya say?” 
 
    She leaned into me and stared intently at the DataPad in answer, So I began reading out the lists for her. 
 
      
 
    We sat like that for over an hour until the commotion at the front door pulled me away from my reading and Unara away from her sleep. 
 
    I laughed at her bleary-eyed expression as she blinked away the heaviness of slumber. True to her nature, she was fresh and alert in a few seconds. 
 
    “We’ll come back to this later?” 
 
    With a guilty nod and another laugh from me, we moved out of the reception to find out what was going on. 
 
    The main door was wide open with Bagri ushering the full goblin pack of over seventy goblins into the once immaculate unit. 
 
    It appeared they’d managed to carry the entirety of their old cavern home in one go. Each of them, even the small children, were overburdened with gear. It wouldn’t have been so bad if some of them weren’t carrying rocks. 
 
    As packs were dumped carelessly on the floor almost as soon as they stepped onto the smooth concrete. I shouted, catching their attention before they all disappeared. “There are toilets here! If you are going to stay, then you need to learn to use them. No pissing and shitting where you stand.” 
 
    I then pointed to the lazy effort the goblins who had been here the night made to cordon off a section of the main area. “Second, we need to keep living areas confined to that area. Not spread out all over. The rest of this place needs to be clean and usable. We’re gonna fill these shelves with mods and whatever we can find and we’re gonna sell them up in the city and get rich. You all want to be rich, yeah?” 
 
    They were barely listening. Beady eyes darting about, drinking everything in. “That’s all for now. Go. Settle in.” 
 
    And they were off. Young and old alike racing away, jumping into the empty shelves, tearing toward the back of the place at full speed. I was now doubly glad the back end was locked off from them. I turned to find Bagri, who was walking over anyway. 
 
    “Why did they bring rocks?” 
 
    “Fire pit rocks. Only the Pack favorites.” 
 
    The only response to the baffling answer was silence. I tried to work out if it made any sense at all, and decided not. 
 
    “Well, they can’t have fires inside here. There is a big kitchen to cook in. If they want a fire they do it outside.” 
 
    “Goblins sleep around fire,” he said with clear anguish in his voice. 
 
    “Then sleep outside. This is not a fire kind of place.” 
 
    He stood dumbfounded for a long moment before seeming to come to a decision. “I will let them know. May find challenge for Pack Leader for this.” 
 
    Unara hissed at him, raising to her full height, which put her half a meter taller than him. He cowered, stepping back, about to bolt. 
 
    “Wait. Bagri, the place has fire alarms and water sprinklers to protect the things in here. It’s not me choosing not to have fire. It’s the building.” 
 
    He seemed placated by that. “The building?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s how the humans and elves make these places. You set a fire, it’ll rain from the ceiling until the fire is put out.” 
 
    “Like magic?” 
 
    “Exactly like magic. So no trouble, right?” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed. 
 
    “One last thing. I didn’t see Igri. Is he here?” 
 
    Bagri pointed to a big sack that lay empty a short distance away. Igri came in bag. He’s in shelves now. Will tell him if I see him.” 
 
    “Thanks. Tell him to come up to the door to the back area and knock.” 
 
      
 
    The terminals in the Control Room were frustrating. Our first hurdle was logging in. I spent an hour on the half-Orc’s DataPad, looking for an access code. In the end, it was Unara who found what we needed in a handwritten notebook in one of the bedrooms. 
 
    That got us into the main area of the computer, but I kept hitting multiple keys on a keyboard designed for thinner fingers than mine. 
 
    After an hour and still feeling no further forward as I hunted down the Facial recognition controls, Unara disappeared briefly. 
 
    She returned with Igri, who looked around with wide-eyed wonder. 
 
    “This is nice place you found Old Di…” 
 
    I turned to find Unara had him by the throat. 
 
    “It’s Oshbob. Don’t forget it, Igri.” 
 
    She let him go, and rubbing at his throat with a nervous glance to Unara, he replied. “This is nice place, Oshbob.” 
 
    I scowled at another dead end on the screen and replied absentmindedly. “Yeah, it is. I’m gonna let you have access back here for the Medical area. We have lots to do.” 
 
    “Medical?” He asked, sounding puzzled.  
 
    “It’s where you’ll work from if you’re fitting mods. Unara will you show him while I keep on at this?” 
 
    She obliged, prodding Igri in the back and then turning smoothly to leave the room. 
 
    Not long after that I found what I was looking for. The place to add faces to the system. Except it needed both password and facial recognition to upload a new addition. 
 
    Rather than getting up I shouted. “Unara! I need you and the head.” 
 
    She came rushing in moments later. Head in hand but without Igri, which made me nervous. Not that she might have killed him, which she might well have, but more that he was roaming freely without anyone keeping an eye on him. 
 
    I didn’t mention it, asking her to hold the head up in front of the camera at the side of the terminal I was working on. Once it was recognized, I had her put her own face in position. 
 
      
 
    < New Facial Profile Accepted > 
 
    Please enter Name and Password for new System Addition 
 
      
 
      
 
    I did as asked, entering Unara and a password of Moonstill before showing her what to press so I could enter my own face. 
 
    Soon we were both logged, with only the missing Igri left to add. I shouted out of the room for him, but he didn’t appear. Looking back at Unara, she shrugged, not looking like she’d killed him, so with a sigh I headed out toward the medical room. 
 
    He was there inside the wedged open doors. He had my new tier three arm out of the box inspecting it. 
 
    “Igri! What are you doing.” 
 
    “Nice arm,” he said with an eager glint in his eye. 
 
    “Better than the one I haven’t.” I replied dryly. 
 
    “You want me to fit it for you?” 
 
    I’d been thinking about this a lot, and the automatic answer was a resounding no. I wanted a professional carver with the right tools, skills, and experience. Now I’d seen the value of the mod, I wanted him to do it even less. But, and there was always a but, I didn’t know how things would go on the surface. I didn’t know what we’d be walking into and in my current state, I wasn’t up to the task of taking people on. I’d been damn lucky the goblins appeared when they did, and I wasn’t taking them up to the surface or they definitely would bring trouble down on us. All of which meant I needed the arm before I went to the surface. I took a deep breath and replied through gritted teeth. “Yeah Igri, I do. But before we go any further down that path, we need to get all of the mods and upgrades out of the mercs we killed, and we need to do it carefully. We have DataPad’s that have sections dealing with the extraction and removal of mods. We’re going to go through it together, while you work.” 
 
    He waved my words off. “No need. Igri already knows all of that stuff and can’t read anyway.” 
 
    “What you can do is impressive, considering how you learned. But the stuff in here,” I said, waving the pad in front of his face. “This is the science to do it properly. I’ll be reading it to you, and you can follow along with Unara as I go. That way you can learn to read a little too.” 
 
    He hopped from one foot to the other, fists clenched, and yelling. “You not understand. Igri is the only one who can do these works. I know the things. Don’t need no stupid words on pad thingy!” 
 
    “Fine,” I said calmly, smiling at the irate goblin. “In that case, you’re not getting anywhere near any of these mods.” 
 
    I turned from him to Unara. “I need your hands. Will you help me? Once we sell them, I can get a real carver to fit the arm?” 
 
    She nodded her agreement and we moved to leave the room. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait! Maybe there is something we could learn. Always more things to know.” 
 
    “That’s what I want to hear,” I replied. “Let’s get you logged into the system so you can get in here. Don’t want no other goblins in here, though. You understand?” 
 
    “You not like goblins?” he asked with an odd glint in his eye. 
 
    “Love ‘em! In fact, I love ‘em so much I might even eat any I find in this part of the building. Just like how you were all going to eat me when we first met.” 
 
    He nodded. “So no goblins past main door. Got it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    12th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thin veneer of white frost coated the bodies as we walked through the freezer room. I picked out one of the mercs who had a full hand modification for our first foray into mod retrieval. His jacket crunched as I gripped a hold of it and dragged him from the pile. 
 
    “Get goblins to carry to table,” Igri said as I struggled to turn on my modded leg.  
 
    “No. I need to learn to use the leg in all the ways I can. There’s no pain after using the Medi-Kits.” 
 
    Though if I’d known how much they’d cost, I might have balked at using them even if they had me feeling so good. 
 
    Bracing myself against one of the low units in the freezer, I jerked the man up with an awkward one-armed movement to get him over my shoulder. I got him up there but not properly, and he began to slide as I adjusted my grip. Thankfully, Unara was there to stop him from falling all the way. With her help, we got him properly seated on my shoulder so I could walk unassisted upstairs.  
 
    I struggled with balance a few times as I ran the gauntlet to the operating area and was relieved to thump him down on the table.  
 
    “Need to let him soften up first,” Igri noted. Prodding the cadaver’s forearm above the mod with a finger. I’ll find tools I need while we wait. He moved immediately to the drawers, tearing the first one open with enthusiasm, raking through the carefully ordered equipment carelessly before moving on to the next drawer. 
 
    “Igri! Talk and read first, then look for tools.” 
 
    Unara handed me the DataPad without me needing to ask for it, and I hit the Icon I was looking for.  
 
      
 
    
     Modification and biological tissue removal for the field operative 
 
       
 
     Section 1 External Mods 
 
       
 
     Subsection (a): Limb Replacements  
 
       
 
     As with all forms of surgery, cleanliness, and preparedness even out in the field are necessary for successful operations. While external modifications are the least likely to be contaminated or damaged, all care should still be taken to prevent moisture and other contaminants from gaining entry into the fusion components. 
 
       
 
     If you expect to be operating on the ground, then some form of waterproof ground cover is recommended, to be placed under the cadaver before commencing. With the aid of a Nanoscalpel, create incision around the edge of the modification where the synthetic material meets biological. Once the initial layer of biological matter has been peeled back, access to the First stage of fusion components should be accessible. 
 
     Detach all electrode sensors from muscle groupings using Nanoscalpel.  
 
     Once all sensors are removed, the modification will have clamping pins around a central shaft that embeds onto subject’s bones. These can be removed by touching the Nanoscalpel to the head of each pin. Neural connections from the central shaft will disconnect automatically at this stage.  
 
     Should a Nanoscalpel not be available, then a standard scalpel or sharp knife may be used. While making great care not to cut too deeply into skin for the obvious danger of slicing sensors. DO NOT apply scalpel or sharp knife directly to the electrode of the sensor, instead remove a very small section of muscle where the connection takes place. The resulting biological matter can be removed at a later date with a suitable cleaning solution. 
 
     For the pins, a pair of surgical pliers may be used to apply firm and consistent upward force until removed. 
 
     Ensure retrieved item is placed in a vacuum sealed bag until a sterile environment can be reached. At this stage, please refer to Mod Care for further cleaning and storage instructions. 
 
   
 
      
 
    I turned to Igri to gauge his response. To my surprise, he’d been listening intently, now nodding. 
 
    “What is this Nanoscalpel? Sounds like good tool.” 
 
    “Never heard of it before. The word’s in bold, which means it has more information attached.” I prodded it with my thumb as I spoke, and a picture sprung up with more information. I showed him the picture while I read the information. “The Nanoscalpel is a tool that all good Body Sculptors should have close to hand. Used to seal and reopen connections between synthetic and biological components.” 
 
      
 
    He was off hunting for it before I’d finished.  
 
    After a few minutes, it became clear that he couldn’t find it, so Unara and I moved to help. We checked the entire room, including all of the inventory lists, but still we came up blank.  
 
    “Maybe they’re expensive and they didn’t have one. We’ve checked all the mercs we’ve come across.” I muttered more to myself.  
 
    I spun on Unara. “When we searched those that were killed by the Banshee, did they have anything like that?” 
 
    She shook her head and then imitated what I thought was the Banshee by the way she was dragging her leg behind her, though it could have been me. 
 
    “You think the Specter could have taken it?”  
 
    She confirmed my guess with a sharp nod.  
 
    “That would actually make a lot of sense. It would be incredibly valuable to a Specter that’s continually modding itself. Not much we can do about it now, except try to buy another one when we eventually make our way up there.”  
 
    Igri was barely listening, hunting around for his preferred scalpel and surgery pliers. He waved them at me once he’d selected. “All set. You both can go now.” 
 
    I frowned. “We watch, Igri.” Unara must have agreed as she moved to stand by my side.  
 
    Igri threw his hands up in the air, exasperated. “Okay, but no interrupting. Need to concentrate.” Then he went to plunge the scalpel deep into the man’s semi thawed arm.  
 
    I slapped his hand away. “After everything I just read out? You just gonna stab it straight in? Don’t you remember the part about the sensors? They’re right under the skin.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers at me, “Now Igri remembers. You think I just slice more gently?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied calmly, trying not to backhand the idiot. “Slice more gently.” 
 
    This time he went in at a much shallower angle and gently worked around the wrist less than a centimeter away from where the mod was joined. 
 
    With that done he began to peel back the skin to reveal the electrodes. 
 
    “Huh! In the past, Igri always cut down to the bone. Didn’t even see these little wires. Sensors in the Bone connection make it operate but never work properly. Maybe this is why?” 
 
    I said nothing. Partly because… what was there to say? But more because I wanted him to concentrate on what he was doing.  
 
    He cheered as the last sensor came free. 
 
    “Well done, Igri. Now the pins.” 
 
    “Pliers!” he shouted excitedly and threw the scalpel on the table to grab the long nosed surgical pliers.  
 
    He went back to the arm and grumbled. “Can’t see pins anymore for blood. Need to clean.” Then fumbled at his trousers.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. “There’s disinfectant right there,” I said pointing to a bottle of Peracetic acid the Mod Cleaning section had suggested we used. 
 
    He grumbled as Unara thrust it into his hands, but opened it up and poured it over the area, his nose twitching. “Smells like piss anyway.” 
 
    “Get on with it, Igri.” I said flatly. Trying to ignore the smell of the cleaning fluid. 
 
    He went back to work with eagerness, and I had to admit for all he was an idiot and a danger, he had excellent dexterity and, following the instructions, he worked well.  
 
    Even when he got overconfident after the fifth pin and ended up snapping the next one. I was impressed.  
 
    He looked up at me after the accident and there was fear on his face, but I waved his concern off. “You’re doing a good job. Stay calm and slow down.” 
 
    He moved with more care now and after two more pins the hand slid free. He cheered again as Unara moved past him. She poured more of the stinky cleaning solution over the hand then placed it inside the prepared zip lock bag. 
 
    I found myself nodding. It wasn’t perfect, but it was a good start. 
 
      
 
    The following days went by in a blur of activity. Coming to terms with our new place in the world and the possibilities it provided.  
 
    Unara and I worked with Igri on extracting every mod and aspect of cyberware from the bodies. I was able to figure out what most of them were on a basic level from the DataPad. It seemed like we’d pulled quite the haul from the mercs, even if I couldn’t know each piece’s individual specifications. That was something I’d need to fix. A way to identify mods, but I wasn’t willing to let Igri do any implants on me beyond the arm, so it would have to wait until we went up to the city. 
 
    I looked forward to that day. It was rarely sunny in Artem, but that didn’t bother me in the slightest. I missed the natural daylight, the feel of wind and rain against the skin. I even missed the brightly lit streets and the cars flying past.  
 
    Seeing how far Igri and Unara had come with extracting the mods, I didn’t think it would take that much longer before they were ready to fit my arm. But I wanted them both to practice more first.  
 
    There were a few goblins that needed new parts, ranging from a new hand which we’d harvested from the first merc to a far less necessary double foot replacement.  
 
    The goblin undergoing that operation had a slight deformity of his left foot which meant it was permanently twisted at an awkward angle. I was fairly sure it could be corrected without a mod, and it wasn’t as if he was bothered by it, as he still moved around well. Yet, the offer of a shiny, new Tier-Two foot, fitted by the increasingly competent Igri was just too good to refuse. The only problem was that the foot was part of a pair that allowed for greater jumping ability and when I read out its abilities, I wasn’t surprised when the goblin insisted we replace both of his feet.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Paired Feet Mods 
  
      	  Tier: Two 
  
     
 
      
      	  AWF Model Hanger-3m are designed for those hard-to-reach places. 
    
  You asked for more spring in your step; we gave you the Hanger range.  
    
  By storing energy from everyday foot-based activities, the Hanger-3m will provide a jump of up to 3 meters when fully charged.  
    
  Charge time varies on body weight and activity level.  
    
  Strength: 12 
    
  Must be fitted as a pair. 
    
  (AWF accepts no responsibility for accidents resulting from the installation of only one foot)  
  (AWF advise a toughness rating of at least 10 for Hanger-3m installation)  
  (AWF Is not liable for any slips, trips or falls caused as a result of a 3m Jump) 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Durability: 100/100 
  
      	  Cost: 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    With me observing and Igri and Unara working, we installed seven mods before I felt ready to have the arm fitted. I was filled with excitement and, understandably, dread at the prospect. Especially after how the first arm I had fitted had gone.  
 
    Unara’s presence this time definitely helped with my unease. It was she who would administer the anesthetic this time. As she approached. I looked at Igri and pointed to my damaged shoulder. “You looking, Igri? This is where I want the arm. I want it to work like a normal arm. Don’t fuck it up this time, you understand?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Best use of arm mod at the time. This one will be arm for sure.” 
 
    I must have been more nervous than I thought, and Unara must have sensed it too, as without warning she jabbed the needle into my bicep like a cobra striking.  
 
    She’d always been fast, but being out of survival mode had clearly done wonders for her. She’d gone from severely malnourished to just very thin in less than a week. I even noticed she’d been making an effort to walk more upright. Her spine was still curved, but I wasn’t sure if that was from living in crouch mode for so long or a genetic attribute from being a half goblin. What really made me happy was that she also… 
 
      
 
    I woke up the proud owner of a new arm. It was in the right place, and I’d clearly already been provided with one of the small Medi-kits. It had almost entirely healed the area, and was better than wasting a full medium when I had the time and safety to heal up naturally. 
 
    I held up my new hand to my face and wiggled my fingers. Only the index finger and the thumb worked independently. The other three fingers all moved as one, but I could make a fist and I could pick stuff up with accuracy. The shoulder joint was stiff and caused a little pain with each movement, which was to be expected, but the range of movement didn’t seem quite right. Even so, it wasn’t an awful job, and I was happy to be back in action. I might be jolting, limping, and clunking like a bucket of rusty bolts rolling down a hill. But just like that bucket of rusty bolts, I pitied anyone who got in my way. 
 
    Swinging my legs around from the table, I offered Unara the Onia. An orcish gesture of thanks and peace, made by my touching the fingertips of my right hand to my chest and then to her. Not something I’d been able to do since we’d met and doing so with the left hand was an Akia. A sign of enmity and aggression. “Thank you.” 
 
    She handed me my nylon jacket, and I donned it, grinning widely. I may have been a little lopsided, but I felt ready to take on the world. Unara clapped, a big smile on her face. Then pointed for me to look in the mirror. I did as directed, and damn it if I didn’t get emotional at what I saw. With the trousers covering the modded leg and a jacket covering my arm, I looked almost normal again.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    13th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Comfort, the silent killer. Food, warmth, and safety all but demolished my desire to leave our new home, despite the urge to see the world above again. It was the most comfortable place I’d ever lived during my short life. Unara wasn’t exactly pushing to leave either. She relished the safety and the food. More than that, I think she looked forward to the time we spent reading together. For a few hours each day, we pored over maps of the surrounding area as we looked through journals and notes.  
 
    In the end, the catalyst for action came not from danger but from irritation. Stemming from a simple fact of life. Busy goblins are bearable goblins. But once they’d finished the cleaning work on the mods, and after they’d butchered, cooked, and eaten the merc corpses, they became a nightmare. If it wasn’t the constant pleading to be let inside the food stores, it was something being broken around the unit at least hourly, and always by accident, of course. At least half of that damage was caused by a single goblin. Retti, and his Hanger-3m’s.  
 
    I was ready to go neck breaking, but the little bastards had been damn useful so far and with what we had planned, it would be stupid to go throwing away valuable tools. If anything, we’d need more goblins, not less.  
 
    So, to avoid killing them all, I sent their idle hands out to do something useful. At first it was just to hunt again and despite Retti having never hunted before on account of his faulty foot, he was first out of the door this time. Not because he wanted to go, but because he’d find my foot buried in his arse if he didn’t.  
 
    Eventually I wanted to send them out against the Calm Farms, which I discovered were weak clusters of Specters the mercs had noted down in the Undercity. They rarely attacked them because of the low-quality merchandise and the corrupted nanites.  
 
    One place I intended to keep them away from was the tunnels we had arrived by, and that was purely to avoid any interaction with the roving Banshee. 
 
    The mercs had referenced the thing a few times — since it had killed three of their number — describing it as hyperintelligent, and supremely dangerous. Apparently, it had multiple tier three mods, and once they’d recruited more men, they were planning to hunt it down. For me, it could keep the tier three mods and whatever else it had. I wanted no part of that fight.  
 
    Dwindling supplies and sending the goblins out to hunt again brought my own place here into clarity. It was time to go topside. 
 
    With Unara and Bagri, I finalized a route up to the city. The mercs had five main access points marked, but for our first mission, I felt their least used one was safest. In the abandoned rail systems of the Undercity, there was an old station nearby that had a set of stairs leading all the way up to the surface. It came out in an operational mag rail work depot where malfunctioning carriages were repaired. It was an industrial part of town, and would put us a little way out of Portolans.  
 
    Portolans was a thriving part of the lower city, with carvers, tech and weapons shops, and a thousand different street food vendors and bars. In the middle of all that was Prestige: the nightclub Soba used as an office. 
 
    Between our location and that exit, there was only one area marked as potentially dangerous. It was a Calm Farm, but one where there were hundreds of low-level Specters.  
 
    Mindless those might have been, but they were fast and determined and if you messed up and got surrounded, it would be a horrible day to be a Calm Farmer. 
 
    When we finally left, I felt… ready. Armed to the teeth, with everyone carrying an assault rifle, a handgun, and a melee weapon, ranging from knives to telescopic batons.  
 
    Unara and I carried bags so we could stow our weapons up top, as I intended to be ready for anything up there.  
 
    We were two entire districts over from Newton, so I didn’t expect to be recognized and I doubted the military would be looking for me after what should have been my dramatic end. Though knowing how the Artem government worked, if I ever was identified and didn’t report for duty at the nearest enrolment office I’d probably be imprisoned as a traitor. 
 
    None of that mattered. I was never going back into the army. I’d rather die trying to avoid that fate than blindly throwing my life away as I did once before.  
 
    Luckily, as an orc, I’d never really had any identification papers, nor did I have traceable mods at my time of entering the army. As I couldn’t read or write at that point and the army clerks pretended not to understand my name, they instead assigned me a number. So, as long as I didn’t go around introducing myself as four-thousand-one-hundred-and-twenty, I would be fine beyond biological tests.  
 
    Among the Merc’s gear, we also found a decent wedge of creds, stored on untraceable Cred-Chips, which would help keep our profile low. I very much warmed to the idea of remaining anonymous and decided to work hard to keep it that way.  
 
    On this expedition, we were also taking Bagri and another ten goblins for the journey through the tunnel, though I’d leave them behind once we reached the streets. We didn’t need that kind of attention.  
 
    We left from one of the unit’s rear entrances, traveling along a narrow tunnel without a light supply. It was the smallest of the tunnels leading away from the unit, but it had what we needed. A set of steel ladders leading up onto the old subway line. 
 
    I sent Retti up first. He made it up in one cackling leap. Unara went next, rifle slung over her shoulder as she practically ran up the thin metal treads.  
 
    My  ascent didn’t take half as long as I’d feared, not even bothering to use my modded leg, I hauled myself up with both arms only needing to plant my good foot every two rungs.   
 
    At the top was a small room with a door and nothing else. Unara waited by the door, peering through until I got to my feet, then looked back at me, and shook her head to indicate that there was nothing in the tunnel beyond.  
 
    Soon, all the goblins were up. “Everyone try to be quiet here. There are Specters in these tunnels, and I’d rather not have to face them if we don’t have to.” 
 
    I wasn’t convinced they were listening, but only time would tell.  
 
    Beyond the door lay the largest tunnel I’d been in yet. At least ten meters high with four sets of tracks running along its base. Walking was tricky with my modded leg, but thankfully the gap between the tracks was wide enough for me to avoid tripping.  
 
      
 
    We made good time from that point, and the goblins largely remained in an orderly group. Until we reached the actual station twenty minutes later. Here, there were light’s on, flickering with an ugly dim orange color. Retti launched himself up onto the platform in a mighty bound that sent him toward his target. A brightly colored vending machine that had once served soda.  
 
    He misjudged the jump completely, smashing into one of the platform benches to come clattering down in a pile of junk near the vending machine.  
 
    I didn’t care that he’d hurt himself. But I did care about the noise he’d just made. The others, including Unara, all ran forward, jumping or clambering up to the platform with ease. I didn’t change my pace at all as I approached. Which might have been just as well. 
 
    The pile of junk moved. A Specter stood up from it in an unnatural way. Back bending at an obscene angle. At least half-human still, but with parts of its innards on display, open to the air. It shouldn’t have been alive. But it was, and it was lunging for Retti, screeching a horrible sound, like tearing metal.  
 
    Unara moved first, wedging her curved knife into its throat as it focused entirely on Retti’s feet.  
 
    He rolled out of the way, and the Specter fell, soon buried under a pile of enraged goblins.  
 
    I didn’t watch their feral dismantling of the thing. My eyes had turned to the darkness of the tunnel leading away from the station. At first it was just a rattling sound, but then came the first screech and I pulled my assault rifle from where it hung over my back. The moment I saw movement, in the form of a swaying blue light, I fired.  
 
    At that point I didn’t care if it was another Specter or a long-lost brother. It was dying. In my panic, I emptied the entire gun in seconds. I was lucky that with the immovable strength of my new arm I didn’t bury half of them into the tunnel ceiling as the gun tried to pull up. Instead, the full four bullets tore into my as yet unseen targets.  
 
    Sparks flew, cries of frustration rather than pain erupted, and as a mass of ungainly, terrifying-looking Specters came into the light. A bunch of small green hands grabbed my jacket and hauled me up off the tracks. 
 
    “Run!” I barked unnecessarily. Staggering as fast as my lopsided gait would carry me to the stairwell door. 
 
    And run they did. Just not all in the same direction. At least not at first. Even with that false start, I was still last to the door. Those who had made it before me were now firing past my head. Not a pleasant experience with my trust levels of the goblins, yet no bullets hit me.  
 
    I couldn’t risk looking back, but I knew the Specters were close behind. I could tell from the screams, the ricocheting bullets, and the uneven footsteps.  
 
    I dove through the Stairwell door, and Unara slammed it shut.  
 
    As I lay on the floor, fighting my labored breathing, I saw the small space was entirely dedicated to stairs. Worse still, I could see up through the gap between the switchbacks that there were a lot of them. Almost as distasteful a sight as hundreds of Specters.  
 
    Pulling myself up into a sitting position I noted the door was made from heavy metal and had locked into position. That came as a relief, as it was going to take me a long time to navigate these stairs.  
 
    The maps and notes hadn’t indicated how deep we were. But I’d imagined a couple of flights of stairs at most. Judging by my count, there were at least ten. 
 
    The sounds of banging on the door echoed around the stairwell, showing the Specters weren’t done yet.  
 
    But it wasn’t the sound that made me nervous, it was the dust falling around the loose door frame that got me to my feet.  
 
    It wasn’t as bad as I feared with the aid of my new right arm and the metal banister, I could move with reasonable speed. I made it to the fourth floor before we heard the failure of the door below.  
 
    I risked a glance down and saw the Specters entering.  
 
    “They’re in!” I yelled, pulling my handgun from its holster and firing a few shots down. Leaning over the banister, the goblins all did the same, swapping to hand guns as their bullets ran out.  
 
    We had spares in our packs, but for me at least, reloading and moving wasn’t an option as we continued to climb.  
 
    It was the seventh floor before the first, pale-faced, stretch-skinned abomination reached the flight below, and there were still three more floors to go.  
 
    I reloaded the handgun quickly from the spare battery I had on my belt clip, covered by the others. It didn’t seem to be affected by the bullets. Stronger than those behind it, it leapt into the air with a leap Retti would have been proud of.  
 
    As I was the most heavily modded then, it aimed for me. Sharp, modded arms outstretched, its skull was entirely metal with scraps of flesh only partly covering it.  
 
    Its metal jaw, filled with metal teeth, hung extra wide as it approached, made more freakish by the wriggling pink tongue inside.  
 
    I shot the handgun at point blank in its face. It had no effect. Just as the Specter was about to collide with me, I grabbed its throat with my left hand, dropped the gun, and grabbed its shoulder with my new arm and pulled.  
 
    The head came off with a satisfying pop, bringing half the spine away with it. I moved to throw it over the goblins, who continued to kill the weaker Specters below. Unara stopped me with a hand on my arm.  
 
    “Huh? What’s up?” 
 
    She patted the top pocket of her tactical vest. I was still none the wiser until she pulled out her Credit Chip. 
 
    I looked again at the Specter in my arms and realized what she was saying. This one had nice mods.  
 
    With the danger lessening below, I nodded.  
 
    “Good point. You see that jump it did?” 
 
    She smiled and patted me on the shoulder.  
 
    I threw the dead Specter higher up the stairs, then reloaded my assault rifle to help the goblins finish clearing up. Whether the Specters thought better of it with the body count we were exacting or there wasn’t any more, I didn’t know. But I knew we’d won this battle.  
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    We reached the top of the stairs without further trouble. The doors to the outside were boarded up, but the goblins quickly found concealed loose boards and eventually, a way out. 
 
    We came out of the space between the backs of two buildings. The sound of work and machines filled the air. The day was gray, so I had no idea what kind of time it was. Night and day had lost all meaning below. I halted the goblins and spoke to the eager looking Bagri as he bounced from one foot to the other. “This is as far as you guys go.” 
 
    We’d already discussed this, but his face still dropped as he continued to look past me to the barren alleyway, as if it held great treasures that he was being denied. 
 
    “We should scout area first,” he replied. “Make sure it’s safe.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Listen. People are still working. If you lot start running around, we’re never gonna be able to use this access again. What I want you to do is, make sure all the Specters are dead down the stairs and start harvesting the ones we killed. Make sure the way back is clear and if you can start ferrying parts to the unit to be cleaned down properly.” 
 
    He nodded. “Killing is fun. Cutting up not as much. Some of the weaker ones have lots of flesh still. That is good.” 
 
    “Don’t eat them,” I warned, with a pointed finger. “You’ll end up getting infected.” 
 
    “Goblins not turn into Specters. Too smart.” 
 
    The inaccuracy of that statement was painfully obvious, but he was adamant.” 
 
    “We have better food. Bagri, don’t eat the Specters okay? I’ll get you something nice while I’m up here. Next time you can bring a bunch of you up and have a little run around, okay?” 
 
    He rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful. “Never had the cake before. Bring Bagri the cake and it’s a deal.” 
 
    I could hardly believe I was agreeing to go cake shopping to stop a goblin from eating a Specter, but here I was, doing just that. 
 
    “Deal. Now get back inside the lot of you. We’ll probably have to return to this entrance, but I’m not sure how long yet. If you’re not here, we’ll meet you back at the unit.” 
 
    Bagri clapped, then turned and went back through the loose boards, placing them back  afterwards. I sighed, glad to be free of them for all their usefulness, then Unara and I crept along the alleyway to check the situation beyond. 
 
    Busy workers rushed around, shouting at each other, swinging engines and heavy machine parts around on thick chains. Mag trains sat gutted, waiting to be repaired. 
 
    “We should wait here until they finish up.” I whispered, hoping it was late in the day. 
 
    We spent the next eight hours waiting in the cold, stone alley before dusk settled in. It was full dark by the time the factory machinery was shut down and the sound of goodbyes rang out around the yard.  
 
    Finally it was time to move. Unara bolted ahead of me as the last car drove out, and upon reaching automatic gates she managed to slow them down enough for me to hobble through. 
 
      
 
    Standing on the main street, I had to pause to take it in. I’d made it back. This was the moment. I never thought I’d roam free here again after signing up at 16. And shortly after, realizing exactly what I’d signed up for. Hopeless and uncaring for so long, even for an orc I was a miserable bastard. 
 
    I gazed at the towers lining the distance, neon lights glowing in the steadily descending night. I owed this sight, this moment to Unara, as surely as I owed the end of my old life to Grant and his mob in Newton. 
 
    We set off down the main road that intersected the larger factory units with purpose. Cars whizzed by, driven by blank faced workers heading back to their apartments in the residential areas after a hard day’s work. Ready to eat some food, drink a beer and fall asleep, ready to repeat the whole process again tomorrow, and the day after that. 
 
    That’s not what I was coming back for. Better to have died quickly in the tunnels than to suffer that painfully slow march into death. 
 
    Despite the road being busy, the pathways were deserted, which was ideal while we both acclimatized. 
 
    After twenty minutes walking, industrial units gave way to apartments and shops, and the streets became busier with people. Unara’s eyes flashed around, constantly looking for danger. I just kept my eyes straight ahead, walking as fast as I could without looking like I was hurrying. 
 
     Most people ignored us at first, but as true night took hold, it seemed so did hostility. Many of Portolans’ drivers suddenly became racing drivers, swerving unpredictably, running red lights, and mounting sidewalks to pedestrians running for their lives.  
 
    In corners and shutters stood less decent looking groups. They were the ones who truly saw us. I felt my hackles rise as we made our way by. 
 
    “We should look for somewhere to stay for the night. I don’t think we’re welcome in these parts. We can just find the Prestige in the morning. “ 
 
    As soon as I said the words, I realized they were stupid. Unara didn’t offer any kind of response. I took it as her being happy to go along with what I decided. 
 
    “Except Prestige is a club. It won’t be open in the morning, and we don’t know where to stay. We’ll probably get jumped trying to find somewhere.” 
 
    She nodded, this time in clear agreement. 
 
    “Let’s just keep walking. Avoid any big groups. 
 
    A block later, Unara hissed quietly. I didn’t look behind us, only turning as far as her. “How many?” I asked, guessing we were either being followed or approached. 
 
    She flashed her hands out quickly. Five on one and three on the other. 
 
    “Can we get away? Yes. Thumb up. No. Thumb down.” 
 
    Her thumb turned down. 
 
    “There’s an alleyway up ahead. We go down there. You stay behind me.” 
 
    She shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “Not to hide, you need to fight,” I explained quickly. “But if there’s one thing I can do, it’s take a lot of punishment. I want you to use me as a shield to fight from. Don’t worry, I’ll be fighting too.” 
 
    She seemed satisfied by the response and even smiled. Then the alley was on us. We turned as if we always intended to, then ran. It was darker than I expected in the stinking, garbage lined streets, but there was no one else in sight, which was a good thing for what was about to happen. 
 
    Unara moved quickly ahead of me, jumping up on top of a metal extraction unit about waist high. Once there, she slipped her assault rifle out of the bag. Totally overkill for the average gang fight, but we weren’t a gang. We were alone and desperate, but with some top-quality weaponry. As she covered the mouth of the alley, I fumbled my assault rifle out of the bag. I turned just in time to see the first of our pursuers coming around the alley. 
 
    It looked as though they’d put a little spurt of speed on as well, to catch up, but they slowed now so the eight of them could fill the alley exit. They each carried a weapon, though only two of them had guns. 
 
    “You’re in the wrong neighborhood, orc,” shouted a green mohawked human holding a red painted pistol. “Your kind isn’t welcome in Portolans. Shouldn’t be allowed in Artem at all if you ask me.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you,” came my obvious reply. I saw the moment he finally noticed the assault rifle in my hands, as his face briefly contorted before he came to a stop. 
 
    “Well what do we have here? An orc with military grade gear? Should sell for a comfy cred, should that. Where’d ya find it?” 
 
    “In my weapons locker, now run along because you’re holding us up.” 
 
    He gave the impression he was considering it, but I knew he was trying to figure out a plan to deal with us now we were not the easy prey he thought us to be. 
 
    “Tell you what. Toss them rifles over and we’ll let you go. How’s that for a deal?” 
 
    “Good deal,” I grunted. “As long as you don’t mind us tossing ‘em over bullet by bullet.” 
 
    His laugh came out like a goblin with a bone stuck in its throat. “Think you’re real smart, huh? Maybe for an orc you are, but a smart dog is still a dog, and the same goes for orcs. Now I won’t ask you again. Pass the guns and those bags over.” 
 
    Unara threw something over my head at them. We all just looked at the black ball for a moment. I realized what it was first and moved to cover up. My reaction alerted the leader, but by that point our world was already filled with light, pain and burning as the grenade exploded. 
 
    Unara clearly hadn’t fully understood how powerful it would be as I was thrown back, stopped only by the extractor unit. She was mostly protected from the blast by me, but our pursuers all died. 
 
    Ears ringing, eyes readjusting to the darkness, I tried to speak to Unara. It came out a mumbled mess. In the end, I just grabbed her hand and set off down the alleyway in the opposite direction from the way we’d just come. 
 
    There was nothing but pain and trouble behind us. 
 
    I felt Unara tug sharply to the right, but still blinking away bright speckles that crowded my vision, I was only vaguely aware that we’d entered a building. 
 
    There was shouting and a gunshot. Then something stabbed into my chest. 
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t lash out, recognizing the sensation of a Medi-kit being used. 
 
    My head and vision cleared quickly. I was covered in blood, but the wounds I’d received from the grenade had fully healed. 
 
    Looking up, Unara’s face was a mask of sorrow and guilt. I slapped my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be looking at me like that. It was a brilliant move, and apart from needing new clothes, I’m fine.” 
 
    Behind her, I noticed a dead man in a chef’s outfit sprawled out on the floor. Only then did I take in my surroundings. We were in a kitchen, pans were bubbling, food was frying, but all I could smell was the grenade. Thankfully I could hear again, which alerted me to rapidly approaching sirens from outside. 
 
    “We better find another way out of here if we can,” I said, eyeing the enormous chef with a bullet hole in his head. I looked around, spotting a walk-in refrigerator. “Give me a minute and we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    I grabbed hold of the dead man’s leg and, with a struggle, dragged his huge carcass off to his new hiding place. Unara just watched me, still not right after the grenade. 
 
    When I came back out of the refrigerator, I noticed the path of blood that led from where he fell. “We’ll have to do something with that,” I said, frantically looking around. 
 
    My eyes landed on a mop bucket full of water. “Perfect!” I booted it over, sending greasy, dirty water over the blood streak to wash most of it away. It wasn’t perfect, but it changed the feel of the scene and would give people pause while we escaped the area. Which it was past time to do as the sirens got louder, combined with authoritative shouting outside. 
 
    “Let’s move,” I said to Unara, pointing to the door. I saw she was holding a leather jacket out for me. Puzzled at first, I soon remembered my own issues. My clothes were shredded. I was still covered in blood. Only my modded arm saved my face from the shrapnel. I grabbed the jacket from her and threw it on, suddenly relieved that the chef had been so fat. It was short but fastened around my front and hid most of the damage. My trousers were still a mess but far less so than my body had been as only one leg was capable of bleeding. 
 
    As we passed the hob, I removed the frying pan off the heat where two slabs of un-nameable protein were sizzling away. I grabbed those, then followed Unara out of the kitchen door, stuffing one into my mouth and handed the other one to her. 
 
    We passed another room and then entered the actual dining area. Until that point we hadn’t seen anyone else, but on entering the dark dining area, lit by lamps and candles for atmosphere, we found all of the diners and servers were at the windows watching the police cars go flying by. 
 
    They were chattering nervously, and I was beginning to think the use of a grenade was even more unusual than I first suspected. 
 
    I took the lead, strolling through the worried onlookers and right out of the front door as if I was supposed to be there. I made to turn left away from where the trouble would be, then look at our map once we were well away. But in a stroke of luck, there was a taxi waiting outside. 
 
    Having never used a taxi, I dismissed it automatically, but if they worked how they were supposed to, it could be the answer we needed right now. I opened the back door confidently, as if I knew what I was doing, and the driver spoke. 
 
    “Where are you guys headed?” 
 
    “Prestige?” 
 
    “Sure thing, pal. Hop in and let’s get outta here.” 
 
    We both got in and he began speaking again as he sped off. “Glad you two came. I was about to head off. Getting too hot around here with that explosion, but I don’t much like driving if I’m not getting paid for it and I figured there’d be folk wanting to get outta the area.” He laughed, then began ranting at another driver who’d cut him off from switching lanes. 
 
    I relaxed a little as we sped away. As much because he wasn’t judgmental about my being an orc, which meant full blood orcs weren’t as rare in Portolans as the punk had led me to believe. 
 
    It took about ten minutes to reach Prestige in the taxi and even if it was an enforced move, I was glad that we’d done it. We pulled up in a parking lot, with a few other cars but more homeless people standing around a couple of bin fires. The building didn’t look half as inviting as I’d expected from the name, but there was no doubt it was the Prestige from the flashing pink lettering above the door. 
 
    “Okay, that’ll be eight,” the driver said, holding a little pad back over his shoulder. I hadn’t used a credit chip before either, but I’d seen others do it, so tapped it gently on his device. It beeped that I’d apparently paid the right amount. 
 
    “You guys have a good night now!” 
 
    I closed the door and eyed our next challenge, eyeing the four bouncers at the door, an uneasy feeling hit me. I turned to Unara who seemed to have recovered from the explosion now. “We probably need to be ready for anything in here.” 
 
    She looked at the four bouncers with a hint of uncertainty. They were heavily armed. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not feeling it either. I reckon coming straight here was a mistake.” 
 
    She surprised me by shrugging, then pointing for us to go in. 
 
    “Suppose you’re right. We came all this way. Just thinking we might have been better served finding our own fence. Maybe go directly to a carver to start with till we get the lay of the land.” 
 
    Despite my words, I was still walking to the front door. 
 
    “What you two supposed to be, then? And what business you think you got in the Prestige?” The smallest of the bouncers asked. A stocky little fella who could have been half a dwarf was looking us both up and down. A yellow glint in his eyes, the only give away that he had optic mods. 
 
    “Having a drink,” I grunted in reply. “Same businesses as most, I expect.” 
 
     ”Having a drink is it? Can’t say we get many full-blooded orcs in here. Not looking to cause trouble now are you?” 
 
     ”No trouble at all. Just a couple of drinks and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    He scratched at his beard, eyes lingering on Unara before relenting. “Go on in then.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved we made it past, or disappointed we weren’t turned away. We walked through the double doors into the entrance lobby where muffled music could be heard. Through the next set of doors the full wave of heavy bass, synth music hit hard. 
 
    I never liked music, but the bass seemed to make my blood run faster.  
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    We made our way to the bar. Feet sticking to the ground, and a potent mix of stale beer, overpowering perfume, and vomit was strong enough to cut through the smell of burning that still lingered in my nostrils.  
 
    We took seats on two bar stools, and I leaned forward on the chrome bar to gesture for the server. 
 
    While we waited, I nudged the wide eyed Unara as she absorbed our surroundings with a mix of wonder and distaste. “What do you want to drink?” 
 
    She shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “You ever drank alcohol before?” 
 
    She shook her head, and I laughed. “Then I don’t think tonight is the time to start. I’ll get you a soda for now.” 
 
    A tired-looking woman with black rings around her eyes and a low-cut vest with the words Fetid Fixation written on appeared in front of us. “What’ll it be?” she drawled. 
 
    “Can I get a beer and what sodas you got?” 
 
    “Nimbus, Rolla and Sunshine.” 
 
    The brand names meant nothing, judging by Unara’s vacant expression. “Gimmie a Sunshine, will ya?” 
 
    “Coming right up,” she said with a heavy sigh. 
 
     She was back a few minutes later with the drinks and a payment pad. “That’ll be twelve creds.” 
 
    I pulled the credit chip out slowly to give me time to speak. “Hey, I have a contact. Sent me to meet a guy named Soba. You know him?” 
 
    Her face twisted in distaste. “Sure, he’ll be in a private room out back. Good luck getting close if you ain’t got an appointment.” 
 
    “He owns the place?” 
 
    “Might as well do, but no.” she lowered her voice. “The boss is in his pay though.” It seemed to suddenly hit her that she was talking about things she shouldn’t be, and clamped her mouth shut, thrusting the payment pad forward again. I tapped it, happy with what I’d learned so far. And she hurried off to the next customer. 
 
    I turned to Unara, who was busy inspecting her luminous orange drink with as much distaste as the server had for Soba. She pushed it away with a finger, then turned to face me as I raised my first beer in far too long and drained it in one go. With a belch that came from my toes, I loosened up my shoulders and sighed with contentment before facing my partner in all things these days.  
 
    “Shall we have a walk around the back, then? I could do with a visit to the little orc’s room.” 
 
    She chuckled and slipped from her seat. 
 
    Prestige was shaped in a large rectangle that had the bar in the center and tables all around at the back. There was a dance floor, though no one was dancing. We made our way around it and at the back of the bar was a short corridor that finished in double doors. And two more bouncers. On either side of that corridor were the toilets, so my approach didn’t look too suspicious. 
 
    The doors opened, and two heavily armed thugs walked out. They headed straight for us, guns raised.  
 
    “Soba wants to know what a crippled orc and… whatever that thing is,” he said, pointing out Unara with his gun, “wants with him.” 
 
    “Looking to shift some merch. Got the name from a half-orc merc by the name of Titus.” 
 
    The guard looked like he was concentrating on something else for a moment before his steely glare refocused on me. “How’d you know Titus?” 
 
    “Cousin on his Ma’s side,” I said simply, suppressing my nerves at having the lie called out as he conferred with who I assumed was Soba. 
 
    “Go in,” he said, gesturing with the gun for us to walk to the door. 
 
    They followed us closely, watching our every movement. The doors swung open for us, and we entered a second room. This one was a security room, with two more thugs. One, sitting behind a desk, watching cameras. The other watching us. 
 
    “Leave your weapons at the desk. You’ll get them back when you leave.” 
 
    I looked at Unara, and she shook her head. I agreed. “Yeah, we’re not going any further without our weapons. We don’t know you people yet.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” the thug behind me said. Nudging his rifle into the small of my back. “Now drop the bag, and put your gun and knife on the counter, and we can be about our business. Play nice and there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Like that is it?” I asked. Angry that they weren’t letting us go, but suppressing it behind a mask of calm. 
 
    “Exactly like that.” 
 
    I did as asked, putting all weapons out, knowing that at least one of them could see all the weapons we had. Seeing me oblige, Unara did the same. 
 
    “Lovely job, you can continue on now,” the thug behind me said. We headed through the next set of doors that opened into a grim descending stairwell, the atmosphere becoming more ominous by the minute. Yet down we went. 
 
    I could have really done with a way to communicate with Unara, but I just had to hold my tongue and hope we could communicate well enough with body language. 
 
    Leaving the stairwell, we entered a corridor that was an assault to the eyes. Bright reds, purples and golds made up the bulk of the colors, from decoration to fittings. From plush sofas to plumes of feathers sprouting up from gaudy vases. It was like eye vomit, and made me feel like I had a sore head, even though I didn’t. 
 
    It was almost a relief to be finally brought in front of Soba. Sitting behind a massive brown wooden desk, he was a fat, ugly human, with folds of fat hanging over his purple shirt collar, covered in a bright red suit that would have fit me. On his bright red face he wore wide framed sunglasses that hid his eyes. His receding hair was the only thing not one of those three colors. Instead, it was a stark bright white. 
 
    The instant hatred I felt of the man was bone deep. I was surprised at the strength of it. It was true my default seething was hate, but this went beyond that. It was as if I was allergic to Soba, and he hadn’t even spoken yet. 
 
    When he did, his voice was far lighter than I’d expected. Almost feminine. As his mouth opened, his golden teeth flashed, and my fists clenched. 
 
    “Kin of Titus you say?” 
 
    “Aye,” I said, fighting a grimace. 
 
    “And what message did the aloof half-orc have for me? An explanation for his sudden disappearance?” 
 
    “He’s dead. Banshee got him and the others.” 
 
    “Ah, the Banshee. I thought it was just a sorry excuse for being so incompetent. So now you are here at my door. Would you care to explain how you know of his demise? It seems odd that they were all killed, yet you, who were not among their numbers, would know of both his death and the manner of his passing.” 
 
    “Was visiting him. Had a message to deliver.” 
 
    “And what on earth was this message that you had to travel to a secret mercenary hideout?” 
 
    “His mother died,” I lied again. I didn’t know where it was all coming from. Apart from telling them I knew Titus, I hadn’t given much thought to what else I would say, but now, the lies just kept coming and to my ears, I sounded damn convincing. 
 
    “So you’re here to try and sell what your… cousin has already collected?” 
 
    I was here to try and set up an ongoing partnership, but now, dealing with him, I didn’t want to. 
 
    “Pretty much. Figured you’d still wanna buy, and it seems a waste otherwise.” 
 
    “You’ll need to do better than that, orc. Your cousin owed me a lot of money. He has a quota to keep. If he’s dead, then as a family member, you inherit it.” 
 
    My mind reeled for a moment. I felt my brow furrowing, though I was trying not to give away any emotion. 
 
    “Tha’s not how it works.” I replied. “You want to buy the gear or not?” 
 
    “That is how it works. You clear the debt, or I find more of your mutual family to clear it and I send my boys down to collect what’s already been gathered.” 
 
    “I’ll meet the quota,” I grunted. 
 
    “We’ll be renegotiating prices too. Titus was asking too much. Hardly any markup for profit. I want weekly check-ins, too. Need to know you’re staying on task.” 
 
    Titus’s DataPad had the prices he got from Soba, and what he thought he should be getting, which was much lower. There was no mention about any debt either. Soba was lying through his golden teeth. 
 
    “You want paying the money you’re owed out of even shittier prices than you’re already paying?” 
 
    He slapped his meaty hands together. “Exactly! You’re smarter than you look, orc. What’s your name?” 
 
    I eyed him blankly, keeping the rage I felt locked up tight. “Kapar.” 
 
    He picked up a DataPad and started typing into it. We all waited in silence while he worked. 
 
    A few long minutes passed before he turned the DataPad around and pushed it across the desk toward me. “That passes the debt over to you officially. Read it if you can,” he sniggered. “Then I’ll need your thumbprint on the bottom.” 
 
    I did read it. 
 
      
 
    
     I hereby declare that I, Kapar, am bound to repay the outstanding debt of 300,000c to Soba Inyescu. 
 
     Failure to repay this debt will result in my life becoming forfeit and the debt will pass to my next of kin. 
 
   
 
      
 
    “You can eat goblin shit if you think I’m signing this.” 
 
    There was a scuffle behind me and the thug had tried to grab hold of Unara, but she’d slipped his grip. All six-armed men in the room were now pointing their guns at her. 
 
    Soba laughed, setting his chins off, wobbling. “Sign it, or the runt dies. Then we start chopping bits of you until you die, or sign. 
 
    One of my aims coming up here was that I wouldn’t be identified. This thumbprint was a dangerous sacrifice for me to give up beyond the obvious insanity of agreeing to be saddled with such a great debt. But I was left with no choice. So I nodded and picked up the pad and stared deep into Soba’s shiny reflective glasses and I made a promise to the orc I saw reflected in them. I was going to kill Soba. I was going to strangle him to death slowly, using only my green hand. I wanted it to be as personal as possible when I did it. It was the only way I could see to reclaim this thumb print and the apparent debt agreement. Soba was going to suffer for this. 
 
    He smirked at my empty expression. I could feel it emanating from him. He thought I was too stupid to be dangerous to him. 
 
    That thought gave me some solace. 
 
    “Good,” he drawled. “Now show your ident?” 
 
    “Ident?” I asked. I’d vaguely heard of the term, but I had no idea what he was asking. 
 
    “So I can contact you, fool. You have a keystone, don’t…” he paused, looking at one of the armed men. 
 
    “Nothing there. Neither of them.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s why you had to travel to my unit,” he said absentmindedly. Clearly still thinking about something, I noticed him glance down at my leg and frown. “How do you move on that thing?” 
 
    “Well enough,” I replied shortly. Wary of where this was going. 
 
    “Kapar. I might have a job for you and your little friend here. Something that requires a delicate touch from a technological angle. Though it will require a modicum of agility too. If you can do this for me, I’ll knock 50k off my total against your debt. How’s that sound?” 
 
    The debt you just made up, you slimy ball of shit. I thought. “What’s the job?” 
 
    “Retrieval. There is a hacker who has betrayed me. Stolen something of mine and I want it back. She lives in an apartment block in Turan. Eighty-first floor. Goes by the name of Raven. It’s outside of my territory, which is the first minor inconvenience, and she can scan and hack keystones, which is the second. I’ve got plans to take her out, but this will work better. You aren’t known as one of my guys, so you won’t be made by the locals and you can’t have your keystone hacked. I need you to kill her and bring me her head. Bring any other hardware you find in her apartment. Don’t use the elevator.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “Lemme get this right. You want me to walk up eighty flights of stairs? You got no chance, Soba. None at all.” 
 
    He seemed taken aback, but I sensed an opportunity here. “You know what kind of leg mod this is?” I pointed to my right trouser leg and tightly tied and fixed boot. 
 
    “A broken one?” 
 
    I shook my head and pulled my trouser leg up. To reveal the hand and part of the forearm of my leg. 
 
    Soba slammed his fat hand down on the table and erupted with laughter. He wasn’t alone. All his men were bent double, practically crying with laughter. Only Unara and I weren’t laughing. Unara looked ready to start a killing spree. I offered her a brief smile, and keeping my composure, spoke again. 
 
    “Keep your fifty off the debt and sort me a new leg out instead. Then I’ll do your job for you.” 
 
    His face turned serious as he weighed up the cost, as this would be an actual real cost to him. 
 
    While he mulled it over, I added another condition. “Needs to be a Tier Three.” 
 
    They all started laughing again. Soba shook his head in smug dismay. “There’s not a tier three mod in this room apart from my own, idiot orc. But I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll get my carver to fit you a high-grade tier one leg so you can do the job. But if you fail, you owe me another 50k on top, for fucking me around. I don’t like to be fucked around with. Do you understand?” 
 
    Tier one was shit, but fitted by a proper carver, it would be a lot better than what I had right now. 
 
    “I understand. You got yourself a deal.” 
 
    “Good. Now get the hell outta my sight. You’re messing up the mood in here. I’ll send the details up to the bar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    16th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We didn’t speak in the bar. Nor in the cab we took to the hotel Soba recommended a block away from the carver I’d be visiting in the morning. Not even in the street. The first words I uttered in the revolving door of the hotel as Unara and I entered the same section to enter. 
 
    “Stay in the door. We’re going straight back out.” I waited for a few seconds in the concealed part of the door, then pushed it backward out onto the street. 
 
    “Let’s find another hotel,” I said once I was certain the cab had gone. I waited until we were away from the hotel before I spoke again. 
 
    “He thinks he has us where he wants us?” I said, keeping my eyes ahead. “Saddling me with all that debt and taking my thumbprint. I don’t know if I told you this, but I ended up as a Deater because of someone like him. I can’t believe I’m already signed, sealed and delivered to another gang lord within hours of returning to the city.” 
 
    I fell silent. Thoughtful while I formed my next words. I finally looked over at her. “But we didn’t go through all of what we’ve just been through to settle for that, did we?” 
 
    She shook her head with meaning. 
 
    “No. We didn’t. All Soba achieved tonight was to guarantee his own death. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    She grabbed my forearm, grinning wildly at my words as we walked. 
 
    We circled the block, keeping a low profile in case our description got out to the gangs of the area. Gangs I now realized were sworn to Soba. Wasn’t too sure how that would work out if the two dots were connected. 
 
    The few hotels we passed, I had a bad feeling about, but we eventually came to an open carver shop. 
 
    Intrigued, I entered. 
 
    The place was empty, but the carver, a half elf, half human by the looks of it, was busy working on a damaged mod. He looked up with a combination of hope and fear. 
 
    When he laid eyes on me, his shoulders sagged. “Security offer or another smash and grab?” he asked tiredly. 
 
    “Just having a look around,” I replied. 
 
    “Smash up then.” He said. Head dropping into hands. Greasy brown hair falling forward to cover his tired face. “Can you at least not hurt me this time?” 
 
    “Not here to hurt you,” I replied. “We’re genuinely just having a look around. You don’t work for Soba?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “Ah,” I said, raising a finger. “Now, that is an interesting question.” 
 
    “It’s a simple question. You either do or you don’t.” 
 
    “You have any tongues?” 
 
    He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Then something occurred to him and he clamped his hand over his mouth. He spoke again, but it came out as a mumble I couldn’t hear. Unara moved closer and opened her mouth to make a point. 
 
    His eyes widened. “You actually want a tongue?” he said, dropping his hand. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “And you don’t work for Soba?” 
 
    “He’s just entrapped us in his employ,” I replied, then more quietly. “But it’s not somewhere I intend to stay.” 
 
    The carver shook his head. “Once you’re in his pocket, you never get out. That’s why I’ve always said no to his protection, though he’s run my business into the ground. It’s why I stay open all night. Sleeping when I can.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s tough, but on this occasion, treat us like we’re nothing to do with Soba.” I scanned his shelves briefly. “You got any tongues?” 
 
    He sighed. “No, I don’t. But I could get you one to fit in a couple of weeks. What I do have is voice boxes. They’re connected to the brain and generate speech through thought. It’s not ideal, but it will do in a pinch until we can arrange a…” he trailed off. “Soba will kill us both if I work on one of his employees.” 
 
    “Well, technically, it’s only me who had to sign or agree to anything, so you can work on Unara guilt free. How much would a voice box cost?” 
 
    “It’s a tier one mod. It’s serviceable but you won’t get voice options. I can adjust pitch and tone, so I could sell the mod for eight hundred and labor four hundred?” 
 
    I eyed him cautiously. “How do I know you’re not ripping us off?” 
 
    “Cursed streets man, I’m ripping myself off so I get the work. I’m giving you the mod at cost, and before Soba started applying pressure, I was charging double for labor. You’d have been looking at two and a half, maybe three. You wouldn’t have gotten it done in the middle of the night either. I used to have a waiting list a month long.” 
 
    “That bad?” I asked. 
 
    “Worse,” he said sullenly. 
 
    “Why not move?” 
 
    “What with? All my money’s tied up in the shop. You think I’ll be able to sell it? Soba will burn it out daily and the city will fine me. I’ve got nothing left and nowhere to go.” 
 
    “So why not pay for the security? I asked. It seemed mad that he didn’t fold. 
 
    “At first it was pride. Then, as the money stopped flowing, I couldn’t afford to. He’s just trying to run me out now, but he’s taking his time and dragging out, so I suffer for refusing him.” 
 
    I shook my head. Not because Soba was doing what gang lords do. I got that. I was fully behind anyone who crossed us suffering. But this guy was just trying to make a living with his own two hands. Torturing him like this was just petty. If it was me, I would have threatened the carver a couple of times at most, then killed him and been done. 
 
    I looked over to Unara and though I suspected I already knew the answer, I asked all the same. “You want to go ahead with this?” 
 
    She nodded furiously. And that was that. 
 
    “We’re good to go. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Tenev,” he replied, jumping up from his seat, hardly knowing what to do with himself. “ 
 
    “Let’s get this done then, Tenev.” 
 
    “I’ll need you to pay upfront,” he said. A chip reader seemed to appear in his hand from out of nowhere. “Two of my last four customers didn’t bother to pay. Part of Soba’s war against me.” 
 
    “I’ll pay you half now,” I grumbled, meeting his eyes. “And half when she speaks to me.” 
 
    “Good deal,” he replied nervously, and I felt a pang of sympathy for the desperate man. 
 
    “It should take me no more than two hours so you can come back then,” he said, moving over to the front entrance and gesturing for me to leave. “Just bang on the shutters when you’re back. I’ll close them while I work. 
 
    “I’ll be in the room with you. Watching and making sure Unara is completely safe.” 
 
    His face paled further, but he wisely said no more as he pulled down the metal shutters and closed the shop’s door. 
 
    Entering the small and unremarkable operating room, I moved over to the corner and sat in the chair, sitting there while Tenev led Unara to the adjustable bed in the center of the room.  
 
    As she made herself comfortable, he began preparing his tools, his eyes flickering over to me nervously a few times until I snapped at him. “Don’t be nervous of me. I’m not here to threaten or hurt you. I’m here to make sure nothing can harm Unara while she’s out.” Unara flopped her head to one side and gave me a broken toothed grin. I winked at her and made myself comfortable. 
 
    “You think you could stop Soba’s men?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    I shrugged. “I know I’ll try. And I know I’ll be dead before they reach Unara. I can’t do any more than that, but I can and will do that.” 
 
    A hollow laugh was his only reply before he zeroed in on his work. I had to admit, once he got busy, his focus was impressive. The bumbling, nervous half-Elf was suddenly moving with grace and machine-like efficiency. 
 
    I watched him intently for a while, trying to learn and match what he was doing with what I guessed needed doing from the field guide I’d read. At some point, my eyes grew heavy, and it became a struggle just to stay awake. Only the need to watch over Unara fought the sleep demons threatening to pull me under. 
 
    “You need something to keep you awake? 
 
    I snapped back, sitting bolt upright. 
 
     “Shit, how long was I out?” 
 
     “Seconds. But you don’t strike me as the kind of orc who would forgive themselves if they fell asleep when they promised not to.” 
 
     I nodded.  “Yeah. That’s right. What you got?” 
 
     “Nothing basic. Can’t even offer a coffee, but for cost you can take a Stim. They’re in the cabinet behind you. Fifteen creds.” 
 
    Tempting as the offer was, I declined. The brief conversation had woken me up enough. 
 
    “I’m good for now. If I start dropping off again, I’ll take one.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t fall asleep again, but I was still exhausted when the sound of tires screeching and cars pulling up outside reached my ears. I sat upright, listening intently. Doors slamming and rowdy shouting soon followed, and I decided a little pick me up might be in order after all. 
 
    For a few brief seconds, I hoped, as unlikely as it may be, that the carver’s shop wasn’t the target, but when banging on the metal shutters began, our fate was sealed. 
 
    “We know you’re in there, chopper. Lights are on. We know you got an orc in there with you too, so open up so we can all have a nice chat.” 
 
      
 
    The carver had stopped working on Unara, glancing nervously at me. “They won’t give up. I’ll have to try and placate them somehow.” 
 
    “How long till you’re done?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes. It’s connected where it needs to be. I just need to see that it’s properly seated in place and repair the flesh around the work.” 
 
    “Okay. Finish up. I’m gonna wait in the other room. See how long it takes to get through those shutters. Once they’re through, I’ll keep them busy until you’re done. Where’s your chip reader for the rest of the payment?” 
 
    “Just there,” he said, nodding toward the back counter. I grabbed it and handed it over to him. 
 
    “Let’s get settled up. Then at least, whatever happens, I paid you.” 
 
    With a few deft strikes of his thumbs, he quickly added the amount I still owed him.  
 
     “Pleasure doing business with you, Tenev.” I quickly tapped the Cred-Chip to it. Then moved past him to the cupboard where he said there stims were. He was still looking at me as I jabbed it in my chest. No doubt thinking of the fifteen creds I just cost him. I put his mind at ease.  
 
    “Figure this shot is as much for you as it is for me.” Without waiting for a reply, I threw the used shot on the side unit, grabbed our weapons bags and stormed out of the room. 
 
    In the carver’s reception, I dumped the two bags on his desk at the back of the store. Pulling out the two assault rifles, I made sure both were fully loaded before setting them down. Next, I checked that my handgun had a decent charge before replacing it in my belt. Finally, I picked out a flashbang, stuffing it in the pocket of my leather jacket, leaving the frag well alone. 
 
    Satisfied with my preparations, I picked up the assault rifles and turned to face the door. 
 
    They were still banging and shouting for the carver to open up and I was happy to let them crack on with that as long as they were outside, and we were in. 
 
    Inevitably, they finally got bored, and the banging stopped. “You’re only making this harder on yourself if you don’t come out.” 
 
     ”I’m on a job for Soba, so why are you here fucking with us?” 
 
     ”Soba didn’t know about your little fuckery with the grenade earlier, and then you go and visit one of the few places in Portolans that’s off limits. Seems to Soba that you’re trying to test his patience. Now, he’s not saying there’s no place for you, but the terms of your employment have had to change.” 
 
    “We’re not here to test Soba’s patience. I didn’t know there was a problem coming to this place.” 
 
    “Ah! Well, that’s great news! Means this doesn’t have to get dirty. Now be a good boy and open these shutters, will you? You won’t like it if we have to open them ourselves.” 
 
    “Sure. Let me get the keys.” I replied. 
 
    After five minutes of waiting, the thug spoke again. “You got those keys yet? I can’t hear much moving about.” 
 
    Which was very true. I hadn’t moved from my spot against the front desk. Assault rifles ready to fire. 
 
    “They fell down the back of the heating unit, just a minute, and I’ll have them out.” 
 
    That bought the three of us another five minutes. 
 
    “Are you taking the piss, orc?” 
 
    “No, just the panel off the side of the heater. Almost there.” 
 
    It amazed me that I got another three minutes before I heard rattling against the front door. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but the sound of tires squealing again gave me a good idea. 
 
    Time was up. 
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    The shutters ripped off, chained to the back of a purple convertible with huge tires that looked nothing but ridiculous. A massive human in a white vest with spiked purple hair stepped in front of the doors carrying an electro shotgun. He fired immediately. 
 
    The door almost disintegrated from the shot, yet it also largely protected me as I fired back. A short burst with both guns in an effort not to lose all my ammunition in one go this time. 
 
    I hit the bastard, but he dove out of the way before I could get a fatal shot. 
 
    “You shouldn’t ‘ave done that, orc.” A voice I assumed wasn’t shot up white vest shouted. A metal ball was thrown from cover from behind the doorway. Aimed high against the side wall of the shop, it bounced at an angle that would put it right next to me.  
 
    I knew exactly what it was after our earlier issues and before it even landed, I threw myself backwards over the counter. Dropping the guns, I covered my ears and closed my eyes as it exploded. The instant the initial pressure was over, I pulled the flashbang from my pocket and sent it blindly back in the direction of the door. Then I covered my ears again, head down.  
 
    Once it went off, ears ringing, and eyes stinging from the now burning shop, I stood up from behind the counter and fired in the general direction of the front wall.  
 
    Screams rang out, as some of them had clearly tried to run in after the grenade and got hit with my own. I dropped to a knee and pulled out the frag grenade from my bag, then from my position of cover, I threw it out the front of the shop and hoped. I was low on ammo in the assault rifles, so I dropped one, and held the other two handed. I would pick my shots now. 
 
    As I crouched there, I couldn’t hear anyone, but I could feel the now burning building filling up with smoke. I risked a look over the countertop, but the whole place was ablaze now.  
 
    My first thought was Unara. I snatched up the other rifle and slung the strap over my head, then moved around the counter, making for the door to the operating room.  
 
    No attacks came through the fire and smoke, before I burst through the door into the much cooler, much safer operating room. I slammed the door shut behind me. 
 
    Unara was still on the bed, unconscious. Tenev was pressed back against the counter, looking terrified and mumbling incoherently.  
 
    “You finished?” I grunted, nodding to Unara. 
 
    He looked at me, his face full of horror. “It’s all burning. My life’s work… my… my wife is upstairs”…” He looked ready to break down.  
 
    “Is Unara finished,” I growled.  
 
    “No, it’s not fully healed up yet and I haven’t calibrated the voice box. Once the explosions started going off, I… I panicked.” 
 
    I moved over to Unara, checking her neck where he’d placed the implant. An angry red wound was all there was to be seen.  
 
    “All done otherwise, though, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes. If I had a Medi-kit, I could heal her, but…” 
 
    “Wake her up,” I snapped, dropping to one knee and pulling out a small Medi-Kit from the bag. 
 
    He removed another stim from the cupboard, then moved over to inject her with it. I more or less injected her with the Medi-kit at the same time. She sat bolt upright, gasping. Looking around in confusion. An ear-splitting noise erupted from her, so loud I was back to covering my ears. I glared at Tenev. 
 
    “Not calibrated,” he pleaded. “My wife, she’s upstairs.” 
 
    The paint started to blister on the wall adjoining the reception area. I could hear shouting outside, but no sirens yet. “We need to get out of here. What’s through that wall?” I said, pointing to the back of the room. 
 
    “Storage,” he answered quickly. 
 
    “Pack as much as you can from your room here in the two bags.”  
 
    I handed Unara the rifle in my hands and then moved to the back wall, giving it a quick knock. Definitely not a flimsy dividing wall, but I couldn’t see another way out of the room. Apart from directly outside.  
 
    Seeing no other way, I swallowed the concern I had about damaging my new arm and punched the wall with all of its might. The jarring impact hurt my shoulder at the point of connection, but I made a respectable dent that passed through the initial wall covering and into the low-density blocks behind.  
 
    Two more blows and I had a hole. Now the strength of the Alto arm really came into play as I rived loosened blocks out whole until there was a big enough gap for me to fit through.  
 
    I sent Unara and Tenev through first; he had taken my words to heart and had filled the two bags to bursting.  
 
    In the storage room, he set off running toward the door, running through without a word.  
 
    I glanced round the room briefly to see if there was anything of use, but everything was boxed, and we didn’t have time for a leisurely inspection.  
 
    Unara was standing watching me.  
 
    I nodded after the carver. “We best follow him.” 
 
    “THANK YOU!!!” Came the high-pitched mechanical scream that seemed to resonate from her whole body, deafening us both. 
 
    “I think I preferred you silent,” I replied with my best impression of a smile. She returned the smile before we both ran from the storeroom.  
 
    Outside was a set of stairs leading upward and a back door. I was sorely tempted to leave by the back door, but we still needed someone to fix Unara’s voice, so I headed upstairs.  
 
    At the top of the landing I saw Tenev, our two heavy bags over his shoulders, pleading with a woman on the floor, clutching her knees, rocking backwards and forwards.  
 
    “We gotta get outta here. If I can, I’ll help you set up again in the future. Unara and me, we wanna build something. But there ain’t no future for any of us if we don’t get out of here. Now come on.” 
 
    My words seemed to prompt Tenev’s wife into action. Whether through fear at the sight of me shouting at them or a last vestige of hope.  
 
    We ran back down the stairs.  
 
    I kicked open the back door and we exited into the back lane. One way was a dead end, the other way led out into the street, where I could hear more cars pulling up.  
 
    “Hide,” I snapped at the others. We headed into the dead end. A number of large industrial trash cans lined the walls, so we hid behind the one in the darkest shadows and waited.  
 
    The fire grew rapidly stronger, reaching the back of the building after only ten minutes of our exit. Smoke belched from the back door.  
 
    Then I heard the familiar voice of Soba. “Check the back lane! Orcs don’t die easy.” 
 
    He was right about that. I looked back at the other three and realized they would, and we were getting found like this.  
 
    “We’re gonna get found. Unara. You need to get these two back to the unit. They’ll be safe there. Get a taxi out of Portolans first. Any direction. Then get another to the maglev depot, okay?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Trust me, if I don’t go out there, they’ll find us all, and they’ll kill us all. I think I can convince Soba not to kill me. He’s got me hanging on that debt, so it makes sense to listen.” 
 
    Her face firmed up. I sensed she was still disagreeing.  
 
    “Please,” I said, rolling the unfamiliar word around my mouth. 
 
    She shuddered, then nodded.  
 
    I could hear footsteps now in the back alley. I crawled out into the back lane, trying to keep to the shadows. Undetected, I crept away a few meters from the trashcan they all hid behind. Once I was far away, I lay flat on the ground. Groaned to draw attention, then coughed, spluttering as I tried to raise up to my feet.  
 
    “Found him,” one of the others shouted.  
 
    On hearing his voice, I stumbled up, swaying, and pretended an attempted charge at the first man.  
 
    “Stand down, orc. Boss wants to speak wif yer.” 
 
    I stumbled and dropped to a knee. 
 
    “Where’s the carver?”  
 
    I coughed again. It wasn’t too hard to fake, as I had breathed a fair bit of smoke in. 
 
    “Still… ins…” I coughed again. Pointed to the back door then collapsed.  
 
    They set about kicking me. Kicking I could deal with much better than bullets. 
 
    Once they’d had their fun, I let them drag me to the end of the alleyway. Though I was still fully capable of walking, I put all my effort into coughing. I had a story to sell. 
 
    “Got ‘im boss.” One of my carriers said, dropping me again.  
 
    “I had a feeling this one would make it out. What of the others?” 
 
    “Nothing boss. He can barely talk from breathing in the smoke, but it sounded like he was saying they were still inside. Found him just outside the back door.” 
 
    In their effort to look good in front of Soba, they twisted the truth for me. I hadn’t been out the back door. I’d been ten meters away from it. 
 
     “Get him up,” Soba snapped.  
 
    Their hands grabbed me around the arms and hauled me up again. Soba leaned forward, his face in mine.  
 
    “Double crossing me an hour after leaving my club? Very foolish thing to do.” 
 
    I shook my head and sent out another burst of coughing. “Not double cross. Trying to help friend.” 
 
    “Helping a friend?” he asked disbelievingly. “Who? The runt?” 
 
    I nodded. “Needed new tongue… to speak.” 
 
    “Only carver open and time to kill. Didn’t know there was trouble here. I’m not from Portolans. Carver was glad of business…” I coughed some more. “Said he’d do it cheap. Dead now tried to save them… couldn’t…” I moaned, finishing on a sputtering cough, happy to play the part of devastated wretch on this occasion. 
 
    “If it was innocent, why did you attack my men?” Soba said. His voice oozing with sleaze. 
 
    “They attacked the shop. Ripped front shutters off and threw a grenade in.” I let my head sag forward, exhausted. “You killed my friend.” 
 
    “They weren’t supposed to attack,” Soba growled. “I’d kill your friend if it served my purposes, but this had nothing to do with me.” He fell silent and I remained so, beyond the occasional choking cough. 
 
    “If I spin this right. The carver problem I should have put an end to a long time ago is finally over. My men, who attacked the shop. They’re all dead now. Is that enough retribution for you, or are you still looking for more, Kapar?” 
 
    I put my head up, and growled, then sagged defeated as I met his sunshade covered eyes. “If they’re dead, they’re dead. So… no. No retribution. Suppose didn’t know the runt all that well anyways. One less mouth to feed.” 
 
    “Are you still on for the job?” 
 
    “I… need to recover first. Can you…” 
 
    “No, it has to be tomorrow morning. I need what I need. Give him a Medi. A small one.”  
 
    It took a moment to realize the end of the sentence was spoken to one of his men.  
 
    I was jabbed with a Medi-kit and the few lumps and bumps I’d taken from the beating and the debris from the first grenade were healed quickly. 
 
    “Drop him off at the hotel, and escort him to his room this time,” Soba said to one of his men. His back was already turned on me as he made for his car.  
 
    I watched him go, plotting, planning and hoping that those behind me didn’t get caught, as I was hauled up to my feet.  
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    Banging. That’s what I heard. Blinking sleep from my eyes, a voice soon accompanied the aggressive beat. 
 
    “Carver’s open, orc. You need to get a shift on so we can get this leg done and get you to work. “  
 
    The voice was coming from outside my hotel room and my situation came flooding back to me. 
 
    I groaned and stretched out from a much deeper sleep than I’d expected. One I hadn’t intended to take, but as two of Soba’s thugs guarded the hotel room door, I figured I should make the most of being stuck here till morning. 
 
    “Coming,” I snapped back. I had no gear to sort out after our escape from the carver shop. Just the tattered clothes on my back. So I stood up and headed out, eager to get the day over with myself.  
 
    The two gun toting thugs on either side of the door glared at me with clear hostility. They were both a head shorter than me, but wide shouldered and mean spirited. I met both of their eyes with nothing but neutrality as I waited for them to make a move.  
 
    The blond bearded one to my right moved first, heading off down the corridor. Scar face with black goatee and an indecisiveness about which style of tattoo he preferred, prodded me with his rifle. “Follow him,” he instructed with a cloud of coffee and stale whisky blasting from his mouth. 
 
    And so they escorted me from the dingy hotel like a prisoner out onto the busy front street. A rare beam of sunlight broke through the clouds. A portent for a good day? I doubted it.  
 
    With the rather obvious enforced escort, we walked to the Chop shop of Soba’s choice. It did not fill me with much enthusiasm for the coming operation, as the long haired, yet simultaneously balding carver who owned the place greeted us with a phlegm-spraying cough. Strands of greasy hair falling over his face, as he put out his cigarette. 
 
    “This is the orc?” His eyes slid over me like an unpleasant meal. “Say, what’s that arm you got there?” His eyes widened a little, and he grabbed a pair of odd-looking goggles from a side table, rushing around the counter. His mode of transport took me by surprise. A set of six spider-like legs. They should have looked impressive. Dangerous even. But on this creep, they just added to my strong sense of dislike.  
 
    As he leaned in close to inspect my arm mod, I felt an urge to crush the skinny, seedy carver’s skull. “Altro Special edition, ey? Where’d an orc get an arm like this?” 
 
    “Arm’s fine. I’m here about a leg.” 
 
    He harrumphed at me. “Not very sociable, are ya?” Let’s have a look at it, then. “Won’t be a matchin’ pair though,” he laughed, a long fake laugh. “Let’s get you up on the table. Soba wants you done and out. Quick as poss.” 
 
    He led me through to another room. The two guards following us in. Clearly, after last night, no chances were being taken with me.  
 
    “You ever letting up on the escort?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, once we drop you off on the Turan border. You’re on your own. But if you don’t return with the hacker’s head? Then we take yours.” 
 
    Not if I take yours first, I thought. I casually lay down on the table, pretending that being knocked out whilst surrounded by three obvious enemies wasn’t one of the most terrifying things I’d ever willingly done. 
 
    The carver jabbed me quickly without even showing me the replacement mod I’d be getting. As consciousness faded away, I consoled myself with nothing being worse than my current leg.  
 
    My mind jolted back to life to the sound of laughing. The carver talking to the two thugs, holding an empty stim syringe in his hand. “Don’t forget, if anything happens the leg belongs to me still.” 
 
    “Sure. We’ll drop it back off once he’s done with it.” Blond beard chuckled.  
 
    Bad tattoos nudged him and indicated me with his eyes. “If he doesn’t complete the job.”  
 
    Blonde beard shrugged, hawked and spat on the floor which brought a half-arsed protest from the carver.  
 
    While they bickered, I checked over my new leg. It was a piece of shit. Of that, there was no doubt. The metal casing was dented and scratched in the places it was at least metal. Some parts — like the insides of the thigh and calf area — were made of cheap plastic that had faded and cracked in places, leaving wiring exposed.  
 
    I swung both legs around and, as the knee joint bent, it creaked loudly. Worse still, the weight of the new leg was also much heavier than the leg I was born with. 
 
    I slid on my trousers and dropped to the floor, landing awkwardly as I got used to the new, but still awful, way of walking. 
 
    “What is this piece of shit?” 
 
    The carver laughed again. “This is the AWR-L1” 
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    “You really went overboard with that one, didn’t you? How much would this piece of junk cost to buy and fit outright?” 
 
    “Cut the fucking chit-chat, orc. You got places to be,” Blonde beard snapped, and I was hastily led out of the shop and all but thrown into a car as badly maintained as my new leg. Once they got inside, we sped off without another word being spoken  and even with the erratic, high-speed driving, the journey still took close to a solid twenty minutes.  
 
    When we finally pulled up I was given a final swift warning. 
 
    “You know where you’re going. Get the head and gear back to the Prestige, and you’ll be golden. Don’t get the job done, we’ll find you, and keep you alive while we sell off each part of you until only a head is left. Got it, orc?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll come and find you all once I’m done and ready,” I replied, meaning something altogether different to what they heard.  
 
    Satisfied with my answer, they ejected me from the car with far more force than was necessary, but it felt good to be out of Portolans. I looked around and took in my surroundings. For now, it seemed I wasn’t being watched by any of the Turan gangs. I didn’t expect that to last long, so I set off toward the apartment block I needed and found myself missing Unara and our unit. I hoped she’d gotten back safely with the carver.  
 
    The apartment complex I needed was one of the bigger ones. A whole community complete with their own stores, restaurants, and entertainment. I headed up some stairs to the entrance lobby and elevators when I discovered a new feature of the leg. It made a whirring noise every time I took an upward step which drew more attention to me at a time when I desperately needed to be unnoticeable. 
 
    I pushed it from my mind now as the floor evened out. The lobby was busy and of the eight elevators, only two were working. Soba had told me not to use the elevator, but the wanker had also given me a faulty leg, so he could go blow a goblin. I stood and waited. After five minutes in the crowded lobby feeling very exposed, I was beginning to wish I’d taken the stairs.  After ten minutes, the elevator finally arrived.  
 
    My plan once up there wasn’t well developed beyond getting the head and the gear and then delivering it to one of Soba’s men on the outskirts of Portolans. Then head back to the unit as quickly as possible. Hopefully, with Soba off our backs while I made my plans to deal with him. 
 
      
 
    Entering the elevator with a crowd of other people, I almost jabbed the button for the 81st floor, then on a flare of instinct I hit the 82nd. It glowed green and off I went.  
 
    Another five minutes passed as it slowly climbed to the 82nd. Stopping to let multiple people in and out on the way up. The smell of bodies, the crying of at least two babies, somewhere behind me in the large steel box, all added to my lack of internal calm. I was glad that I’d picked a different floor, just to clear my head before I reached my target.  
 
    Exiting the lift, I went looking for the stairs. Each floor had four hundred rooms. This Raven was in room 81289. The room I was now passing was 82120. Noticing that gave me an idea. Would the hacker have the front of her apartment and the approaches covered in cameras? She most likely would. Brain mods and keystones or not. An unknown orc approaching her door was going to look suspicious. I’d have to bash the door in most likely and if I was going to have to punch the door in. Why not the floor? Or ceiling from Raven’s viewpoint. 
 
    I let a small smile reach my lips at the thought of what I intended and headed off towards 82289.  
 
    I knocked gently on the door and waited. Finally, a thin male face with a scraggly beard appeared on the comm. “Whadda you want?”  
 
    “To speak of something private. It’s in your best interests to open the door and let me in so we can do this in a civilized way. There’s a bit of money in it if you play your cards right.” 
 
    He looked to be thinking it over, then turned back to someone off camera. “It’s an orc. Says he wants to talk about something. He’s got creds.” 
 
    The reply was faint, but it still reached my ears. “From the blades?”  
 
    Comm answerer shook his head.  
 
    “Well, if he’s alone, let him in then and we’ll hear what he has to say.” 
 
    The face returned to the comm screen. “Okay, you can come in. No funny business, though. We’re armed.” 
 
    “Good decision,” I replied as the bright red door clicked open and he appeared in the entrance with a green and silver pistol pointed directly at me. 
 
    “You won’t need that,” I said, striding in with a lot more confidence than I felt. It would have been better just killing the inhabitants, but I didn’t want the sound of bullets and fighting to be heard below. 
 
    They led me at gunpoint into the filthy lounge room where a woman sat nursing a baby, gun held pointed at me.  
 
    I cursed under my breath. I didn’t really want to be killing babies if I could help it.  
 
    “How much would it cost for me to borrow your apartment for an hour?” 
 
    They both seemed shocked by the question.  
 
    The woman was quick to answer. “A thousand creds!” 
 
    The weasley guy seemed to like that number and backed her up, repeating it.  
 
    I still had well over a thousand on the credit chip, so I could pay the figure easily, but I never did like parting with my money. “Don’t be stupid. That’s two months’ rent for this shithole,” I guessed. “Try again.” 
 
    She looked uncertain now. “Five hundred?”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “For one hour? I could just kill the three of you. Would that be a better deal? I’ll give you two hundred and I’ll be robbing myself at that.”
The man looked terrified at the threat to his baby, but the woman shouted out another counter offer.  
 
    “Three hundred!”  
 
    “I’ll do you two-fifty. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “Done,” the woman said and stood up, moving over to something in the corner of the room. I was nervous and watched her closely. A metal contraption sprung to life, expanding into a hover buggy. She crammed the kid into it, then tucked her gun in alongside the red-faced infant.  
 
    Weasley held out his own Cred-Chip for me to make the transfer. I entered the amount I wanted to give them and two-hundred-and-fifty creds later, the two of them happily left the room without even asking me what I was up to.  
 
    I could hardly believe my luck. I now had to guess where I thought the hacker was most likely to be. The flat had four rooms. A lounge/kitchen area, two bedrooms and a bathroom. I had a quick look around and chose the bedroom the couple didn’t seem to be using beyond somewhere to throw all of their junk.  
 
    Clearing a space in the center of the floor with my foot, I knelt down and very gently tapped the floor. I knew nothing of what apartment block floors were made of, but I knew most buildings in Artem were so poorly made because of a general shortage of materials and money, so I hoped it would be weak. 
 
    The knock sounded solid and metallic, which was not a good sign for punching though.  
 
    I realized I could probably get a better look at what I was dealing with from above. So I stood back up and checked out the ceiling. Plastic ceiling tiles around half a meter square. Good start, I thought as I popped a couple out. Above were insulation and cables, which I pulled to one side so I could look beyond. I found the metal and to my relief, they too were in tiles.  
 
    Standing on a box full of junk, I gave those tiles a push. It wasn’t by much, but they moved. Which meant I was good to go below.  
 
    Using my knife, I ran it along the carpet until I hit a joint in the metal tiles below. From there I cut along the joint until in no time at all I soon had four metal tiles cut around. The carpet was glued down solid to the tiles, but that worked in my favor as I was able to yank them up in one go.  
 
    Next, I moved the cables and insulation until I could see the ceiling tiles below and a clear route through. 
 
    “Well, here we go,” I muttered to myself, pulling out the pistol and sheathing my knife.  
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    I fell fast, partially snagging on a bit of the tile grid before finally, somehow,  landing on my feet in a room full of computers and a startled looking young woman with long, sleek black hair and not enough meat on her bones.  
 
    Recovering from her initial shock, she bolted from the room. I went straight after her, covering the distance with two long strides and grabbing her neck as we entered the lounge.  
 
    That’s where it was my turn to receive a shock. One that tightened rather than loosened my grip.  
 
    Unara was tied up in the center of the room. Her eyes wide at my arrival.  
 
    “You know each other?” the woman I took to be Raven said in a smooth, melodic voice. “Now the mystery may be solved!”  
 
    “Not without a head, it won’t,” I snarled in her ear.  
 
    “I have already called my team from next-door. You will both be dead in minutes.” 
 
    “You’ll be dead in seconds.”  
 
    She seemed to sense the truth of my words as I put the pistol away and drew out my knife.  
 
    “What do you want? Perhaps there is a way around this.” She wasn’t panicking. That took some serious self-control. 
 
    I was only half listening, though, as I dragged her toward Unara and slashed the ropes that bound her.  
 
    “Grab my gun and get ready,” I said as she sprung free from the chair. 
 
    While she took the gun from my holster, I held the knife up to Raven’s throat. My surprise and confusion tripled when Unara attempted to stop me from beheading the hacker. I raised an eyebrow. “Huh? What’s wrong? How are you even here?” 
 
    “She pointed to her mouth, then pointed to her ears, then finally to Raven. 
 
    “You want to talk to her?”  
 
    Unara nodded rapidly. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. Nothing much was making sense right now, and I didn’t like it one bit, but if this was what Unara wanted, I’d talk. I gripped Raven’s neck a little tighter, drawing out a pained squawk. 
 
    “Tell your team to wait outside. Or I’ll kill you now. You’re alive only because Unara wants it.” 
 
    She took a moment to reply, and I was about to give her a shake. Only when she replied did I realize she’d been communicating nonverbally with whoever was now scuffling outside.  
 
    “Okay, they are holding outside. We need to be quick, though. They are not going to wait idly by for long when I’m in danger. So let us cut to it. I could not be certain why… Unara?” I nodded and she continued. “Why Unara had come here to kill me, but I suspected Soba was behind it. When you said you would cut my head off, it removed all doubt that you were yet more assassins from that wretched man.” 
 
    “We are,” I said flatly, seeing no reason to lie. “He wants your head and hardware ‘cause you double crossed him.” 
 
    She snorted at that. “He is as crooked as a wire coat hanger. We used each other and over time, the trust failed on both sides. Make no mistake, he double crossed me as much as I did him and that is really all there is to this. Though I must say I am impressed that he had the forethought to find and send two assassins without keystones or brain mods. He must not have realized that the vocal mod was enough for me to render her unconscious. It is directly connected to her brain, after all, and was completely defenseless against wireless intrusion.” 
 
    I cursed inwardly at that revelation, but said nothing. 
 
    “Now we are at an impasse. For you will not get out of this building alive if you kill me. Yet I do not want to die. I have big plans, orc. What would it cost for you to disappear? What has Soba paid for your loyalty?” 
 
    Unara laughed at that, and her faulty voice box screeched, deafening both me and Raven.  
 
    “What amuses you so?” Raven asked in a voice far more gentle than the one she used with me.  
 
    “We owe loyalty only to ourselves. You might die today, but mark my words, Soba won’t be long after you.” 
 
    “Ooooh. Now that I can work with. It seems we both want the same thing, so please, let us speak with some civility.” 
 
    Unara was now standing in front of Raven and caught my attention with enthusiastic agreement to Raven’s words. Nodding at me and miming speaking and listening once more. I had no idea what had gone on since Unara’s capture, but she certainly seemed to have developed a soft spot for the hacker. 
 
    I sighed with uncertainty. “If I let you go, you won’t try anything stupid, will you?” 
 
    “I will not,” Raven replied, and against all my better judgment, I released my grip. 
 
    She made some distance quickly but made no effort to run, or grab a weapon, focusing more on rubbing at her neck and shoulders from where I’d grabbed her. I could see the bruise already starting to show.  
 
    As she recovered, I looked at Unara with mixed emotions. “You shouldn’t have come.”  
 
    She touched her chest, then pointed to me. 
 
    “I know. And I’d do the same for you, so thanks. I’m sorry about the vocal mod getting you caught as well. I never thought…” 
 
    She shook her head and smiled. 
 
    Raven laughed as we spoke. “She nearly had me. If it wasn’t for my hidden cameras and drones all around this floor, she would have, too. You need to learn a bit about cyber security, however.” Her smile faded as she looked back to the bedroom. “And now, thanks to you, I need to extend my security to the floors above and below.” 
 
    “It was easy to get through,” I agreed. Then I returned my attention to Unara. “What of the carver? Did you leave him?”  
 
    She shook her head. Then tried to mime something out. I was at a loss.  
 
    “Did you take them to the Unit?” I doubted she would have had time, but she nodded and smiled.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know how you did it, but well done.” I let my eyes flicker over to Raven before returning to Unara. “So, you like this woman, huh?” 
 
    She nodded firmly. 
 
    I turned to the hacker who hadn’t moved. “Why does she like you? What have you been telling her?” 
 
    “Nothing really. I suppose she is just grateful I didn’t have her killed. I could have, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see. Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Raven shrugged. “I don’t enjoy killing.” 
 
    I watched her as she spoke. There was more to it, and I shook my head at her answer. “We’ll be needing the truth here or this is gonna end badly for us all.” 
 
    “May I allow my people in the room while we have this discussion? They are deeply unhappy, and they will burst in soon if allowances are not made.” 
 
    I didn’t like it, but I nodded. “Just one.” 
 
    A moment later, a lean, dark-skinned man she greeted as Falcon entered the room, scanning us with obvious optical implants. He held his gun up but wisely not pointed threateningly at me or Unara. And I say wisely, because I was ready to pounce, take a bullet and keep punching until I could see the lounge below this one. He moved to stand behind Raven, touching her shoulder briefly. I let my eyes fall back to her. “So, you gonna answer my question?”  
 
    She smiled. I scowled. I got the impression she was attempting to disarm me with that smile. She was barking up the wrong orc with that bullshit. She was a third of the size of a good orc woman and had absolutely no tusks. Self-obsessed idiot. 
 
    Realizing her mistake, she looked sympathetically to Unara before answering. “I wanted the truth of her attempt on my life. If it’s any consolation, I was about to repair her vocal mod.” 
 
    “You know how to do it without hurting her?” 
 
    “I do. Quite easily in fact. But now I need not waste my time, as I can get answers from you. Of course, if we were to reach certain agreements, I could throw the repair in as part of the deal.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I replied, feeling her trying to get one up already and not at all happy with her trying to dictate the terms.  
 
    “Why do you want him dead?” She asked. 
 
    “I don’t like anyone, except Unara. But I especially hate slimy creeps like Soba . I don’t mind ruthlessness. In fact, I like it, but you gotta have some principles to stand by. We were looking to make some money and set up a little business with him. He threatened Unara’s life and forced me to sign something to accept a three-hundred-thousand cred debt with him. Now he thinks he owns me. Us. Of course, when I kill him and get that contract back, then I’ll own myself again.” 
 
    “So that is all? You want the contract and then you will be happy? Would you be happy if I made it disappear? Would you still kill him then?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, glancing over to Unara, who smiled back fondly. There was no sign which way she would have agreed from her facial expression, but I knew she wanted to go after the elves one day. So I made my mind up. 
 
    “Yes. I would. He tried to take everything from me. So I’m going to take everything from him. I’m going to take over Portolans even if I have to kill every gang there.” 
 
    Her smirk blossomed into a full-blown smile at my words. “So you intend to take over his empire?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Are there just the two of you?” 
 
    I didn’t like handing over too much information, but I gave her what I felt was safe. “We have more friends. We don’t match Soba’s numbers yet, but we will.” 
 
    “And I will help, but the price for helping to kill Soba and the price for assimilating his full empire are quite different.” 
 
    “They would be,” I grunted. “Because I’m not charging you for killing Soba. I’m doing that for free.” 
 
    She laughed and clapped at that. “There is quite the brain in that thick green skull of yours, is there not…?” 
 
    “Kapar,” I replied. Realizing I should have done the same for Unara.  
 
    “Well then, Kapar, I am going to give you some information, or advice, for free. Call it what you will, but listen carefully. If you want to run an empire, you are going to need mods. Brain mods, keystones, Optical mods. Apart from that arm, you two are going to need a total overhaul. But at the very least you need a Keystone mod. Then we will be able to contact each other.” 
 
    “But with those, you can hack us,” I pointed out.  
 
    “I can. Correct. But I can install some robust safety precautions that would protect you from even elite level hackers.” 
 
    “Except you,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Except me, yes,” Raven replied.  
 
    “And Soba’s killing you because you double crossed him, yeah?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “So at what stage do you double cross us?” 
 
    “If what I have in mind comes to fruition, then I hope never. I believe we can help each other, Kapar. Together, both of our stars could be on the ascendancy.” 
 
    I went to speak, but only a grunt came out as I thought about her words some more. “What do you want, apart from Soba’s death?” 
 
    “Friends, money, work, safety.” She said, “I back you, you remember.”  
 
    “It’s a risk for you on two unknowns.” 
 
    “No more risk than I already face. You win, I get an in with the new boss of Portolans, you lose, you damage Soba’s ability to get at me. In fact, there’s no risk for me. Plus, I like Unara. Half-starved and with no real training, she almost got to me. She moves like lightning, melts into shadows and has a killer instinct that no amount of training can grant. If she hones her skills, she will be a true menace in Artem.” 
 
    I watched Unara’s expression. She remained calm, but I could see her hanging on the woman’s words. I didn’t like it, but nor could I deny the appeal.  
 
    “How can you help?” 
 
    “How would you kill Soba?” she asked, leaning forward.  
 
    “Easy. With my hands. I want to see the life drain from his eyes as I crush his neck.” 
 
    Raven chuckled. That irritated me. “You have a problem with my method?” 
 
    “Not at all. I meant an actual plan for entering the Prestige, taking out his cybernetic security. Cameras, drones, and the like. And I think you meant windpipe or throat. Not neck.”  
 
    I pointed a finger at her, meeting her laughing eyes and growled low. “I meant neck.” 
 
    She made a mocking little bow. “I apologize for my correction, but that still doesn’t answer how you get past his sentient security system. I’ll be honest, Kapar, I don’t think you have a clue what you’re getting into. I think without me, you’ll die in minutes of leaving here and I think with me, unless you brighten up, you’ll die in hours.” 
 
    I scratched at my jaw, looking at Unara again.  
 
    “What do you think? Trust her?” 
 
    Unara nodded. I sighed.  
 
    “Okay, let’s cut a deal.” 
 
    Both Raven and Unara smiled. Falcon’s face didn’t change. He pretended to be relaxed, but he never took his eyes off me, nor his hand off his gun.  
 
    “So, you intend to storm the Prestige.” 
 
    “I intend to go back to my unit and think about things. I might not think like a human, but I do think, I do plan–just not very far into the future–and I need to work over what I know.” 
 
    “Then know this. We can drop Soba’s security and leave him vulnerable apart from the physical side of things. If you can pull a crew together big enough to take all his people out in the club, then you can take it over and use it as a surface base. The other gangs won’t fall in line. They’ll see an opportunity to gain power for themselves. It was fear of Soba that kept them in line. You will have to kill or realign them all.” 
 
    “Kill,” I said without thinking. “Unless they come and beg for mercy, there will be none.” 
 
    Raven furrowed her brow. “That’s a lot of death. I can link you through to the larger groups. I’m sure most of them will listen.” 
 
    “They come and beg, or they die. I don’t negotiate with scum using words and favors. If they don’t fear us, it won’t work.” 
 
    “I can see why you’re with him now,” Raven said, but she didn’t look happy, which troubled me and I found myself defending against her unspoken accusations.  
 
    “It’s not like that with Unara. She saved me, she’s my…my family. I’d smash the whole city to dust to protect her. Don’t forget that.” 
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    “I broke into the depot entrance and left the carver with Bagri.” 
 
    I watched her speak. Her mouth unmoving, and I had trouble connecting the smooth, low robotic female voice with Unara. She didn’t sound all that dissimilar to Raven, but the mod was trash and so couldn’t escape that robotic quality. 
 
    As the hacker messed with the volume, tone and pitch.  
 
    I didn’t think the voice suited her, but it would do. I was excited to talk to her properly once we were out of here. For now, I just tried to give the information we gave away about ourselves as limited as possible.  
 
    There was a lot of grunting going on. Unfortunately, Unara wasn’t so reluctant to speak.  
 
    “You think they might have eaten them?” she asked me worriedly.  
 
    I shrugged. “Hope not.” 
 
    “I tried to make it clear that they were our friends. But you know goblins. They’re so stupid.” Her face wrinkled up in distaste as her voice rang out, clear as a whistle. 
 
    Raven interrupted. “I’ve set your voice at this level, Unara. Are you happy with it?” 
 
    “So happy. I am glad I didn’t kill you, Raven. You and your people seem… decent.” 
 
    “There’s many who would disagree,” Raven said with a slight hint of a smile. “But I hope we will be decent with, and for each other.” 
 
    “As do I,” Unara replied. 
 
    Then they both looked at me. I scowled. “I can be decent. Just don’t fuck with me.” 
 
    It was Unara’s turn to scowl, although it could have been worry. Only she knew what we’d been through. How far we’d come. How far we’d go.  
 
    “Exactly!” Raven replied. “And while I am sorry I cannot improve the quality of your voice with the vocal mod being what it is, I really do like the anonymity it brings. It heightens the air of mystery around you.” 
 
    Unara’s grin spread wide, her eyes glassy. “Thank you, Raven. It’s been so long…” 
 
     “I’m happy to provide the assistance. Now, to business. Have your carver fit these keystones in you both. They are clean, but I have their contact details, so I can reach you once they are active. Once you have plans, speak to me. From what little I know I suspect it will be an attack on the Prestige. I will begin looking into that and, if you have any problems with the installation, get a message to me. I know a carver we can trust.” 
 
    “Great,” I grumbled, eager to get out of there. “Is there a route to the Undercity from this apartment block?” 
 
    Raven smirked. “Of course there is, Kapar. The question you should ask yourself is, will traversing the Undercity be safer than going back out in the light of day?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Unara asked her.  
 
    “I know there are Specters below. But eyes above. I will leave it to you to decide, but there are many nests around these parts. Deeper yes, as the ones closer to the surface have been destroyed but you will need to go deep, is that not so?” 
 
    I didn’t like that Raven was choosing our route. I was naturally suspicious, and Raven was a human, which didn’t help matters. 
 
    “You want us to get spotted?” I asked. “Put us in danger and let Soba know you survived yet another attempt?” 
 
    “I do not. The reprieve that you being here will give me will be a blessing. But I have just found some strong partners. I don’t intend to lose them so soon.” 
 
    “We know the tunnels, we know Specters. We go under.” 
 
    “I agree,” Unara said. “We should go now. If Tenev is still alive, I want to have the Keystone fitted. Do you know how far we need to travel?” 
 
    “No idea, Unara,” I replied, staring daggers at her, hoping she’d pick up on my discomfort at giving them our home location. But, she missed the signal, so excited by her voice and our new friends.  
 
    I saw Raven was watching me knowingly. 
 
    “I know the rough direction. We’ll find an abandoned subway track and follow it. Make our way to under the Mag Rail Depot first.” 
 
    I let that tidbit drop as Unara had already mentioned it. 
 
    “We have a few maps. We could find the line you need,” Raven offered. Then she looked thoughtful. “How far did you have to travel to the Mag rail from the unit? We could probably find its location with a decent description of the paths you took and the unit’s location.” 
 
    “Dunno,” I replied. “Time moves differently underground.”  
 
    “About half an hour,” Unara offered. I fought back my grimace. We would definitely be having words once we were away from this place. I was happy to use Raven and her people, but I didn’t trust them at all. Nor was I intending to put the keystones in either of us until they’d been checked over.  
 
    “Falcon, grab a map for us, please,” Raven said. 
 
    “Route to the depot is fine,” I said quickly. “I need to head back there first, anyway. There’re a couple of things I need to check on.”  
 
    Raven raised an eyebrow at me, about to push her question further. It was good for the relationship that she thought better of it and smirked instead.  
 
    “Very well! Then let’s find this route so Falcon and Hawk can get you on your way.”  
 
      
 
    It was a relief to leave Raven and her people behind. She was clearly the leader, despite there being some strong characters among them.  
 
    I barely spoke as we left the area behind, though Unara chattered constantly. It was good to hear her voice, but I wasn’t even sure if she meant to speak so much, or whether it was her internal monologue most of the time. If my internal monologue was vocalized I’d probably never shut up either.  
 
    “Raven is very clever. I feel like there is a lot we could learn from her.” Her words tore me from my silence, but I stifled my instant reaction.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure there is.” 
 
    “You don’t trust her?” 
 
    “Not at all. Which is why I didn’t want to give her the location of the unit. I knew it was a half-hour walk, Unara. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Oh! Right. I’m sorry Oshbob.” I turned and smiled at her. Not just because it was the first time I’d heard her use my name and it felt good. Even if it was through a computer-generated vocal mod. But because she got my point immediately.  
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry. She was very… I don’t know what the word is, but she was good at putting us at ease. Friendly or something. But that just makes me even less trusting. You were excited and you should be. This is a huge day for you and me. I get to hear you. Finally.” 
 
    “Too much, though,” she said. Redness flushing her gray cheeks. “I can’t stop talking, though I know I really should. “ 
 
    “Down here, with me, it’s good. Up there with them… Keep it to a minimum. We can’t trust anyone.” 
 
    “I’d be offended, but you can speak, and you avoid it wherever you can.” 
 
    “What’s in here,” I said, tapping my bald skull, “Is for me. If I give it away freely, it can be used against me.” I saw her looking confused, and I felt embarrassed. I knew I wasn’t good at speaking. Not like Raven or even Soba. Both were good at talking, yet saying nothing. Giving nothing away of what was happening in their brain. I wanted to learn that skill. I knew I could lie, but they were on a different level. I wouldn’t have thought it a skill if I didn’t see everyone around them, listening intently to their empty words. Designed only to control others. I liked punching and choking and tearing. I even liked shooting and stabbing, but now I understood a new weapon. Empty words. 
 
    “I still want my tongue though, Oshbob,” Unara said. Her voice breaking through the swirling clouds of my thoughts.  
 
    “And teeth! Did you see Raven’s teeth? We might not trust her, but they were all straight and flat and white. She’s very beautiful, too, and her hair was the same color as mine.” 
 
    I waved off her words, looking around for the stairs that would drop us into the abandoned subway tube that ran beneath the sewers. 
 
    “Just looked, smelled and sounded like any other human woman to me.” 
 
    “You didn’t think she was pretty?” 
 
    “Pretty devious,” I replied, yanking open a heavy iron door that made way more noise than I’d have liked. I noticed Unara seemed troubled. Upset even by my response. I wracked my brains to work out what I’d said wrong.  
 
    “Er, she had healthy teeth and color on her face.” 
 
    “You think the carver we found can give me teeth? I’d like new teeth to go with my new tongue.” 
 
    I patted her gently on the shoulder. “If he doesn’t, we’ll find one who does. Whatever you need or want, you’re gonna get it.” I jammed my torch in my mouth and stepped onto the rusty old ladder to descend. 
 
    Unara just dropped the full height, passing me as I was halfway down. Once I stopped making noise, we both stood still, remaining silent as we listened out for company. It seemed this part of the tunnel was clear, so we set off once more.  
 
    It took her a whole five minutes before she spoke again, and I was impressed with her obvious effort.  
 
    “I’d like to walk straight, too. Like a human.” 
 
    “A human? Aren’t you half-Elf and hal…” She held a hand up to my mouth to stop me speaking.  
 
    “I’m not elf, not goblin. In the eyes of those above, I’m nothing. So I’ll choose and I choose human.” 
 
    “If you’re choosing, you should be an orc,” I grumbled.  
 
    She shook her head and hissed out a laugh at odds with her smooth voice. “Orcs are ugly, silly. I want to be pretty. Just not an elf. I want all the elves to die.” 
 
    “You’d said that before. Any reason?” 
 
    “Because they made me, used me, then… killed me. Or tried.” 
 
    I was confused about all three things and didn’t know what to ask first. I settled for the order she said them in. “Made you?”  
 
    “In a building full of half breeds. I don’t know why. But they worked on us. Cutting us and healing us. They never healed our tongues.” 
 
    I almost didn’t want to ask, but I forced myself. “Why did they take them?”  
 
    “A few of us escaped, but we were caught. To stop us from planning any other trouble for them, they cut all of our tongues out.” 
 
    I felt my fists balling in outrage. “The elves did this to you?” 
 
    She nodded. “One of their companies. Living Earth, I think.” 
 
    “We’ll make them pay,” I promised.  
 
    “In the end, they killed all of those who were in that place. Some of us tried to escape again, but they all died. Only I crawled out, but with nowhere to go, I had to live on the streets and in the Undercity. I avoided everyone, coming out of my hiding places to steal or hunt rats and weasel grubs. I hate them both, but… I’m good at catching the grubs.” 
 
    “You are”, I agreed. “And I hate them too, even if they did save my life.” 
 
    She nodded sagely. “They have saved mine, too.” 
 
    “So how did you end up a Scamper?” 
 
    “Military drone. It had come into the place I hid while I was asleep and shot me with a tranquilizer. I woke up being carried across the city by the drone, carrying me in a net.” 
 
    “Then I was handed an empty bag and a survival bag and sent out after the Deaters to gather the mines.” 
 
    I nodded as my mind played back over our coming together. “That sounds rough. So why did you save an ugly orc?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You saved me first. When you realized the mine was going to go off, you backhanded me out of the way and into the monster pit.” 
 
    I could vaguely remember the moment she was speaking of. Though I hadn’t even acknowledged who the Scamper following me was and the act was purely reactionary. As simple as that, I knew I was gonna die, but the Scamper didn’t have to die with me. That one instinctive reaction had apparently saved my life.  
 
    Yet I now felt a little disappointed. Unara was like some guardian angel in my head and while that hadn’t changed, knowing there was a motive, that I’d saved her first, did make it different. I looked across at her. A parade of images marched across my mind of all the times she’d saved me, carried me, picked me up, fed me, fought for me. I was being orcish and on this occasion it wasn’t a good thing. Unara was an angel, and we were linked together now, no matter what.  
 
    She must have sensed my internal conflict and pushed me on. Just what I needed again.  
 
    “Will you make any changes to your appearance?” 
 
    I laughed. It felt good. “A better leg, I suppose. I’m an orc. I don’t need to be pretty to kill Soba, or elves.” 
 
    She nodded seriously. “Am I being stupid, Oshbob?”  
 
    “Huh? Not at all. I want us to both be able to do whatever we want. I just don’t want to be pretty. I want nobody to be able to shit on me again. For that I need money and I need people dead. Luckily for me, killing arseholes is a balm to my soul. I also want more beer and comfortable chairs when I’m not killing.” 
 
    “I want those things too. But… I want people not to look at me as some worthless runt. I want my enemies to say, wow, she is clever and beautiful. Right before I cut their fucking throats.” 
 
    “Then that’s what you’ll have. I’ll make sure…” she held up a hand, stopping me. Then, in the way we’d always communicated, she pointed to her eyes and then ahead. I got the message loud and clear, and threw my glowstick ahead of us, before slipping my pistol from its holster. Unara did the same, and we waited in silence, ready to start shooting.  
 
    It took a few long moments before I could hear what Unara heard, but eventually a gang of six slow and low-leveled Specters came shambling toward us. I shot first, aiming for the head of the closest one. I missed, but followed up with a ringing shot against its metal skull. It staggered briefly, then collapsed as my third shot smashed into its cheek of rotten flesh and exploded the corrupted brain behind.  
 
    Unara took hers out in only two shots, having waited until they got closer before firing.  
 
    I got the next one in two, but she dropped hers with one. And then they were on us. Unara jumped back, her knife miraculously in her hand. She slashed the wires and tubing that made up the Specter’s throat and allowed the head to function.  
 
    I jumped forward, punching the last one in the chest, crumpling its rib cage, which I then grabbed. Forcing my fingers through the brittle strips of bone, I hoisted it high above my head and brought it smashing down into the floor. I repeatedly hammered its head against the metal rails and cold, hard concrete, stopping only when it stopped twitching.  
 
    Looking over to Unara, who had just unleashed two bullets into the head of the Specter at her feet. I offered her a fist bump, letting her hit my fist.   
 
    “We’re getting good at this.”  
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    We heard them before we saw them. After two hours of walking, undisturbed, the sounds of goblins reached our ears. I shook my head. 
 
    “Noisy idiots.” I muttered.  
 
    “They’re heavily armed,” Unara pointed out. “Not much should creep up on them. 
 
    “Good point,” I replied. Then shouted toward a distant well-lit area of the tunnel filled with the trigger-happy trouble makers. “Coming through! Don’t shoot.” 
 
    “Who’s there?” came the shouted reply. But I could already see the approach of Bagri and a couple of others. Once he realized it was us, he came bounding over. 
 
    “You back! Did you make us lots of money to buy wonderful things?”  
 
    “Not yet. But soon. Just got a little work to do beforehand. How’s it going here?”  
 
    “Nearly finished. Killed more Specters after you go. So many parts and we took it all.”  
 
    I looked over him as the old platform came into sight. It seemed every inch of the place was covered in blood and guts but to the testament of the goblins, very little metal. On the tracks ahead of us sat multiple canvas hold-all’s, brought from the unit and filled with mods of every kind. I nodded appreciatively as I looked them over. “Are the carver and his wife in the unit?”  
 
    “Yes. All nice and chilled, still fresh.” 
 
    “You better be fucking joking me, Bagri.” I turned on him, but he was already chuckling.  
 
    “Got you good, Oshbob. Not often that face of yours shows any signs of life.”  
 
    I resisted the urge to kill him, but only just.  
 
    “They are safe. Igri took them into the back part of the unit so they can sleep away from nest. Would have had to kill woman otherwise. Always with the crying.” 
 
    “Crying?” I asked, then stopped. “Actually, I don’t care.”  
 
    “Good work, Bagri,” Unara added. 
 
    He puffed out his chest. “Bagri always do good work.” He then jumped, his wide eyes spinning back to Unara. “You be speaking!”  
 
    She beamed a wide smile, so happy with the development. Her full array of broken teeth was now on show, and I felt a pang of sympathy for the first time. The state of her mouth didn’t affect me in any way, but it bothered her a lot and we couldn’t have that.  
 
    “I got a voice mod by the carver I brought here,” she said, grinning.  
 
    “Lucky finding him, then. Even Igri is happy to have another carver with us. Will he be staying long?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied firmly. “Though he doesn’t know it yet. Is Igri not angry about the competition?” 
 
    Bagri barked out a laugh, holding his rag covered pot belly. “No! He’s happy he can get someone who won’t kill him to fit his mods!” 
 
    “That explains it, then. We’re heading back to the unit now. Is there anything to carry?”  
 
    I considered not offering and making the goblins do all the work. That’s why I was keeping them around, after all. But I was so impressed that they’d kept working on harvesting the mod’s and not just wandered off at the first opportunity that I was happy to lend a hand.  
 
    “We going back soon, too. This is definitely our last trip if you take some bags,” Bagri said hopefully. 
 
    “Give,” I said, gesturing for the canvas bags filled with Specter body parts. I somehow ended up carrying four of the massive bags, while they gave Unara and themselves only one each.  
 
    I was happy with the challenge. I might not be fast and I might not be pretty, but I could carry heavy shit like few others.  
 
      
 
    Back at the unit. We dumped the bags and headed straight up to see our new carver. He was with Igri, who began babbling about anything and everything the moment I walked in the medical room. 
 
    “Igri. Wait. I need to talk to the carver, then I need to get washed and changed. Then you can tell me all about it.”  
 
    He nodded and fell mostly silent as I took a seat on one of the beds and eyed the nervous-looking carver.  
 
    “You escaped then?” he blurted out. 
 
    “I did. And it’s good to see you made it here. What do you think of the room?”  
 
    “I have mixed feelings,” he said, looking around. “This is actually a fantastic surgery and has a lot of good quality equipment. I should know because much of it was stolen from my shop.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me. The mercs who operated from here were deep in Soba’s pockets.” 
 
    “I was hoping to find my Nanoscalpel, but it seems that never made it here. Will Soba come here if this is one of Soba’s units?” 
 
    “It’s my unit now. And if he comes, he’ll die. There’s no route forward now, where Soba doesn’t die. We think your Nanoscalpel was here, but they took it out with them to harvest and lost it.” 
 
    He clutched his heart dramatically. “My poor scalpel. My prized possession carried out by mercs for harvesting, of all things. I could have found peace if it was being used for professional body sculpting, but harvesting? What a scandal. What a crime!” 
 
    “We’ll get another. If they’re as good as they sound, I want one here.” 
 
    “They’re extremely good, and extremely expensive.” 
 
    “How much are we looking at?” 
 
    “Mine was a Surgo 120. A basic model and it cost me 150,000 creds.  
 
    “Shit on a dinner plate. That’s a lot of money.”  
 
    “It is.” He replied sadly. 
 
    “Unless we kill the Banshee,” Unara replied.  
 
    Tenev did a double take at her. “Your vocal mod, it’s been calibrated. How? When?” 
 
    “The person we went to kill was a hacker. She fixed it and we are kind of working together. She also gave us clean keystones, apparently. I’m not sure about them, but Unara trusts the hacker at least. Before these go anywhere near my brain, I want you to check them over. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I can certainly have a good look at them for you. I am skilled at programming them, but I am not a hacker. I may miss something hidden. All I can promise is a good basic check, clean, and installation.”  
 
    “That’ll have to do. You can pull them out quickly if I need you too?” I asked, pulling the two keystones from the pouch of my inside pocket. 
 
    “I can, though the experience may be jarring once you are used to their presence.” 
 
    “Not an issue. I’m going to get cleaned up and have a nap. Then we’ll be back for the installation.” 
 
    The carver bobbed his head, almost like a bow. I could sense he wanted to ask something, and I was too tired to beat around the bush. “What is it, Tenev?” 
 
    “May I ask what are your plans? in regard to me and my wife?” 
 
    I should have already covered this, but my mind had been elsewhere. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I would like to come into a lot of money and find a shop far away from Soba and Portolans. But right now I have no nowhere to go and not a credit to my name. I should have left a year ago while there was still something to salvage. I was a fool.” 
 
    “Work for me. You’ll get your money and you’ll get your shop back in Portolans, unless you want another one and you will have nothing to worry about. You and your shop will be safe.” 
 
    “But I will be in your pocket instead of Soba’s. I will be back where this nightmare started.” 
 
    I smiled. It was difficult, but I did it. “You will be in my pocket. Unless you’re willing to fight and kill your way to the top, you’ll always be in someone’s pocket. But you’re missing something important. When you refused Soba, you had something. Now you have nothing. But I won’t offer violence against you. If you wish to leave, you will fit these two mods for us to cover your short stay here, then you will leave. If you stay, you will make sure Unara and I are at our absolute best. I will buy or take the mods we need, and you will fit them. Work hard, do what you can to strengthen us and you won’t be a low level mark to exploit. You will be near the top of what we’re building.” 
 
    “You will not have to answer to anyone else beyond me and Unara.” 
 
    He looked around the room briefly and smiled. “If you can get the mods, I will make you both invincible.” 
 
    “How will your wife take the news?” Unara asked. 
 
    “Not well. But she’ll come around to it, eventually.” 
 
    I nodded knowingly. Life was hard. Unless we were willing to raise ourselves up, and face the huge risks that failure would bring, making the best of shitty circumstances was the best we could hope for. It was all I had done until Unara found me. I jumped off the bed to leave, but remembered my leg as I landed.  
 
    “I need you to have a quick look at this leg as well. The knee joint is whirring when I step up stairs and it’s generally stiff to move. Soba’s guy fitted it.” 
 
    Tenev grimaced. “Aram. He is a terrible carver. Show me what they have done to you.” 
 
    Back onto the table I went, pulling up my trouser leg to show off my creaky new hardware. 
 
    Tenev fussed over it for a bit, prodding and poking. Igri came over to watch. Muttering, but keeping quiet.  
 
    “This is a very poor mod,” Tenev finally said, moving over to the counter and returning with a small screwdriver.  
 
    “Sadly, I have checked over the inventory and we have nothing better to replace it with at the moment.” He leaned over and began doing something at the knee joint. 
 
    “Even from the gear we got from the Specters?” 
 
    “Even then. I haven’t checked it all over yet, but so far there is nothing better, and most of it is more badly damaged.” 
 
    “The goblins are doing a good job of cleaning everything down, which I must say is a remarkable achievement getting goblins to do something useful.” He leaned back away from my leg. “There. Give that a go.” 
 
    I jumped from the table again, immediately feeling that the knee joint was moving more smoothly. I raised the knee as if I was about to take a step up. There was still the slightest of whirs, but much better than it had been.  
 
    “I can’t silence it all together. The motor is damaged from overworking, so until you get a new motor or leg, you’re stuck with it.” 
 
    “New leg. Tier three, if I can find one.” 
 
    “You aim big. I look forward to fitting it for you.”  
 
    “Not as much as I do,” I promised. 
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    The next day, once Tenev had risen from his own sleep, we met back in the medical room. He seemed in a buoyant mood. 
 
    “The chips are clean, as far as I can tell. As I said yesterday, a talented hacker could install a backdoor into these without me being able to spot it.” 
 
    “What could they do if that was the case?” I asked, still concerned. 
 
    “See your contacts, your ident. They could access your funds if you had any linked up to the central banking system.” 
 
    “I don’t like that. Is an Ident automatic?” 
 
    “If you have your credentials registered with the city.” 
 
    “I don’t and I don’t intend to.” 
 
    Tenev rubbed at his chin. “I see. You realize not having an Ident will limit your access to various aspects of using the Keystone and the City as a whole?” 
 
    “Can we make a fake one?” 
 
    “For that, you would need to see a hacker. Though your current issue is not trusting the hacker who provided these.” 
 
    “We’ll find another, eventually. For now. No ident. Using these pre-installed Cred-Chip is good enough for any purchases we need to make in the city. Let’s get started.” 
 
    Unara hopped on the table, and Tenev had her lie on her front before administering the anesthetic. As her eyes closed, he pushed her hair to one side to expose her neck. Then he stopped. Whatever he had been planning to do to inspect the side of her head more closely. He looked up at me and pointed. “Did you know about this? There’s a mod just behind her ear. Some kind of physical amplifier if I’m not mistaken. Though not one I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “A what?” I asked, leaning over to see he was inspecting the broken mod Unara had pointed out to me in the tunnels.  
 
    “It’s Living Earth Tech. A Tier Three prototype according to my inspection ability. Do you have any idea how incredibly rare this must be? I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    “What does it do?”  
 
    “I’m not getting a clear reading, as it’s completely broken, but if I was to make an educated guess, it could boost or suppress physical prowess. I can’t know until I investigate further, but from what I understand, it could temporarily add extra stat points into Dexterity and Strength. Or remove them.” 
 
    I snorted at that. “Why would anyone want a mod that could remove them?” 
 
    “If the mod was Unara’s choice, she wouldn’t. But say, if someone wanted to control you? Just imagine the implications. You could make a powerful man as weak as a child, or a child entirely defenseless.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right at all. So a hacker like Raven could incapacitate Unara if it worked, and she gained access?” 
 
    Tenev nodded, still poking at the mod absentmindedly. “Depending on the potential boost. Could you imagine what she’d be capable of? Did she ever mention it?” 
 
    “Haven’t really had the chance. I’ll ask her about it at some point, but she doesn’t like talking about the past. Fit the keystone, we can look at this later. One damn thing at a time.” 
 
    Tenev looked disappointed, but agreed to leave it, and I moved to the corner to watch the surgery. At least I intended to. Bagri came bursting into the room, panting heavily as he tried to push out words. “Oshbob! Banshee. Outside main doors!” 
 
    “Seriously? What’s it doing?”  
 
    “Beating at them. It’s huge.” 
 
    “Let’s have a look,” I said, jumping to my feet and heading for the security room, rather than to the panel by the door. There we could pull up all the outside feeds at once and on much larger screens. 
 
    I knew the thing was powerful and left undeterred, it would probably get through the doors. My mind raced over how to stop that from happening, but part of me was eager to see what this forsaken creature looked like.  
 
    My first impression didn’t disappoint. It appeared entirely cybernetic apart from the flesh that covered its face, but the way it hung down gave me the impression it wasn’t original either. I didn’t know more than what I’d read in Titus’s journal and that was hazy, but it was likely that all that remained of the original creature was its brain, now run by corrupted nanites.  
 
    It stood at a minimum of three meters tall, judging from where its head reached against the door. Yet its mismatched legs, which both now worked, looked to be a standard length. It got most of its extra height from its spine. On closer inspection it appeared its spine was multiple spines mods fused together into one thick ugly trunk that bent and flexed and gave each of its hammer like attacks on the door extra momentum. 
 
    Its fists were ugly thing’s, not true fists. But fashioned together with larger cybernetic parts, which ended with sword-like talons. 
 
    There was no way this thing wasn’t getting through.  
 
    “Bagri, is there any way to attack that thing without opening the doors?” I was hoping for something I’d missed as he croaked out the answer I already knew was coming. There were none, and that was why the mercenaries had built their extra defenses outside.  
 
    I scanned the cameras that covered the warehouse part of the unit and the front entrance. The goblins down there were running around in a panic, with weapons drawn. Though not actually achieving anything. Bagri stood beside me, rocking from foot to foot clearly terrified. Their terror seemed to bring me calm.  
 
    “Come on. There’s work to do.” 
 
    I marched out of the Security Room with Bagri hot on my heels. As soon as we entered the front part of the unit, I could hear the rhythmical pounding of the Banshee’s fists and the muffled sounds of its haunting, crackling screams. 
 
     Small dents were forming in its smooth white surface of the door, proving my suspicions that it was only a matter of time before it entered. “First, we need to barricade that exit. It will have to be solid. And for the time at least, I can’t see any urgent need to use that door, so let’s seal it up properly.”  
 
    A few goblins came running up in full panic mode as I spoke, telling us both about the door being attacked. In case we hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “You,” I pointed at one of the approaching hunters. “There’s a laser welder marked on the inventory. It should be in the Unit maintenance stores. Go find it and bring it to me at the doors.” 
 
    His terror seemed to fall away immediately with the command, and he ran off with purpose. I always thought the worst of the goblins, but I was actually hopeful this time that I might well get welding gear from the exchange. 
 
    I shouted over the other panicking goblins as they came out of the shelves and into the open space around the door. “We need to build a barricade. Start gathering the heaviest stuff you can find. Put it next to the door, not in front of it.” 
 
    I wanted to weld first, and I wanted to stand on the top of the barricade. So despite the hurry we were in, this was how it would have to be unless the Banshee made sudden progress. 
 
    Bagri looked confused at my orders until I turned back to the shelves and grabbed an empty section.  
 
    “There’s clips connecting this section to the next. Undo them for me,” I snapped as I began trying to rock the two-meter wide, four meter high tower of metal that had been bolted into the concrete floor.  
 
    Once I got the all clear from Bagri that it was disconnected from the next section, I wrapped an orc and Modded hand around two of the supports, braced myself on my good foot and heaved with all my force. The bolts squealed as they were pulled a little way from the floor, singing to let me know I had the strength to work it free.  
 
    With a few more full-strength movements, and a slight bending of the shelf support I held in my arm mod, the towering section of shelves tore away bolts, and all.  
 
    From there I dragged it squealing and scraping across the unit floor.  
 
    Bagri and the other goblins stood and watched me with awe in their eyes at the feat of strength. The Dressed to Press arm certainly helped, but I’d always been strong. The weakest link in my arsenal was the Tier One leg. The knee had started whirring loudly again. A thin stream of smoke swirled upward past my eyes from the joint.  
 
    “Help then,” I growled at my captive audience. 
 
    There was a delayed reaction, but they all jumped in to help and soon we had it almost to the door. I dropped off helping as the goblin who’d gone to the maintenance cupboard had, amazingly, returned wheeling welding equipment behind him. I supposed I had the military to thank for the welding I knew, otherwise it would have been barricade and prayer.  
 
    As the goblins continued to gather heavy gear from around the warehouse, I set up the equipment and got to work. Starting with spot welds from near the floor to as high as I could reach, I then filled in the remaining joint as quickly as I could.  
 
    Despite dents forming above where I worked, the doors remained firm for now and the joint, though messy, held together long enough to cool. Admittedly alone, it wouldn’t last long against the thing outside if it managed to pry the doors open even an inch.  
 
    With the bottom sealed, I barked at the goblins behind me. Shelving now! We need it tight against this door.” 
 
    As I moved the welding kit away, ten of them dragged it into position, making sure at my continued commands that it was right up against the door.  
 
    Once satisfied, I instructed them to start filling the bottom shelf and the sides of the unit with what they’d gathered to barricade with, while I made a cross weld between the door and the metal shelf at waist height. 
 
    I was pleased with that joint as I’d been able to move slower and it would be far harder to break.  
 
    Then I climbed to the top of the shelves before shouting for Bagri and a few others to pass the welding equipment up.  
 
    I sealed the door joint first before working on the horizontal shelf joint, while desperately trying not to fall off with the heavy pounding.  
 
    “Will this hold?” Bagri asked as I finished up the weld.  
 
    “You know what? I think it will.” I said, eyeing the wall above the door. “But we’re not done yet. I wanna try and take this thing out if we can. Or fuck it up badly.” As I spoke, I tapped the cables that fed the floodlights outside the unit. “The wall can’t be that thick. I’m thinking we cut through, just a small hole we can push a grenade through and seriously upset this thing.”  
 
    Bagri nodded, wide eyed as I tapped the wall. “Go get me any tools you can find. chisels hammers, drills anything.” As he ran off, I tapped the wall, which was made from huge sheets of metal. Or at least the first layer was. I didn’t know what was behind it. As I waited for Bagri to return, I eyed the laser welder and cursed myself for a fool. If there was any thickness to the wall, it wouldn’t get through, but for the first layer of sheet metal, it certainly would.  
 
    I fired it up again and focused the beam of light against the wall. It took a few long minutes to make a hole, as the metal melted, and just as long to melt each centimeter of material. 
 
    I was relieved when Bagri returned, though disappointed with what he’d found. Only a pathetic little drill with a ten centimeter drill bit, and a crowbar. I stopped welding and grabbed the crowbar from him, to try and work the gap I’d started. The metal was too thick and the crowbar too weak, as it bent in the middle. 
 
    I growled and threw it to the side, frustrated, when Bagri tapped my arm. “Is laser rifle more powerful than welder?” 
 
    My eyes widened. Once for his idea, and a second time as a blade from the Banshees fist penetrated the door and top shelf, only narrowly missing my foot.  
 
    I looked through the hole and it had created a decent gap. The blade had wedged and only slowly eased free. I turned to Bagri. “Go get the grenades. Take others, get as many as you can.” As he leapt from the selves onto the swelling barricade below, I shouted at the nearest armed goblin to pass up his rifle. 
 
    To the backdrop of the blade pulling free from the door, I could hardly believe it when he pretended not to hear me. Reluctant to hand over the weapon.  
 
    “Unless you want to be shitting a full orc fist, you pass that rifle up now,” I growled, low and loud.  
 
    Fear suddenly took hold, and he threw the gun to me.  
 
    I caught it, spun, inspected the fist-sized hole in the door, and shot through it at the Banshee beyond. If I caused any damage, I couldn’t tell, as it didn’t make a noise, and the blade came through again at a slightly different angle, widening the hole. 
 
    I shot through again and again, emptying the gun into the creature behind and causing it to move out of sight for a moment. I’d also helped widen the damn hole.  
 
    As the bullets ran dry, the Banshee came again. This time, two blades came through the hole. Both widening it and putting stress on the welded joints.  
 
    “More ammo!” I shouted, but it probably wouldn’t matter as Bagri and two other goblins swarmed up the shelves with bags full of grenades. I’d probably only get one chance, so I was looking for one type of grenade in particular. It was why I asked them to grab as many as they could, because they wouldn’t recognize an EMP grenade, and there were only three in inventory. 
 
    I raked through the bags, looking for the hexagonal black balls with thumbprint scanners to identify the user. While I searched, the goblins attacked the two protruding blades with their pistols. 
 
    I spun at the sound of an almighty bang and a scream from the Banshee. “What the hell was that?”  
 
    “Grenade,” croaked the goblin, looking down the hole to admire his handy work with a big grin on his face.  
 
    I was about to shout at him for fucking my plan up, when the Banshee’s blades thrust through again and cut his little green head in half.  
 
    “Still there then,” I grumbled unsympathetically.  
 
    The blades disappeared again, with the thud of the goblin hitting the door before he slid down, leaving a streak of blood behind. I held the EMP grenade toward Bagri. “Press your thumb on the scanner.”  
 
    As a Deater, I’d never been allowed to handle grenades, but we’d learned almost everything about them so they could be defused. EMP’s were highly regulated because of their potential damage to the systems of the important people of our world.  
 
    But with a thumb of flesh, they activated and sent that thumbprint to the central data library, so the user could be found if any terrorist actions were carried out.  
 
    As my thumbprint would be recognized by the army, I wasn’t risking it. “Thankfully, Bagri never questioned my motives and activated the grenade, and I hurled it down the opening before the blades could re-enter. 
 
    I moved out of the way of the hole just in case  and allowed myself a grim smile as the creature screamed and wailed, followed by the familiar sound of scraping as it moved back.  
 
    I looked over the edge of the shelves to the goblin at the door monitor. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Dunno. Screen went off.” 
 
    I sighed, then reluctantly looked through the hole, ready to dodge out of the way at a moment’s notice. I couldn’t see or hear anything.  
 
    “Is it gone?” “Bagri asked.  
 
    “Think so. I’m gonna check the feeds upstairs. See what happened.” 
 
    Bagri nodded, then looked perplexed. “What about the door?” 
 
    “You think you can handle it?”  
 
    He grinned and nodded again, seeming excited to use the welding equipment.  
 
    “You used it before?” 
 
    “Watched you. I know what to do now.” 
 
    “You’ll need a metal plate to cover the hole. Move slow and steady where the joint I welded broke.” 
 
    “Slow and steady. Got it.” 
 
    I spent a moment showing him and the goblin next to him the controls, then headed off to the security room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    23rd Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Crawling. That’s what it was doing. Off into the darkness. I’d replayed the security footage from the camera’s around the entrance. The Banshee had been prepared for another grenade. It had battered the incoming projectile away with its massive hand and startling speed. A second later, all the camera’s positioned at the entrance went dead. Only the one near the barricade pointing down the tunnel escaped the blast. 
 
    From that solo feed, I watched as the banshee–the right-hand side of its body completely dead–crawled desperately away from our unit.  
 
    I recognized that crawl. I recognized it well, and I had no sympathy for the monstrosity that had plagued my new life. 
 
    Leaving the control room, satisfied with the victory, I was damned disappointed the Banshee was still alive. I cursed the dead goblin who had thrown the grenade first. Yes, he was trying to help, but we’d left a dangerous enemy alive because of him.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Tenev asked as I walked back into the medical room. 
 
    “Sure. Pest control problem is all,” I grumbled, looking at Unara’s still prone form. 
 
    “How’s the op going?” 
 
    “Excellent. It’s all done. We were just about to wake her.”  
 
    I nodded for him to continue, but it was Igri, stim syringe already in hand that woke her.  
 
    She sat up suddenly, blinking rapidly before her eyes glazed over.  
 
    “How is it?” I asked, but it was like she couldn’t even hear me. I eyed Tenev dangerously. The question and the threat were clear. 
 
    His hands went up in defense. “She’ll be receiving information from the keystone and its software uploads. Give her a moment.” 
 
    Unara blinked suddenly, then smiled at me. Her electronic voice not really matching the excitement on her face. “This is strange… And everyone up there has these?” 
 
    “They do,” Tenev replied. “Tell me what you can see.” 
 
    “I had a box across my vision when I woke up filled with words and smaller boxes. I didn’t like how it blocked my vision and that thought was enough to shrink down into a little flashing icon. It’s not alone. There are a number of them down in the bottom corner of my vision.” She pointed to where they were, but only she could see.  
 
    “The flashing icon is your sign in. You can enter your name there.” 
 
    “I can’t spell my name,” Unara replied. 
 
    That she felt no shame at the lack of ability didn’t surprise me. That Tenev nodded at the information without judgment, did.  
 
    “I’m afraid that I’m not familiar with the official spelling, but I could write it down phonetically for you. Then, if you wish, you can merely copy the shape of the letters. 
 
    “There are programs we can install to help you learn to read and write, too. Would you like me to show you how to install them?” 
 
    She nodded furiously, but Tenev slapped his forehead, looking embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I never thought. You’d need an Ident to log on to the Keystone store. I will see if I can find a workaround, but failing that, you will need to address the Ident situation. 
 
    As he spoke, he typed on his DataPad, how he thought to spell her name. I didn’t know any better and peeked over to have a look as he presented her with it.  
 
    She lost focus again, as she worked, then suddenly smiled again. “Something new popped up! Then she frowned. “It knows… it has my heritage. Can I change that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Tenev replied. “You are of Elf and goblin heritage, yes?” 
 
    Unara didn’t answer.  
 
    “It has my mods listed. Even the broken one in my head.” 
 
    She then read off the information in her table. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Identification: Unara 
  
     
 
      
      	  Species: Elf/Goblin 
  
      	  Bonus: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mod Capacity: 18 
  
      	  Mod Capacity in use: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat 
  
      	  Current Points 
  
      	  Description 
  
      	  Mods 
  
      	  Quality 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Governs agility and movement. 
  
      	  Brain Mod 
  Unknown 
  
      	  Broken 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Power 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Governs swiftness and fortitude of the mind 
  
      	  Vocal Mod:1 
  Cost:1 
  Mental power:7 
  
      	  Trash 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Governs an individual’s senses and connection to the world around them. 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Governs physical strength and damage dealt 
  
      	  Brain Mod 
  Unknown 
  
      	  Broken 
  
     
 
      
      	  Toughness 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Governs the body and internal fortitude 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Your Dexterity is incredible, dear! Your Perception is very strong too.” Tenev said. “Both are comfortably higher than my own. I wonder how far you could push that,” he said, studying her thoughtfully.  
 
    “Will I get a table like that?” I asked. 
 
    “You will, yes. To avoid disappointment, I should warn you. While orcs are naturally the strongest of all races, you are also the least Dexterous. As you are a particularly large specimen of your race, expect your Dexterity to be lower again. If I remember my racial ranges, you should run between 10-14 on Strength and 6 to 10 with Dexterity. I imagine your Toughness will be high too. 11-14 again if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “He will have 14 for Toughness. Perhaps more,” Unara said authoritatively. 
 
    “What about the others? Perception and Mental power?” 
 
    Tenev squirmed at the question. I could guess why.  
 
    “Let me guess, we’re stupider than the other races?” I asked genuinely interested.  
 
    He pursed his lips, looking uncertain as to whether he would answer or not. “Other than goblins. I am afraid so. Goblin average is 5-7 mental power. Orcs are a little higher at 7-10.” 
 
    “Okay, do me next. I want to see my table. Need to know what I’m working with and what I need to improve. We can improve our stats, right?”  
 
    “As a child, yes. As an adult, it is far more difficult, and if you do not constantly work at keeping it at that higher level it will slip back to whatever base you reached through adolescence. Unless, of course, we use mods. A decent brain mod can bring your Mental power up a few points, though they are notoriously difficult to get a hold of. Yet, if everything goes as planned, we may find something useful for you in the future.” 
 
    “It will,” I replied, simply. 
 
    “It will,” Unara echoed as I lay down on the operating table and squirmed around awkwardly to lie on my front, proving I had the Dexterity of a car with slashed tires and no steering wheel.  
 
    Oddly, our certainty seemed to terrify Tenev, rather than put him at ease. Instead of responding, he jabbed me with the needle.  
 
      
 
    Heart racing from the very recent addition of stims to my system, I came awake in a surge. Disoriented from the sudden consciousness and the box with Please enter your name here, flashing across my vision, I half fell from the table. Unara was there in an instant, managing to slow my progress enough for me to get a leg down and save myself.  
 
    “No problems while I was out?” I asked after recovering and taking a seat back on the table.  
 
    “None at all,” Unara said quickly. 
 
    “Good,” I grunted, entering Kapar into the title box. I was glad to have met Raven just for this fact. I would have automatically entered my name into the box expecting it to be private, yet nothing was private with people like her around.  
 
    As the name box disappeared, the information box Unara had read out appeared in my vision. I read it twice. I suddenly felt much better equipped to deal with what we had planned.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Identification: Kapar 
  
     
 
      
      	  Species: Orc 
  
      	  Bonus: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mod Capacity: 26 
  
      	  Mod Capacity in use: 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat 
  
      	  Current Points 
  
      	  Description 
  
      	  Mods 
  
      	  Quality 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Governs agility and movement. 
  
      	  Right Leg: 1 
  Cost: 1 
  Strength: (9) (7) 
  Dexterity: (5) (4) 
  
      	  Trash 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mental Power 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Governs swiftness and fortitude of the mind 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Governs an individual’s senses and connection to the world around them. 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Governs physical strength and damage dealt 
  
      	  Right Arm: 1 
  Cost: 3 
  Strength: (18) 
  Dexterity: (6) 
  
      	  Professional 
  
     
 
      
      	  Toughness 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Governs the body and internal fortitude 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “How is it?” Tenev asked nervously.  
 
    “You were right about one thing. My Dexterity is shameful. We will need to fix it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Oshbob. What is it?” 
 
    “Six,” I grumbled, deeply pissed off.  
 
    “You can get hand and leg or feet mods and enhancements to help with that. Though the most powerful upgrade would be a full spinal replacement, or less extreme, a spinal enhancement.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” I replied.  
 
    “You will see now that the amount of mods you can wear is governed entirely by your Toughness and Mental Power, so we will have to take that into account. Choose what you want to get out of your body and we will see what we’re able to work towards with your Mod Capacity.” 
 
    “What’s a good Mod Capacity score?”  
 
    “Anything above sixteen is considered decent. Above eighteen is very good. Twenty and above is excellent, but not particularly common.”  
 
    “Twenty-six,” I said without the emotion I felt coming through. “Metal power is at Eleven. Toughness is at fifteen.” 
 
    “The Keystone must be faulty,” Tenev said without thought. 
 
    I knew he was wrong. Now I knew the numbers, I could feel the truth of them  
 
    I’d always been physically slow. Plodding even when compared to the other orcs I grew up with, but I’d always been bigger and tougher. At sixteen, I was as tall, as thick in the shoulder, and as strong as most adult orcs. I always got the impression that’s why Grant, the mob boss, didn’t like me, even though I was good at the jobs he gave me.  
 
    By the time the land mine went off, I was bigger and stronger than all the other Deaters. As for Toughness, that went without saying after what I’d endured. The only one I wasn’t sure about was the Mental Power. I’d never had anything to judge it against, but if the other stats were right, then as far as I was concerned, so was Mental Power.  
 
    I shook my head at Tenev. “It works. The stats are real. They stand up to my experiences.” 
 
    Support came first from the unlikeliest of sources. Igri. 
 
    “Oshbob is Toughest thing I’ve seen. Clever too. For an orc.”  
 
    Unara smiled. “The Keystone works.” 
 
    I was surprised at just how heartwarming that moment was. Their faith in me overwhelmed me and it took far too long to swallow the emotions.  
 
    Tenev must have realized he was fighting a losing battle and nodded at the others’ confidence in me. “If those scores are accurate, then your Mental Power puts you solidly into the human, elf, and dwarf range of intelligence. The Strength and toughness well… Oshbob, you’re an absolute monster!” 
 
    I met his eyes, thinking of Soba and of Grant. “Yes, I am.” 
 
      
 
    Once we had a little look around the keystone interface to familiarize ourselves with it, Tenev showed us how to contact each other and others should we want to add more contacts.  
 
    I searched for nearby Keystones as instructed and both Tenev and Unara’s names came up.  
 
    Before I selected Unara’s, another box came up.  
 
      
 
    Unara would like to add you to her contacts. Do you accept? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I accepted yes, and another box appeared, filling the top right-hand quarter of my vision. An image of Unara appeared looking puzzled, then a smile popped up on her face. 
 
    She clapped her hands with excitement, which sounded strange coming from next to me and inside my head at the same time.  
 
    “This should come in handy,” I told her with a mental thought.  
 
    “It should! Never get lost again!” She replied in a voice that sounded like the voice box with that slight electronic sound to it.  
 
    “I thought I’d get your real voice in here.”  
 
    She looked saddened by my words. “I can’t remember what I sounded like. I was a child when they took my tongue.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, we’ll be fixing that soon enough. I promise.” 
 
    “I’m excited to hear what I sound like again. I sound like a machine, don’t I?” 
 
    “A little,” I answered honestly. “But there’s still no better sound to my ears than hearing your words. 
 
    She smiled at that. “Did you see Raven’s contact was already in the keystone?”  
 
    “I did. I suppose we should contact her soon. Once we have a plan. Add Tenev as well. He’s part of this now.” 
 
    We ended the communication, and I focused on adding the carver. He accepted immediately.  
 
    I dismissed all the little boxes that had popped up and spoke to Tenev. “So, what else can it do?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “You Access Aug world, a virtual reality area where you can send your mind.”  
 
    “What can I do there? 
 
    “Enjoy it I suppose. Life is better in Aug-World, or so we’re told. I have a few scenarios running. It can become quite addictive if you don’t impose some time restrictions on yourself. I did a few years back and I mainly stick to them. 
 
    “Do actions there affect the real world?” 
 
    “Generally, they do not. I know hackers use it for aspects of their work. I don’t know what that entails exactly.” 
 
    “Then it’s absolutely no use to me. Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Possibly, but until you decide how to proceed with your ident and access the central banking interface, there is little else to tell.” 
 
    I slapped my hands down on the table. “Then if that’s all, Unara, we need to plan how we’re going to take out the Prestige. And I’m hungry. Gotta keep my strength up.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    24th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d eaten well since we’d come to the unit and put a lot of the weight I’d lost after our travels through the tunnels. I’d not given too much thought to rebuilding my strength, other than being ravenous all the damn time. But seeing my stats sparked a fire inside of me. I needed to make sure I kept those stats where they were, at the very least. To do that, I’d need to train, as I did in the army. I’d also need to keep feeding my body. With that in mind, I stuffed schmeat into my mouth directly from the can as we planned. 
 
    We scoured the maps of the Undercity again, with the decision to attack from below not needing much Mental Power to make. On the streets we were vulnerable. Down here it felt there were no rules, no eyes on every corner. Just Specters, it seemed, from the maps.  
 
    When I’d first studied the maps, it looked as though the mercs had an exit right next to Prestige. But now I knew about the basement, I understood the map a little differently. The route was into the Prestige. The only problem was that it was a long, meandering route that avoided pockets of danger. Moving up levels of the Undercity and back down.  
 
    Unara was studying the area around the exit closely. “It’s hard to make out what these other tunnels are around the basement. Can we make the map clearer?” 
 
    She was right. The map seemed to lack detail. I shook my head. “That’s as good as I can get it. No doubt it’s unclear on purpose.” 
 
    She nodded. “That makes sense if the map’s from Soba. Maybe Raven will have a better map?” 
 
    I bristled at the mention of the hacker, but Unara was right. We’d agreed to help each other, and allowing us to get close, undetected was Raven’s job. 
 
    Ours was to kill Soba.  
 
    “Suppose you’re right. We can’t make much more of our plan without…”  
 
    An insistent beeping noise from out in the corridor distracted me. I’d heard it a couple of times earlier in the day, but it had stopped after a minute each time. This time it stopped and then started up again immediately.  
 
    “You all hear that beeping, yeah?” I asked Unara and Bagri. They both nodded.  
 
    “It’s irritating,” Unara replied as I stepped out of the lounge room and followed the sound toward the Control room. It stopped and started again before I reached the room. Inside, I tracked it down to one of the terminals, noticing a small flashing button. Tenev had joined us from the medical room now, to see what was going on.  
 
    “Who is it?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s a communication if I’m not mistaken. I assumed you were ignoring it on purpose.” 
 
    I knew instantly who it most likely was. Who would have the communication information for this place? Soba.  
 
    “If it’s who I think it is, you all need to be offscreen. He thinks you’re dead and I want to keep it that way.” 
 
    Once they’d moved out of shot of the camera, I answered it. 
 
    Soba’s bulbous, fleshy head filled the screen. Piggy eyes filled with malice.  
 
    “It’s just as well you answered, Kapar. I was about to send a team to come calling. What happened with the job?”  
 
    “Soba. Good to hear from you. I still don’t know how all this stuff works. Didn’t even realize the beepin’ was a call. That hacker you sent me to do in, I couldn’t even get close! A minute after reaching the floor, about eight armed gangers with drones came after me. I managed to escape into the basement and from there into the Undercity. I barely escaped with my life.”  
 
    “Useless!” he barked at me. “You owe me another 50k for that leg and the time I’ve wasted on you.” 
 
    “This piece of junk?” I growled, playing the part I figured he’d expect. “It’s no better than the arm I had. Nowhere near fifty k!” 
 
    “It’s fifty k if I say it’s fifty k. A fair compensation for failure, don’t you think?”  
 
    “You can pay or you can make it up to me by putting it right and joining the attack tonight. We’re going in fast and heavy and you’re gonna be there. You’re gonna get that bitch’s head for me. Do this right and I’ll drop the fifty to twenty k.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure. Twenty is better than fifty. If I had backup the first time, then I would have gotten the head. Dunno what you expected, sending me in there alone.” 
 
    “You were supposed to have the runt with you,” he snapped.  
 
    “The runt you killed?” I asked neutrally. 
 
    “We covered this. The death wasn’t by my command. You’re not having second thoughts on our arrangement now, are you, Kapar?” 
 
    “Funny,” I grunted. “Too much debt for second thoughts. What time do we meet?” 
 
    A smug smile split Soba’s doughy face. “Be there for midnight. If you have anyone else working with you that you trust, I’ll knock another ten k off. And don’t tell anyone else or paying me back will be the least of your problems. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Ain’t got no one to help and no one to tell.”  
 
    “No tribe to call on? You orcs rarely mix outside your race.” 
 
    “They’re all on the other side of the city. I just came here for Titus.” 
 
    “Which part?” he asked. Piggy eyes producing a strange orange glint from the Optic mods buried in there.  
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” I replied. “You already have my debt. Not clever to tell you where the rest of my family is. Even more leverage for you.  
 
    Soba laughed, slapping a meaty hand down on the desk. “You’re smart for an orc, Kapar. I’ll give you that and I won’t push. But you should know,” he said evilly. “You’ve set me a challenge and I do love a challenge. I’ll find out where you came from.” 
 
    “Don’t be hurting my people,” I warned. Enjoying the subterfuge of tricking the repulsive human.  
 
    “Or else?” he laughed, then turned serious. “You’re lucky that I need living bodies more than I need dead bodies right now. But that’ll change soon if you’re not careful, orc. Now get out of my sight and be there at midnight, or we’ll be paying you a visit next.” 
 
    With that, the bloated asshole disappeared, and I smiled at the blank screen for a moment. I was practicing my smiling. I liked the fact that it could put people at ease. With the right smile, you could make people trust you. It was a good tool for the world I’d found myself in.  
 
    “Time to call Raven?” Unara asked.  
 
    “It is, and I think our timeline just moved up to take Soba out. If all his men are at Raven’s apartment, then there’ll be fewer people if anyone at Prestige. 
 
    “Tenev, can we do a joint call with both Unara and Raven?” 
 
    He was a little white faced at the drama unfolding, but he nodded. “Yes, of course. Call Unara first, then access your contacts and add the hacker.”  
 
    I did as instructed, and soon Unara’s face was in the corner of my vision as we waited for Raven to answer.  
 
    The pale faced, black-haired human appeared with a beaming smile. “You had them installed! Good, I was afraid you wouldn’t trust me, Kapar.”  
 
    “I don’t. But I had the carver check them over and he said they appeared clean so far as he could tell. So I took a chance on you, because winning is about taking risks.”  
 
    “So is losing,” she said with a hint of smugness.  
 
    “That’s why it’s called a risk,” I replied bluntly.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at that. “You are entirely too clever for an orc, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Clever enough. Now listen. We’re going to attack the Prestige through the Undercity. There’s not likely going to be a better time than tonight while the place is lightly guarded, so you need to be prepared if you’re gonna help us.” 
 
    “Sure. I can do tonight. Why is it going to be lightly guarded?” 
 
    “He’s rallying a bunch of his people and at midnight tonight over two hundred of them are heading to an apartment block in Turan to burn out a hacker and her team once and for all.” 
 
    She was good at controlling her emotions, but that caught her off guard and her eyebrows climbed her forehead. It didn’t take long for her to recover and the fake smile was soon back on her face. She turned into the room and we heard her speak.  
 
    “We’re blown here. Complete the move.” 
 
    She turned back, still smiling. “Thank you for telling me. Though I am surprised you think I can still help you tonight if you know that I am to be attacked.” 
 
    “I might not trust you, Raven. But that doesn’t mean you’re not smart and prepared. I figure you have an evacuation plan if the shit gets really stinkin’. I’m seriously interested in what you’ve got that’s so important to Soba.” 
 
    “I bet you are. Maybe one day I’ll even show you, if you prove I can trust you. Informing me about this attack goes a long way to building that bridge. As for preparations, we’ve been expecting something like this for a while now.” 
 
    “Why you still there, then?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Burner apartments are expensive. We can’t afford to give them up until they are entirely compromised. Otherwise, we would be moving every week. Most of our gear has already been moved from here in preparation for full retaliation.”  
 
    “So you can still help us tonight?” 
 
    “Moving house is always tiring,” she chuckled. “But, I agree. This is far too good an opportunity to waste. How many of you will be involved in the attack?” 
 
    I thought over the capable goblins we had. There were only eighteen that were any use for what we had planned.  
 
    “Fifteen,” I answered. 
 
    Raven grimaced at the answer. “I expected more. Will that be enough?” 
 
    “It’ll have to be.” 
 
    Unara jumped in before I could say anything else. “Raven, our maps are very poor around the Prestige. Some of us want to be creeping in through the side tunnels and vents, but there’s no detail on anything around the basement apart from the main tunnel leading in.” 
 
    “That isn’t surprising. But I can certainly help you with that. I can knock out the security in the main corridor, but you are right. There are ducts, much smaller service tunnels and a storm drain all around the main tunnel. If you can access them, then I suggest you do access them. Check this out.” 
 
    Both her and Unara’s face disappeared from my vison to be replaced by a 3D map. 
 
    “How the hell did you do that?”  
 
    “Now is hardly the time to explain, Kapar. But one day I’ll show you and I will send these maps over to you. From your Keystone, you will be able to download them onto a DataPad to, so you can confer with your people. Now, if you look here,” she said, and the map zoomed in on the area under the Prestige. “I’ll overlay where they have security. That will help you choose which routes you want to explore. Some will be very useful for Unara, but I highly doubt you will fit in any but the main tunnel, Kapar. You’ll notice that there is a storm drain to the left of that tunnel. That is the storm drain and there is limited security there too, but I do know you appreciate an unusual approach, Kapar, so I’ll leave that for you to decide.” 
 
    “Did you get the hole in your ceiling fixed?” I asked, allowing myself a small smile, which she returned.  
 
    “We did. Thank you for your concern. Now, for attack timing. I suggest we wait until Soba’s people turn up at the apartment. I will maintain my eyes on the roads and Undercity approaches to this building. Once they show, I’ll contact you and knock their security off. I’ll do it in stages. Approach routes first. Then the basement once you’re inside.” 
 
    I grunted. “Agreed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Raven,” Unara added. “It sounds like a good plan.” 
 
    “I think so too,” Raven replied. “It might take a while for them to notice me in their approach security, but as soon as I attack their basement systems, they will move to close me out quickly. What I am saying is, do not tarry. You will have fifteen minutes at most to do what you need to do.” 
 
    “We’ll be quick.” I promised. “And good luck on your move”, I added grudgingly. 
 
    Unara said goodbye, and we ended the communication.  
 
    I turned to Unara. “We should get busy. Probably better that we don’t have much time to overthink it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m looking forward to gutting the Weasel grub.” 
 
    I liked the comparison. And with a grin, turned to Tenev. “Can you clear Keystones and how long will it take?” 
 
    Puzzled, he nodded. “Yes, I can wipe them in a few minutes once I have them linked up to the terminal in the Medical Room.” 
 
    “Good. Can you fit Bagri with a wiped Keystone then?” 
 
    Bagri’s eyes shot up to me. His face looked horrified. I thought he was going to complain that I’d decided for him.  
 
    “Really? I get a Keystone?” 
 
    “We need to be able to contact each other. Choose the five hunters you trust the most and if Tenev has time, we’ll have all the Keystones we have here fitted.” 
 
    He leapt a meter in the air, with an uncharacteristic yip of joy, then ran off muttering, “I’m getting a Keystone, I’m getting a Keystone.” 
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    “If we’re going to be using the ducting and access tunnels around the basement, I’ll not be able to carry a rifle. They’re too tight and I’ll make too much noise.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Unara,” I said in full agreement. “Better you play to your strengths. For me, I’ll have to use the main tunnel. There’s no way I’ll fit comfortably in any of those, but I’m okay with that. What are you thinking of doing?” 
 
    She pointed at the detailed 3d map we’d received from Raven, indicating the service duct that ran at ground level along the right hand side of the main tunnel.  
 
    “Looks like there’s regular hatches all the way along. I don’t know the distance between them, but if one comes out close to where the guards are at the first door. I should be able to come out behind them if you distract them.” 
 
    It was a similar plan to how the goblins got behind the mercenaries. Though I wasn’t part of the planning process that time, it still worked well. “I’ll make sure they’re distracted.”  
 
    Unara nodded, then pointed to the rainwater drain off to the left of us, that ran almost parallel to the main tunnel. It was bigger than the service duct, but if my estimate on its size was right, I would have to crawl along it. From what Raven had told us, it had a security camera on both its approaches towards the basement, too. Its main plus was that it bypassed the first set of doors and guards.  
 
    “The goblins could use this route to add more surprise. Surprise is always good.” 
 
    “It’ll leave us light along the main route, but that might be for the best,” I agreed. “We’ll send Bagri with the other goblins down there, with pistols and knives as well. I’ll keep two goblins carrying rifles with me.” 
 
    “The noise you make will probably draw the second lot of guards out,” she said, indicating the second set of doors that led into the actual basement. “When they come to see what’s happening, Bagri and the others can drop in behind them from this vent duct, and that should be corridor secure.” 
 
    “Then we just need to get through the basement doors,” I replied, moving off to look around the cupboards and shelves. “These guys had a hydraulic door opener marked down on the inventory list. A HDO-2000. Not sure what it looks like, but… Ah, I think this is it.” I pulled out an extendable steel bar, with a hydraulic unit on one side, and two thin but strong metal blades. I studied it briefly and it seemed pretty self-explanatory. Pressing the button on the hydraulic unit, the steel blades began to slowly widen. “That’ll do nicely.” 
 
    “Who’s going to carry that?” Unara asked with a glint of humor in her eyes.  
 
    “We both know who’s gonna carry it,” I said, dropping it into the canvas bag at my feet. And not just that. I pointed at the guns I’d located in my raking about. Six shotguns lined up on their rack. I’d known they were here, but we hadn’t needed to use them yet as in the tunnels the range was good. Clearing out a nightclub, however? I grinned as I picked one out.  
 
    “You’re planning on carrying all three types of gun?” Unara asked.  
 
    “And grenades. Though I probably won’t need the pistol. Do you want to take mine?” 
 
    It was the best handgun here. It only had the third highest damage, and the second highest rate of fire, but its accuracy and weight set it apart. Along with a hundred shots per battery of which the replacements were lightweight and easy to carry. Its electrically charged bullets didn’t damage metal, but it could affect functioning of mods.  
 
    “I’ll take it. And a smaller knife,” she said, moving to look through what was available in the knife section. She surprised me with her ultimate choice. Laying down the curved knife she’d been carrying since we’d killed the mercs, she then picked out a six-inch weapon with three bladed ridges along its length. 
 
    I read the description: 
 
      
 
    Tri-blade Rondel 
 
      
 
    Are you looking for a knife with utility? Perhaps you want to hunt or carve, maybe even cook!  
 
    If so, this knife is not the knife for you.  
 
    If you are looking to kill and maim with high efficiency. Find weak spots in armor and open up wounds that don’t like to heal, then this knife of ancient design will fulfill those desires.  
 
      
 
    “That’s a nasty bit of kit,” I said appreciatively. She nodded her agreement and attached the knife sheath to her belt while I sorted through grenades. 
 
    Of the four types we had available, I chose flashbangs, frags and smokes. With us all out in the open, EMP’s could backfire badly, and I didn’t want to screw with the systems inside the Prestige. I intended to use the place myself, so I’d be shitting in my own bed if I started setting off the two EMPs we had remaining.  
 
    Finally, I added a couple of torches and some rope to the bags. I didn’t have a specific reason for the rope, but you never knew when you might need a bit of rope. 
 
    Unara had kept looking through the shelves and as I zipped the bag up ready, she returned with two small metal rods in the palm of her hand. Each one about the length of her little finger. They appeared stuck together. 
 
    “What are those? Magnets?” 
 
    She cackled a little, a sound that came from her throat and from the vocal mod creating a sound that really was extra strange. “They’re magnetic, but they’re a lot more than that.” 
 
    She pulled the two rods apart, a thin wire almost invisible to my eyes stretched out between them.  
 
    “I’m glad we’re on the same side.”  
 
    She grinned. “Me too. You like it?” 
 
    “I hate it,” I replied. “Which means it’s the best thing to take to Prestige.”  
 
    “I’m more than on your side, too,” she added.  
 
    I looked across at her, held out my fist, and grunted. “Family.” 
 
    She bumped her fist against mine, her eyes a little glassy. “Family. Till the end.” 
 
    “Till the end,” I agreed, then suddenly feeling uncomfortable with the intensity of the moment, I grabbed the six sets of night vision goggles we had available and shoved them in the bag. 
 
    By the time I turned back to her, the moment had passed. “Come on,” I said, waving for her to follow me. Let’s practice opening these damn vents. If you’re going to be creeping around in them, you need to practice getting out of them.” 
 
      
 
    Using the vents around the unit for Unara to practice highlighted just how hard it would be to sneak out without making any noise. In fact, it was proving to be impossible. She smashed the first one out, going for speed. It didn’t work. Taking far too long and making far too much noise. Poking her head through the ceiling, she looked frustrated. “That’s no good. I was thinking maybe shooting where the bolts come through on the next one?” 
 
    “Still too noisy, and far too dangerous in a tight space.” I rubbed at my head, frustrated and trying to think of options when Bagri sauntered in and distracted me.  
 
    “I got the Keystone. Can we be contacts? Tenev let me be contacts, but I don’t know anyone else with the Keystones in them.”  
 
    Unara laughed at him, head still poking through the ceiling.  
 
    “Won’t be much use to us if you’re not a contact,” I replied. “There should only be two names come up. You know how to add them?”  
 
    He nodded, and his face furrowed in concentration. I received a notification seconds later.  
 
      
 
    Bagri wishes to add you as a contact. Do you accept? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I accepted quickly, relieved that he couldn’t read, or I’d have had to explain why my Keystone said Kapar.  
 
    “What you doing?” he asked, looking up at Unara.  
 
    “Practicing breaking through vents, so we can be quiet tonight. Lots of sneaking to be done!” 
 
    “Sneaking is the best. Give Bagri a go,” he said with a grin. Unara happily obliged and dropped through the damaged opening, landing lightly on her feet. Bagri looked at me. “Little hand Chief?” 
 
    I lowered my modded hand, splaying out the fingers so he could stand on it. He jumped straight on without a thought for how his weight might affect me. He was right as well, the hand barely lowered, and I easily raised him up to the ceiling, where he disappeared quickly into the vent.  
 
    That was the last we heard of him for a while. After a few minutes of total silence, I wondered if he’d forgotten what he was supposed to be doing and wandered off up there.  
 
    Unara and I looked at each other in amazement as the next vent along suddenly rose into the duct. Bagri’s head popped down. In his hand he brandished his small knife, his grin almost the full width of his little green head.  
 
    “Explain,” I said, genuinely impressed.  
 
    “Outside screws for vent are to fix to vent frame. Vent frame is fitted to inside duct with little screws hidden with duct tape. Sometimes stronger metal is used to cover screws, sometimes only piddly clips. Never met a vent that isn’t removable from inside.”  
 
    “Thank you Bagri. I’d never noticed,” Unara said, gratefully.  
 
    “Old goblin secret,” he replied, tapping his nose. “Passed down through the generations.”  
 
    It was hard to know how to reply to that statement, but I was satisfied with the development, so I didn’t bother. The only doubts about our plan, which I couldn’t shake, were that Raven would screw us over or Soba somehow knew what I planned. Even so, I didn’t feel we could wait to do this. It was a huge step forward in our intent and we probably weren’t ready yet. But to wait was to invite disaster.  
 
      
 
    We set off three hours before midnight, moving as quickly as I could go on my failing leg. Tenev had looked at it again before we left, but apart from the new motor, there was nothing he could do. 
 
    We followed the route the mercs had laid out exactly, even though it took a lot longer than the direct route should. I trusted they didn’t have it this way without good reason. I certainly didn’t want to get bogged down in any battles tonight other than the one we had planned.  
 
    For the first hour and a half, we managed to avoid any interaction, but it wouldn’t be my life if something didn’t come up.  
 
    Unara heard them first. “Goblins up ahead,” she hissed. “Do we avoid them? Find another way around?” 
 
    “Any idea how many?” I asked. 
 
    “Lots. A full tribe, I’d say.” 
 
    I chewed over the answer for a moment, checking the map stored in my Keystone. There were no useful detours unless we went half-a-mile back and took a wide path around them. “No. We need to keep pushing on. Weapons, up.” I turned and shouted over the heads of the other goblins for Bagri to come up front. He’d been keeping watch back there as the only one I trusted to do the job properly. He arrived next to me now, his eyes flicking ahead, where he could no doubt hear our guests.  
 
    “You have any issues if we kill a tribe of goblins?” 
 
    His face twisted into a puzzled expression. “What for? Why kill them?” 
 
    “I won’t if they don’t try and attack us, but I’m not hopeful.” 
 
    He shook his head. “They won’t attack us. We goblins too.” 
 
    “Goblins don’t fight each other?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Oh sure! All the time, but only if there’s tribal rivalry. Wanting same spaces and foods. We just passing though. Bagri will speak with them.” 
 
    “Okay. I have faith in you.”  
 
    I didn’t, and this seemed risky, but I had little choice but to let him try.  
 
    Bagri and the other goblins took the lead, and I followed with my rifle ready, pointed above their heads and ready to unleash a storm if needed.  
 
    The smell reached us before they came into view, and they were a bloody, ragged looking lot. Bagri’s voice drifted back to us as he and their leader started speaking. I listened intently.  
 
    It seemed they had been burnt out of their nest by the Artem City Enforcers, otherwise known as ACE or dirty fucking bastards by most of those on the streets as I remembered bitterly. I read between the lines of the story, and they’d been making a nuisance of themselves before the city finally retaliated and burnt them out. My main takeaway was that they were no threat to us and Bagri got them to  agree for us all to pass peacefully. They were more than happy to let that happen.  
 
    I walked past last, watching them carefully for any sudden movements. Most of them were happily curled up against the tunnel walls together. They clutched ragged blankets and children to them as they tried to create some warmth to sleep. 
 
    I’d like to tell you it was sympathy that stopped me, that I offered them a place of safety in the unit. But it wasn’t, and I didn’t. What stopped me was opportunity, and the knowledge that no tool should be left unused.  
 
    As I passed the chief of the tribe, I stopped. “What part of the city are you from?” 
 
    “Newton,” he croaked tiredly.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the news. “Who runs the gangs there now?” 
 
    “Big nasty hooman. We always avoiding him best we could. Never paid right for bits of work we did.” 
 
    “His name?” I pushed.  
 
    “Ant,” he replied confidently. 
 
    “Grant?,” I corrected. “Big for a human, visible skull mod with slicked back, black hair attached?” 
 
    “Yep, yep, tha’s ‘im. You know him?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied absentmindedly. “Will you stay in Newton?” 
 
    The goblin shrugged. “Just looking for a new nest, wherever that is. Maybe not in Newton. Could be Ant that used us to cover his own mess up.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me. But back to your tribe. I’ll have work for you in the future if you want it, but I’ll need to know where you’re headed so I can find you later.  
 
    “Work? You got food? Creds?” 
 
    “I do. You’ll be well looked after. Look at those guys,” I said, indicating Bagri and the others. For goblins, they looked good. Clean, decent enough clothing, and well-armed. 
 
    “Weapons as well?” 
 
    “We’ll see how useful you are, but I’m not saying no.” 
 
    He looked at Unara as his little goblin brain worked it over. “You got an Unara as well. Good sign.” Seeming to come to a decision he turned and muttered to those behind him. I couldn’t make it out, but when he turned back, he agreed.  
 
    “Okay, we follow you and the Unara,” he said, shouting for the other goblins to get up.  
 
    “Not now,” I shouted over him. “You’ll all die where we’re going. I’ll find you tomorrow if you hang about around here. We’ll discuss things more then.”  
 
    He nodded. “We will watch for you.” 
 
    We left the goblins in much better spirits than we’d found them. I definitely didn’t want them in the unit with us, but I intended to find them somewhere to live. Another Unit like ours shouldn’t be too hard to find. I’d seen a number of abandoned ones on the maps and while they’d need cleaning out, the goblins could do that. I figured if I found it for them first, then I’d have a better hold over them in the future, too.  
 
    Right now, I had to get my head back into what we were doing. Overthrowing a powerful gang lord. 
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    With about ten minutes left to travel, we stopped at one of the access points to the storm drain that Bagri and the others were to travel down. 
 
    “You’ve got your mark on where to move,” I said to Bagri again. “Don’t move past it. As soon as Raven lets me know the security is down, I’ll let you know. Only then do you move, and you move fast. At that point we’ll add the six of you with Keystones to a group channel. Keep the line open and don’t clog up the channel with babble. Speak only when necessary.” 
 
    Bagri nodded blithely, his expression not filling me with confidence, but choices were limited. I handed over two pairs of night vision goggles, then sent him and the others on their way.  
 
    Next up, I contacted Raven. Her face appeared immediately.  
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Hello to you too, Kapar. And yes, we are ready, but there is no one at the apartment yet and I wouldn’t expect there to be until exactly midnight. Otherwise, the gangs of Turan will have time to react to their presence.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t leak a warning to them,” Unara said. Which brought a wide smile from Raven.  
 
    “That would surprise me too,” she replied keenly. “I’m not exactly beloved by Burrell, so a bloody battle between the two gangs wouldn’t be too upsetting for me.” 
 
    “Suits me too,” I agreed. “We’re moving into position now. We’ll stop outside the range of their security, so contact me when we’re good to go.” 
 
    “Speak soon,” she said all too happily, and ended the conversation. I felt my skin tingle with distrust, yet plodded forward just the same.  
 
    Unara nudged me. “More goblins for our gang, then?” 
 
    “Our army,” I replied. “We need more people. More orcs would be great. They’ll be the first groups I reach out to when we take this place.”  
 
    “You trust other orcs? 
 
    I grimaced. “I trust them to hate all of the other races. Especially humans. being under Soba’s control would have been a heavy burden to bear. Same as with Grant.” 
 
    “You think they’ll follow you?” 
 
    “When I give them no choice. But yes. They’ll want to be free to do their own thing, but given the choice between following a human or an orc, they’ll come. The first people with us will get special treatment, too. We’ll make sure they understand that.” 
 
    She listened, nodding along until we passed an access point to the small service shaft that ran alongside the tunnel. “I should go now. I want to make sure I can get the vent cover off. If not, I’ll come back and go in with you.” 
 
    “Good idea. Make sure you come back if you need to.” 
 
    With that, she pulled down her own night vision goggles and disappeared into the hatch, leaving me with the two goblins. Each of us had a pair of the goggles which I now dropped over my eyes, turning off the torch before we moved on to our mark. 
 
      
 
    I’d fallen into a trance while waiting silently in the darkness, allowing my eyes to grow used to the strange, green hued vision of the goggles. So when the call came from Raven, it came as a shock.  
 
    “They’re outside of the apartment block now. Nearly a hundred cars have pulled up on the street. I’m dropping the security on your routes now and making it look like a fault on the system to buy you more time. Even so, it won’t take Soba’s hackers long to figure it out, so move quickly.”  
 
    “Understood,” I replied, then gestured for the others to follow as I set off down the tunnel. We walked slowly to keep the noise down, but with rifles raised and ready for action.  
 
    I brought up Unara, first, and told her we were moving, then added Bagri and the others to the call, dismissing everyone’s pictures so as not to clog up my vision. 
 
    “Urgh, slipped on dead rat.” One of them said.  
 
    “Ha, Sig, you an idiot,” another said, followed by yet another laughing. And Sig swearing.  
 
    “Shut it,” I hissed. “We all need quiet on the call.” 
 
      
 
    After another minute of walking, a soft green glow became visible at the end of the tunnel, growing steadily as we approached.  
 
    “We’re about to make contact,” I warned, lifting my goggles to see what I could make out without them. The light ahead was good enough to see by, so I removed them completely, hanging them from my vest before moving on again.  
 
    “I have the grate loose and ready to remove.” Unara said on the call. “They didn’t hear a thing. I’m right behind them against the door, so when the gunfight starts, remember that.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I replied and moved the rifle further up to rest on my shoulder as I looked down the sight.  
 
    “You hear something.” A hoarse, scratchy voice said, followed by coughing. 
 
    “Can’t hear a damn thing but your coughin’ ‘n wheezin’. You need to lay off the bongs, man.”  
 
    I stopped when I had the two men in my sight. They were still a good distance away, one sitting, one standing behind a waist height barricade. It was obvious they couldn’t see me yet, standing in the darkness. I lined up the man still sitting in the chair. I could only see his head over the barricade, but that was all I needed. Knowing I wasn’t exactly the best shot in Artem, I took my time and slowed my breathing as best I could, aiming for the center of his face. The single shot rang out and, to my surprise and joy, it propelled the man off the back of his chair in a spray of blood.  
 
    The shock sent the other man dancing around, ducking, and weaving with ridiculous but rapid drug fueled movements. At first, he tried to escape through the door, taking a wound high on his shoulder as all three of us began firing. He dropped behind the barricade.  
 
    We moved cautiously forward, when Unara’s robotic voice reached us. Also from behind the barricade. “I got him. Don’t shoot.” 
 
    She stood up from behind the barricade and sheathed her bloodied knife with a feral grin before pulling out her pistol. 
 
    “Sounds like company,” she said, pointing at the door behind her, then vaulting the barricade to join us. 
 
    She crouched immediately, and we all followed her cue just as the doors opened.  
 
    Four Guards attempted to exit, but our hail of bullets peppered them immediately. 
 
    I saw one definitely go down as they changed their minds and fell back behind the safety of the door.  
 
    “Bagri. You in yet?” I said across the open call. 
 
    “Just getting in position. Can see men though vent. Injured and angry. Can you distract them again or we be jumping down into death?” 
 
     “Will do,” replied, then turned to Unara, who spoke aloud.  
 
    “What will we do? Hard to open the door without injury to ourselves.”  
 
    “Grenade?” I suggested.  
 
    “Will it get through the door?” 
 
    I shook my head doubtfully. Then spoke to Bagri again. 
 
    “Hey, a few of your guys took grenades, right?” I didn’t need to say more. 
 
    “Forgot! Good idea.” 
 
    Bagri fell silent, and a moment later there was an almighty boom. The doors swelled a fraction and smoke belched out around them.  
 
    “Yes, yes, all dead. All goblins in proper tunnel now.” 
 
    “Good. Open the door for us.” 
 
    A moment later, the door tried to swish open, but the grenade had bent it out of shape. I slung the rifle over my shoulder and wrenched it open with my hands, wide enough to pass through. Stepping over the charred, shredded remains of the four guards, I eyed the next door. The one that led directly into the basement and Soba’s lair.  
 
    “Well done, everyone. This is where it’s going to get really interesting.” As I spoke, I pulled out the shotgun from the canvas bag and propped that up against the door before re-entering the bag for the HDO 2000.  
 
    “I’ve told Raven we’re about to enter. She’s hacking into the basement systems now.” Unara said as I lifted the door opener into place. It was a little awkward as I had to force the two blades in the door, and then tighten the extension bar to hold it in place in the doorframe. As I got the last piece in place, the thick metal doors slid open and my gun fell into the basement corridor, where armed men waited. 
 
    They shot at us immediately, and I had to roll for cover. It was just as well I’d been on my knees and most of the bullets flew high.  
 
    As the others returned fire, and with the shotgun currently out of reach, I swung my rifle back around, ready to join in. Until the grenade went off in the hallway.  
 
    “Who threw that?” I growled. 
 
    None of the goblins felt like owning up. “We’re trying to take the club as our own, not completely destroy it.” 
 
    “Some of the men are dead,” Bagri pointed out. “Others ran for cover.” 
 
    “That’s something at least,” I said, regaining my feet and grabbing the shotgun, again.  
 
    I took the lead into the now charred corridor and, honestly, it was an improvement on the sickly colors that coated the rest of the place.  
 
    We moved together at a slow and careful pace through the empty corridors. The tension reminded me of diffusing a mine as I expected someone to jump out at any moment and put a bullet in my head. But it never happened. We made it all the way to Soba’s office with no more trouble. The doors were made of the same thick steel as the last two. I called Raven. 
 
    “Did you open the last set of doors, and can you open Soba’s office up?” 
 
    “I didn’t and no, I can’t. You will have to do it manually, but be cautious and stay out of the line of fire. Soba is inside, and there are five heavily armed men with him.” 
 
    “Six isn’t so bad,” I replied casually, closed the link and turned to Bagri. “I left the door opener at the last door, will you get it?” 
 
    He was off before I finished speaking, so I turned to the rest. Keep well clear of the doors. I don’t know what he’ll have in store for us, but if it’s a grenade, we’ll want to be well back. 
 
    “I should open the doors then,” Unara said. “You are too slow. We know this.”  
 
    I met her eyes and thought it over as Bagri returned. “You’re right. But I’ll need to get it in place.” I lifted the device up and slotted the two blades into place, but it was far more difficult than the last door. Something seemed to stop it unless I used a lot of force. Something snapped inside and the blades pushed through so I could get the supporting arms in pace against the door frame. Soba was shouting something from inside, but I couldn’t make it out as I struggled with the device. 
 
    Once in position, I stepped back. “All yours. Just press the button and run.” 
 
     She nodded her understanding, and I set off down the corridor to the first turn. I looked back to watch Unara waiting for me to get to safety. She pressed the button then ran toward us, dropping to all fours for the extra speed it gave her and allowing me to see as the grenade was thrown out. 
 
    I stepped back behind the corner, grabbing Unara’s arm as I did so. Her feet left the ground as I spun her around to safety as the grenade detonated.  
 
    The noise was still deafening, but we all escaped unharmed. I spoke over the open line. “Let’s move. I’m gonna go throw one of ours into the room first, so stay behind me until it’s done, and keep quiet.” 
 
    “What if they throw another out?” Unara asked.  
 
    “Shout if you see one and hope we can pull back fast enough. We can’t stay hiding round the corner forever. 
 
    “I will focus only on watching for grenades. You will know the moment one is thrown.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure what good that would do me, but patted her on the shoulder all the same. “Good to know.” 
 
    We set off creeping down the ruined corridor, keeping close to the far wall. Unara had gotten in front of me, which wasn’t supposed to happen, but I couldn’t say anything now and remained silent. She was her own person as well and while my Toughness might save me, her Perception might save us all. 
 
    We heard urgent talking from the room. The HDO 2000 was somehow still in place but damaged, meaning the doors were still open, but the available gap for my return throw was far narrower than I’d have liked.  
 
    Having to move closer, before I’d risk it, I finally launched the frag grenade. For a moment, I thought I missed the opening, but it hit off the edge of the door and bounced in the room. Then, it didn’t go off. We waited a little too long for the explosion and were rewarded with another grenade from their side. I started pulling back immediately, expecting Unara to do the same, but she sprinted toward it. With an impressive jump and spinning kick that I didn’t know she was even capable of, she booted the grenade down the hall, then ran towards me.  
 
    I’d stopped in awe at the move from her, and I was glad I had as she reached me as the grenade went off, and I threw myself in front of her, to cover her from the explosion. I felt bits of hot metal striking my back. My ears were playing their own tune once again, but the damage they’d caused me I could shrug off. Unara definitely wouldn’t have.  
 
    Soba’s voice suddenly rang out. “I don’t know if anyone is still alive out there, but if you are, I want you to know, all you’ve achieved is to guarantee that all of your family lines will be eradicated. Every child, parent, grandparent, cousin, anyone who is remotely close to you will die.”  
 
    I answered with a flash bang through the gap this time, but this one didn’t go off either. The sound of Soba and his cronies laughing drifted out of the room. I could imagine his thick pink chins wobbling with glee at suppressing our grenades. 
 
    But I wasn’t beaten just yet. Removing a smoke grenade from the bag, this time I set it off and held it for a few seconds to give the smoke a chance to build before throwing through the door again.  
 
    Dropping the canvas bag, I dropped the rifle into it and regained my shotgun and threw a flashbang into one pocket and a smoke grenade in the other.  
 
    Smoke was billowing out of the room now. I heard a few coughs from inside.  
 
    “Let’s go. I’ll cover the door. You guys go in first. You’re fast and small and unless Soba and his men are aiming at the floor, you should be alright.” 
 
    Bagri nodded, then ran off, leading the others. He didn’t even hesitate at the door. Keeping low, he ran straight in. 
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    Gun fire and goblin death screams filled the air. Two disappeared from the open call over the Keystones a moment later. My first thought was that I’d fucked up. That the smoke hadn’t filled the full room, and I’d just sent eighteen goblins to their deaths. Part of me thought it might be time to withdraw rather than risk losing mine and Unara’s lives, but she made the decision for me and slipped in through the door. I followed a fraction later. 
 
    Relief hit me as I ran into thick smoke. That meant it was likely someone in here could still see, but no one shot me, so we might still have a chance. 
 
    Blinded, but armed with the knowledge that Soba’s desk was straight ahead from the door, I charged forward. I could have shot blindly in that direction, but if Unara had run straight for the desk too, there was every chance I could blow her brains out. I made it four steps before a bullet bit me in the thigh of my modded leg, knocking me off balance but achieving little else… until my other leg struck a piece of furniture. I went down hard, smashing through what I guessed was the glass coffee table. Not daring to stop moving, I rolled to the side as bullets tore into the place I had fallen and whistled above my head. I kept rolling until I finally came to a stop at Soba’s desk. 
 
    “I can see you, orc,” came Soba’s soft, menacing voice. “You really thought a little bit of smoke would be enough to stop me? These are tier three, Takemoto Optics, you fool. I can see you all as clear as day.”  
 
    He definitely couldn’t because he would have already killed me. I could hear his men dying, too. Their gargling death screams were easily distinguishable from the goblins. I kept quiet and got to my haunches so I could lunge in any direction when I needed to.  
 
    “I really do hope that isn’t you, Kapar. If it is, I will torture you so thoroughly the old gods themselves will feel pity for you. I will slice and chisel away small strips of flesh and bone until there is nothing left of you alive but your brain, your eyes, and your pain. So much pain.” 
 
    I focused on his voice, and once I had a good idea of his location, I charged. Bursting forward with all the strength my good leg would afford me.  
 
     As I landed my first foot fall, Soba’s silhouette appeared before me. A meaty fist appeared against my chest, striking with the power of a runaway mag train that sent me flying across the room. My shotgun went flying out of my hand and off into the smoke, making me wish I’d never bothered bringing it.  
 
    Smashed into the wall behind me, I fought to get my feet down quickly, so I didn’t end up lying on the floor. I just about made it, though it still wasn’t a landing I was proud of. If it wasn’t for Unara’s squawk of pain, I probably would have toppled over, but the fear of losing her gave me an emergency reserve of balance. I was off again, in an ungainly, lurching run. 
 
    “Unara!” 
 
    “I’m fine. He won’t hit me again,” she promised weakly.  
 
    “I’m still alive too,” Bagri informed us. 
 
    “I’m moving back toward where I think Soba is. Get ready for a flashbang when I shout!”  
 
    With no weapons to hand, I snatched the promised flashbang from where it hung on me and then raised my hands up into a fighting guard. There was no doubt Soba could see me as I approached but I suspected it wasn’t clear and I hoped it was heat sensing vision he was using. If so, he wouldn’t be able to see my grenade-holding modded arm as I moved slowly forward.  
 
    Another punch thumped me, but this time struck my elbows. “Flashbang,” I shouted across the group call as I staggered back from the incredible force Soba was generating in his punches. I activated the grenade, counted to three, then threw it straight ahead as I continued to backpedal. 
 
    A brutal wall of sound hit me in a wave. Not enough to knock me over, but I felt the pressure clearly. My eyes were closed as the blinding light illuminated the smoke and I heard Soba groaning in what I guessed would be optic overload at the very least.  
 
    Not willing to let the opportunity go, I darted forward again, arms out wide until I crashed into something soft yet incredibly solid. Like a mattress tied around a lamppost. 
 
     Soba staggered back with a grunt of pain and snapping ribs but with an amazing feat of balance and strength, he remained upright. I dreaded thinking about the level of the mods he owned.  
 
    As I made some space, he managed to hit me with a heavy shot to the head, rattling my brains with a fist like iron. I responded with a body shot of my own, to the satisfactory sound of more ribs snapping. I pushed on with a thundering left hook to really soften up those internal organs. 
 
    He grunted as the wind left his body, and staggered backward, his bald head disappeared below the smoke, and I watched as his silhouette picked something up. 
 
    I pressed forward to stop him from doing whatever he was doing. A flash illuminated his crouched position, and a bullet tore into my chest, lifting me from my feet.  
 
    The flimsy bullet proofing of my combat vest proved painfully inadequate against the bullet now wedged deep in my chest muscle. But all I could think as I hauled myself back up to my feet was that it hadn’t reached my heart, so I was still good to go, despite my body’s protests.  
 
    I expected another attack from Soba, or even from one of his men as the smoke continued to settle, but Soba had gone and apart from some snarling in the far corner of the room, there didn’t seem to be any more serious fighting left to do.  
 
    “Unara! I’m going after Soba,” I warned, as I staggered toward the door, leaking heavily from the wound in my chest.  
 
    “Me too,” she replied eagerly.  
 
    I made it out the door and grabbed the rifle from the bag I’d left in the corridor. Unara sprinted past me. “I’ll find him,”  
 
    “Wait!” I shouted. But she’d already made her decision and didn’t even look back. 
 
    I set off after her as fast as my faulty, steadily degrading leg could carry me.  
 
    A gunshot rang out up ahead, and I heard Unara’s distinctive guttural scream. The one without the aid of the vocal mod. I pushed even harder. Terror reared its ugly head, but was swiftly smashed into submission by anger.  
 
    Just when I thought things couldn’t be going any worse, the motor on the knee joint completely gave out, causing the leg to seize in position. The only saving factor was that it had seized in a straight position so I could still peg leg along like I’d once done with the L-bar.  
 
    Turning the corner to the stairs, I was faced with Unara, gripped by her hair by a bloody Soba, wheezing from his broken ribs, yet still managing to snarl at me from behind her.  
 
    “One more move and the runt gets it.” 
 
    “I’m gonna stab his arm, get ready for when he drops me,” Unara said, way more calmly than her desperate thrashing figure suggested she was. 
 
    I trusted her judgment and aimed the rifle at Soba’s head. His eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Don’t do it, Kapar. I’ll rip her fucking spine out if that finger so much as twitches. Of course, I’m also willing to renegotiate your debt if that’s what this is abo…. Arrrggghhh.”  
 
    He didn’t just drop Unara from the shock of her sudden attack. His flesh covered arm mod lost all power as the Rondel penetrated the forearm. She twisted as she thrust, slicing, and tearing the cables inside. 
 
    She dropped into a low crouch, giving me a clear shot. Off balance and breathing hard, I aimed for his chest, but hit him square on the forehead. I was not expecting the bullet to ricochet off a solid metal skull, rocking his head back, but doing little else. Blood still flowed down his face, but there was no mistaking the glint of silvery metallic skull underneath.  
 
    Even with blood in his eyes, they still locked on me with deadly intent. He was way tougher than I ever imagined possible. Not just from his appearance, but I had fought some tough fuckers in the Military and Soba stacked up. I couldn’t let that matter. He still had to die here today or every inch I crawled through those tunnels. Every step I took on a rusty metal bar that cut into my shoulder, every damn weasel grub I’d had to eat, it would all be for nothing if I let this bastard beat us.  
 
    He charged me and I fired again. The bullet disappeared into his stomach, barely slowing him, and then the time for shooting ended and the time for fighting like an orc had come. I dropped the rifle and charged, screaming a battle cry that was buried in my blood. He yelled something equally incomprehensible, and we met in a clash of metal and flesh. Trading heavy punches. Even with the loss of function in his left forearm, he was still able to swing it in my direction.  One of my tusks broke with the blow, my head snapping back, but my neck absorbed most of the power, and when I brought my head forward again, I built up the momentum, lunging forward to smash my forehead straight into the center of Soba’s face. Metal from the impact cut into my skin, but I also felt things natural to Soba crunching and breaking, too.   
 
    He managed to hit me again, despite the nasty mess I’d made of his nose and mouth, but I could feel the tide of the battle swinging in my favor. Because, despite him being quite a bit faster than me, and incredibly strong, with Dressed to Press, I was definitely stronger and even if he was made almost entirely metal, apart from his ribs, I felt like I could match his durability too. 
 
    I sent another punch into his solar plexus that would have doubled him. But as he folded up, I smashed another headbutt into his face. Our combined momentum causing it to connect with sickening force. Soba staggered backward,  and over-balanced and dizzy, I fell forward after him. When he tripped on the stairs I let myself fall onto him, bringing a hammer fisted Dressed to Press down on his skull at the same time. The impact created a beautiful dent, and I sensed an end to the fight.  
 
    Somehow, he got an arm up to block my second blow, but today was not his day. The Rondel knife was still lodged in his forearm and right in my line of view, so I yanked it free. 
 
    While I was busy doing that, he smashed me in the ribs with his free fist, breaking a few of them with the effort.  
 
     I took the blow without flinching, even though the injury combined with the earlier bullet wound now conspired to fill my lungs with blood, and drove the knife deep into his eye.  
 
    It should have been a killing blow, but Soba just kept on living. I dragged it back out and brought it down in his other eye. He screamed and thrashed, but still didn’t die.  
 
    Unara appeared at his head with the garrote she’d found in the stores. But I shook my head and forced out my words. “No… I need… to do this thing.” 
 
    I punched him again, and again, his face unrecognizable as the metal of his skull bent inward, leaving only his jaw still protruding. I rammed my metal fingers into the gap, gripped his jaw and ripped in free in a fountain of blood.  
 
    His chest still moved, rising and falling in ragged movements. His legs and arms still twitched. I pounded his face and chest with the metal jaw until slowly but surely his twitching came to a complete stop. 
 
    Only then did I let myself fall forward. Exhausted, low on blood and with nothing else to give.  
 
    I felt Unara patting me on the shoulder comfortingly. Then I felt the sharp prick of a needle.  
 
    I rolled off Soba’s corpse as the nanites from our last Medium Medi-kit surged through my body and the healing began. Before having to lean over and hack out one bullet and a few mouthfuls of blood. After that, I was almost as good as new, apart from the ruined leg.  
 
    “Thanks for the help,” Unara.  
 
    “Well done on killing him. He did not look as though he would be so powerful.”  
 
    “No. He didn’t,” I agreed. “We should get some good mods from him once we strip him down.” 
 
    “New leg for you! Not sure what mods I want yet, probably nothing off this fat lump,” she said, cheerfully kicking the body.  
 
    I watched her as she spoke. She seemed to be enjoying this a lot and there was barely a mark on her.  
 
    “I was wondering. How exactly did Soba catch you?” 
 
    “I let him,” she replied casually. Picking up my rifle and handing it to me. “Needed to give you time to get here. I’m not sure if I could have killed him alone, but I knew you could, and I knew you would want to.” 
 
    I nodded at her grudgingly. “Yeah. I needed that victory, but that was a stupid move. He could have killed you in an instant.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You saw I could get free at any time. It was a good tactic!” 
 
    “It was. But winning that battle wasn’t worth your death. Be more careful. Everyone else can die. You need to live.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “I will. Now come on. We need to check on the others.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    28th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sight in the office brought a mix of emotions. All of Soba’s men were dead, which was good. But we’d lost five goblins in the raid, which was five too many. 
 
    I limped over to the desk to rest against it and congratulated those who had survived. They were clearly sad about the loss of their friends and, in many cases, family members, but they took it in their stride. Maybe they would hide somewhere later and face the pain, or maybe they were so used to death that they were hardened to it. One thing was certain, goblins had to grow up fast.  
 
    They got to work stripping the bodies of the humans, piling their gear in the center of the room to rake through, and the naked corpses in the corner out of the way for now. They dumped the goblin bodies there, too.  
 
    As they worked, I leaned against Soba’s, or rather my, desk and answered a call from Raven.  
 
    “Well done! I can’t believe that worked. Especially since your gang was made up of goblins, you cheeky orc. You didn’t tell me that!” 
 
    “I take it you took over one of their cameras and watched?” 
 
    “Oh yes. That was far more entertaining than anything available on the streams. I would have never agreed to work with you if I’d known you were using goblins against hardened, well upgraded thugs, but it was masterfully done. They work well alongside you and Unara.” 
 
    “They do. They fought well and now it’s over. We have the basement.” 
 
    “Hmmm. You should probably know there are more upstairs, and even more are coming who escaped Turan. If I were you, I’d secure the building as quickly as possible. Above and below. You’re in for a busy night.”  
 
    “Good warning…” I gritted my teeth, forcing my next words out. “And thank you.”  
 
    “Oh no,” she said gleefully. “Thank you! We’re already moving back into the Turan apartment. You saved us a burner apartment and removed one of my main enemies. If you can survive the night and rally the gangs, I foresee a lucrative relationship between us in the future.” 
 
    “We’ll survive. And if you’re right, all the gangs are coming to me. I should be able to wrap that up tonight. 
 
    “Oh no. They won’t all come. Probably just the Jackals. Most will splinter off back to their own territories. They’ll be preparing for whatever comes next.” 
 
    I grunted, irritated by the news. “Then I’ll have to pay them all a visit. Don’t suppose you know their base locations?” 
 
    “Of course I do… mostly. But it’ll cost you Kapar. Try to remember, this is a business arrangement.” 
 
    “Oh, I remember,” I replied without emotion, despite her tone implying I was an idiot. “What will it cost us?” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll need each other for many things in the coming days, weeks, and months. I imagine you will need my help quite a bit more than I’ll need yours while you get settled in. But there are things I need. For instance, there is a certain warehouse containing mods of particular interest to me. The thing is, I can’t get them without the application of physical force. You and your people will be perfect to supply that physical force for me.”  
 
    I nodded. “Sounds like something we can work out. Not agreeing to anything until this place is secure, though. I need to see the place you want to raid, too.”  
 
    “Plenty of time for all that,” Raven said happily. “Just sowing the seeds.” 
 
    As she spoke, I was thinking about hackers. How she had helped us to take this place was incredible. It was genuine power, and a skill set we were going to need far more than I’d ever considered as we planned our future. But while Raven had done good for us so far, and I’d continue to work with her, I hoped to find a hacker who worked for us directly. One I could trust. It didn’t even matter if they weren’t as good as Raven. As long as they could keep an eye on things. Right now, it was Raven that I’d want them to keep an eye on. She made me nervous with skills I could barely comprehend, let alone combat. The sounds of gunfire above pulled my attention away from my thoughts and the conversation.  
 
    “Who is fighting upstairs?” I asked Unara. She looked just as baffled as me. I scanned the room to check all who had come with me were still here, then said a quick goodbye to Raven, who was still watching me with amusement in her eyes.  
 
    “Good luck,” she said before I ended the link. 
 
    “We best go check on that. Is everyone back to health?” 
 
    All the goblins had taken a small Medi-Kit or two, depending on how bad their injuries had been. Only Unara didn’t need one, despite her scuffle with Soba.  
 
    “Bagri, pick six to make a barricade and six to come upstairs. We need to move again.” 
 
    “More death?” he asked tiredly.  
 
    “Just them. Not us. I’m not thinking anyone upstairs will have mods as good as Soba. I’ll go first this time.” 
 
    He nodded, seeming to take strength from my going first, then barked out orders to the others, while Unara and I went back to the stairs.  
 
    Soba’s massive body blocked the way, So I dragged him away first in case I needed to make a quick escape. Only then did I start the grueling climb with a fully seized leg mod. 
 
    Once I was back on the flat surface of the ground floor, it was a relief to feel capable again.  
 
    “Vent,” Unara said, nudging me and pointing at the grilled panel at the top of the wall. To me, it looked too small even for her slim frame and I said as much.  
 
    “I’d fit, but I’m staying with you. Goblins will fit better anyway. She said it loud enough for Bagri and his chosen six to hear as they bounded up the stairs to join us. He came to a stop looking expectantly, his eyes flicking up to where Unara had pointed. 
 
    “Looks safe for us. We only come out once you draw fire?” 
 
    “Sure. Unless we look to be in trouble. Then you help.” 
 
    “We’ll help,” he said as the others clambered on each other’s shoulders to reach the vent. They had it off as quick as a flash and worked together to get everyone inside. It looked ridiculous as they pulled each other inside, but it was effective, and further proof that goblins, despite their obvious shortcomings, were an industrious bunch.  
 
    Once Bagri’s legs disappeared into the duct, I handed Unara my assault rifle and told her to get behind me. She was a much better shot than me, and I had my shotgun, which made accuracy slightly less important. Then I pressed the door access. It swished open smoothly, making hardly any noise. An unexpected bonus, which meant none of the room’s occupants saw us enter.  
 
    I couldn’t see any customers or staff from my quick scan of the room, but I could see one side of the room where tattooed thugs were fighting someone else.  
 
    That meant I had a choice: see who they were fighting and decide who I wanted to help, or remember I had no friends up here and kill them all.  
 
    I hobbled over to cover behind the bar, Unara following like my shadow.  
 
    “We’ll take the ones on the right first, then…” 
 
     “Soba’s time is finished!” said someone, interrupting my planning talk. 
 
    “You think you fuckers can come in here heavy handed and attack the boss?” 
 
    I was listening intently now. It sounded like none of them knew he was dead. 
 
    “Got it in one. K-Dog is pissed. Says it was a setup. Say’s Soba’s gone too far, and it’s time for the Jackals to run Portolans. Join ‘im and you’ll see the night out. We’ll kill Soba, and this can all be over.”  
 
    “No chance! Wait till Soba gets up here. You’re all for the grinder. K-Dog’s overstepped the mark pulling this shit.” 
 
    “Soba’s dead!” I shouted, deciding it was time to make my presence known. I popped my head above the counter. “And K-dog can go shaft a dead elf. Portolans belongs to me!”  
 
    At my words, one of the Jackals rose up from a booth to take a shot at me. Unara was quicker and put a bullet in his throat. He fell to the floor gargling in muted pain and panic. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Someone else shouted. This voice came from the other side of the room. One of Soba’s men. His voice had a veneer of confidence that couldn’t hide the confusion and growing doubt thrashing under the surface.  
 
    “Your worst nightmare!” I yelled back, catching a glimpse of one of the goblins hanging out of the vent above the group.   
 
    The men I faced had no idea what was lurking above them, but they were about to find out. 
 
    I stood up straight, shotgun held out in front of me, and walked around the bar. Unara followed at a crouch.  
 
    From my new position, I saw there were three Jackals remaining. They tried to react to my appearance, but as soon as they showed themselves, Soba’s men fired on them. They dove for cover, oblivious to the armed goblins dropping from the ceiling behind them, shooting, and stabbing from close range.  Soon, only Soba’s men remained, and they were in trouble too, as they received a visit from dropping goblins.  
 
    Unara flew past me to help them out and make sure none of them were killed in the next part of the battle. I growled at my useless leg, and hobbled after her as quickly as I could. By the time I’d made it around the island bar to see the other group, they were all dead. Being slow was annoying. Being incompetent was unbearable. Yet all I could do was bark more orders.  
 
    “Barricade the door! We’re gonna have more company.” 
 
    It felt as though all I did these days was barricade doors, but as I scanned the room, I saw an opportunity to help. Making my way over to the massive, padded chair, big enough for six people to lounge on, I ripped it up from its fittings and dragged it across to the door.  
 
    “What now?” Bagri asked as I stepped back.  
 
    “Gather all the weapons you can find. And grenades. Then we wait, I suppose.” 
 
    “Stuck in a windowless box is not good,” Unara said. “Is there a way onto the roof?” 
 
    “I dunno. Could be a good place to defend from.” 
 
    “I’ll go and look,” she replied, and ran off. Leaving me a few moments to prepare myself for whatever was coming next. So I headed behind the bar, and poured myself a beer.  
 
    I drained it in one, then poured another, paused for a long belch that seemed to come from my toes, then drained a third. The cold beer cooled me down and seemed to reset my frazzled mind, allowing me to think more clearly. I drained a fourth just to make sure, finishing it just in time to hear the first car screech into the tarmac carpark.  
 
    Unara reappeared moments later. “Found a way up. I’ve sent Bagri and a few others up. There is a small wall that goes all around the top of the roof. Good to hide behind.”  
 
    “Unless they throw grenades up.”  
 
    “I’ll throw them back,” Unara replied easily.  
 
    I shook my head. “Far too dangerous. Most of them have five second timers. At that throwing range they could be ready to pop as they reach your hands and it’s goodbye Unara. I’ll come up and try to put an end to this as quickly as I can.” 
 
    I followed her through the bar, and through a side door I’d not yet been through. I was relieved to see there was actually a narrow staircase leading up, and not ladders as I’d feared.  
 
    Entering the roof space, I was surprised. There was a well-lit little drinking area, with seats and tables and a pointless looking parasol that had probably never been put up. The night air was warm, and it was good to take a breath of city air. There was also lots of shouting.  
 
    Eight of our goblins were hiding behind the parapet wall. As soon as I walked to the edge to peer over, someone shot at me. I ducked in time as a cloud of dust and concrete splinters where the bullet had hit the lip of the wall.  
 
    “We can’t deal if you’re shooting at me!” I shouted from my new position. 
 
    “We don’t deal with traitor orcs,” someone shouted.  
 
    “You got the orc bit right, but I ain’t no traitor.”  
 
    “We know you’re Soba’s new grunt. You the one that killed him?” 
 
    “Sure did. Smashed his face in, just like I’m going to do to you lot if you don’t stand down.”  
 
    “Soba’s dead and you already knew?” Someone else shouted. 
 
    “Don’t matter none. We’re gonna clean this place up. Jackals are taking over Portolans.” 
 
    “If Soba’s dead, it won’t be long till ACE turns up. I ain’t following K-Dog either. Fuck this shit.” 
 
    I heard booted feet and a car door opening. 
 
    “You walk away, we’ll be around to pay you a visit next.” 
 
    I was about to speak again when Unara leaned over the parapet and fired. There was a scream of pain and a hail of wasted gunfire in response.  
 
    “You just shot the Jackal, didn’t you?” She was barely listening, dropping the gun, and sprinting off across the roof. It took me a second to realize what was happening. Unara dove through the air, caught a little black ball that I could hardly see and threw it back the way it came, before thumping down on the paved roof top.  
 
    I watched the move in awe, looking above the wall again to witness the result of the returning grenade. It exploded halfway down, but that was enough to still cause a whole world of pain for those in its radius. No one was shooting back up right now, so it was a good opportunity to scan for fellow orcs.  
 
    I spotted two at the back of the group looking uncertain and ready to bolt, so, grabbing the rifle Unara had dropped, I shot the human standing nearest to them in the gut.  
 
    “Shoot those around the orcs, not the orcs themselves,” I roared to the goblins nearby. 
 
    I shot again, twice at a half-Dwarf, half-Human… or an incredibly tall Dwarf, which was unlikely as they rarely left their own part of the city, and if they did, it certainly wasn’t to be in some shitty gang. 
 
    My first bullet missed. The second hit him in the left kneecap, which exploded, taking him down. He definitely wasn’t dead as his screams filled the air. I shot at him again, in the chest this time, and put him out of his misery.  
 
    The goblins fired mercilessly into the crowd until one went down. Half his face ripped away, as those below gathered themselves and returned the attack.  
 
    “Heal him,” I snapped. But no one had a Medi-Kit available apart from me. I still had a medium left. I grumbled to myself but pulled it free from its pocket and threw it over to Bagri. 
 
    He caught it and nodded gratefully, before plunging the needle into the dying goblin. As we took cover, more cars pulled up. I risked a glance through a damaged part of the wall. Around ten more cars had arrived, thugs jumping out of them, armed and angry and shouting at those already here. 
 
    My attention was drawn to the two orcs who, without announcing their departure, stalked off down the road.  
 
     I saw some of the other thugs notice and raise their guns. “Where you two fuckers going?” 
 
    I shot the speaker in the side of his face, putting an end to his threats and drawing all the attention back to me. And then it was over.  
 
    As an earlier thug had predicted, the sounds of ACE sirens could be heard, growing quickly in volume. The thugs below were making moves to get out of here. I suspected we should probably do the same. 
 
    “Everyone back inside. Now!” I barked and set off hobbling across the roof.  
 
    They all soon passed me, and I only just made it to the door as the first flashing of the Ace Early responder drones appeared in the night sky. 
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    I slammed the door shut behind me and leaned against it, breathing hard. A box appeared, flashing in the corner of my vision, accompanied by the beeping of an incoming call. Raven. I answered it quickly, hoping for some useful news.  
 
    “How’s it going?” she asked without expression. “Are you secure yet?” 
 
    “I know you’re watching Raven, so don’t play silly buggers.”  
 
    “I am,” she said, letting a small smile play at her lips. “ACE will make things tough. Might be time to run.” 
 
    “Run?” I asked. Struggling to understand why she’d say such a thing. “This is our place now.”  
 
    “Sure it is. Until Ace comes in and takes it off you. You can’t fight them, Kapar. I have to go now before they pick up my signal. Just thought I’d warn you. Good luck, whatever you decide.” 
 
    She ended the connection, and I looked at Unara, feeling uneasy. 
 
    “What do we do?”  
 
    She shrugged, seeming to be completely unaffected by how things were playing out. “I’ll follow you, whatever you decide.”  
 
    “Go. Come back once they’re gone,” was Bagri’s unasked for suggestion.  
 
    “Let’s get downstairs first. Lemme think.” 
 
    I still wasn’t any clearer by the time I reached the bar. If we left, I knew we wouldn’t be getting this bar back without another fight. Probably not even then, as whoever occupied it would be ready for any attack. This was it, this was our step forward. I wouldn’t step back if I could help it.  
 
    “What we do then?” Bagri asked.  
 
    “You all hide. I’ll wait here and speak to the enforcers if they try to get in here.  
 
    I could hear the swishing of their hovercars descending in the carpark. An amplified voice booming out over the sirens. “CEASE AND DESIST. LAY DOWN YOUR ARMS AND PREPARE FOR QUESTIONING. RESISTANCE WILL RESULT IN THE APPLICATION OF LETHAL FORCE.”  
 
    We wouldn’t have long before they’d be at the door.  
 
    “We do this together. I’ll stay with you,” Unara said. The goblins showed no such desire already scarpering around the bar, looking for good hiding spots.  
 
    “Look, I’m the front of the shop here. I’m the easiest target on account of how bloody obvious I am. I need you as my ace in the hole. Don’t go far, but don’t be seen and if I need pulling out, then you can help me. Much easier if they don’t know you’re there.” 
 
    She was about to answer back when one of the goblins squeaked goblin something a lot like, there’s people behind this wall.  
 
    We both looked over and it turned out that was exactly what he’d said. Through the fresh bullet holes from the gunfight, I could hear the suppressed whimpering as I approached.  
 
    I thumped the wall with my fist. “We know someone’s back there. Best come out or we’re coming in.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You got it. Smashing walls is one of my top skills.” I raised my metal fist, ready to open up an entrance.  
 
    “We just work here. Don’t hurt us.” A terrified female voice said, quivering with the effort of speaking up.  
 
    “Open up and I won’t hurt you. Make me have to break through… then I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    “You’re an orc,” a male voice replied. “Do you even know how not to hurt someone?”  
 
    “Open up? Or wall smashed? And hurry, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    I raised my fist again and, like magic, a previously invisible door panel appeared in the wall. It drew back, then slid to one side to reveal a small room filled with dancers, a few serving staff, and a tired-looking man dressed in a shabby suit and leaking from a wound in his side. I noticed a couple more of them had been injured in the battle. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” I said slowly. “What do we have here?” 
 
    “We work here,” the man said. “Hid when the Turan lot came knocking. We don’t care who you’re with, Soba or Turan don’t matter none to us. We just want to live our lives.” 
 
    “I’m not with either. I killed Soba and I’m taking over his territory and I’ll kill anyone who causes me any trouble.”  
 
    He gulped, but a bang on the door cut his reply short. 
 
    “ARTEM CITY ENFORCERS! YOU HAVE TEN SECONDS TO UNLOCK THIS DOOR OR WE WILL CREATE AN OPENING.” 
 
    “You do more than work here. Who are you?” 
 
    “It’s my bar, or was supposed to be,” he replied, struggling to get the words out as he clutched his wound. 
 
    “With me it can still be your bar, but I own everything of Soba’s now, which means all your debts and dues.” He paled even further. 
 
    “SIX SECONDS.” 
 
    “I have all his records and I will be collecting on them. Unless, of course, there’s a deal to be cut here?”  
 
    “Deal?” he asked, voice quivering. “What kind of deal?”  
 
    “Start by telling the pigs out there that you barricaded the door to hide from the gang fighting.” 
 
    “They know Soba is based in here.”  
 
    “They don’t need to know he’s dead. Not yet. They don’t even need to know about any of this. Just a turf rivalry blowout. Soba isn’t in his office… 
 
    “THREEEE!” 
 
    “You don’t know where he is. I’ll think of something after that, now answer.” 
 
    He shouted weakly at the door. “Give me a minute. We barricaded the door. We hid.” 
 
    “GET IT DOWN NOW AND PREPARE TO BE INVESTIGATED.” 
 
    Bastards, I grumbled to myself. The suited man turned to me. “You’ll do me a good deal?” 
 
    I nodded. I didn’t want to. He was a weak variant of human. Weedy, with a wriggling strip of hair across his upper lip that made me immediately distrustful of him. “We can come up with a good deal. This won’t be like Soba, and I need good people I can trust. You tell me what you need, and I’ll work to make it happen. 
 
    He nodded wearily. “Okay, I’ll help when they enter. I can’t move the barricade, though.” He pointed at his side.  
 
    “I’ll sort that,” then I looked past him to the staff. “All of you out.” Then to the remaining goblins and Unara who hadn’t yet hid, I pointed for them to go in. They entered without fuss, and made my way to the front door. “Pour me a beer,” I said, passing the server I recognized from my first time in the bar.  
 
    The enforcer was shouting again for us to hurry up, and I sensed they weren’t going to wait much longer. 
 
    Not until they heard the removal of the barricade, anyway.  
 
    I went and ripped the sofa away from the doors, which caused everything that had been piled up around it to tumble over. With that done, I instructed the nervous bar staff, who were milling around like lost children, to clear the rest of the barricade away for the enforcers to enter.  
 
    I hobbled over to the bar, where I sat on a stool and grabbed my beer. No sooner as I raised it to my lips did the doors burst open, and four enforcers charged in, weapons up.  
 
    They had full body armor on and nasty looking shotguns. Helmets covered their heads with black visors that obscured their identities, but I had no doubt they could see all of us perfectly well.  
 
    “Hands up. Hands up!” the lead enforcer shouted.  
 
    Everyone did as they were instructed. Even me, after I took a long cool drink of my beer.  
 
    “You on the floor,” One of the other indistinguishable assholes said, moving close and pointing his gun right in my face. 
 
    “Can I just sit here? My leg’s all busted. I’ll not be able to get down very well and I definitely won’t be able to get up,” I lied. 
 
    “Get down!” he yelled, and grabbed my raised arm to drag me off the stool. I chose not to be moved.  
 
    Once he realized he didn’t have anywhere near the strength required. I used the smile I’d been practicing on him. “Yeah, I really can’t get down there. Can you just question me like this?” 
 
    He swung the butt of his gun around to hit me in the face. I couldn’t avoid it, with his proximity, but I didn’t have to take it on the nose either and dropped my head quickly tucking my chin in so the blow cannoned off my forehead. I felt the skin split, but it barely hurt.  
 
    “Melaney! What the hell do you think you’re doin’? Can’t be hurting innocents in a room full of witnesses.” 
 
    “Innocent?” Melaney protested. “Look at him. He’s a shit kickin’ orc, an’ he’s covered in blood.” 
 
    “Then we question him and take him in if need be. We don’t hit people in the face when they’re sitting peacefully with their hands in the air cooperating. Get it?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he barked back and stepped away from me. “But he didn’t follow the order, sir.” 
 
    The enforcer in charge sighed audibly through his helmet and walked over to me. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “I was just here for a drink and a dance,” I replied easily. 
 
    “A dance? With combat gear on?”  
 
    “It’s all the rage among orcs at the minute. I’m just down with the fashion.” 
 
    He prodded me in the chest where Soba had shot me. Though it had been healed with the Medi-Kit there was still a hole and a lot of blood in the vest. “Just dancing, huh? You normally bring Medi-Kits for dancing.”  
 
    “You ever seen an orc dancing before?” I replied straight faced. “Seriously though? I ain’t never used a Medi-Kit before today. Got caught in the crossfire of two gangs, the Jackasses, and the Soda guys. Awful names for gangs, if you ask me, but I don’t choose‘em. I was just unlucky enough to get shot by em. Lucky for me, they killed each other as well, and I was able to steal a Medi-kit from one of the bodies.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe that?” The commanding officer snapped. Melaney took his opportunity to get involved again.  
 
    “Should just take him in, Sir. A dumb fuck orc thinking to make us look stupid.”  
 
    “Don’t need no help from me.” I replied casually.  
 
    Melany was about to retort, but his superior silenced him with a warning finger. “What happened here orc?” he said, his voice lower and lined with threat.  
 
    “Already told youse, I was having a drink, and then the whole place erupted. Everyone hid, but it took me longer on account of this useless leg,” I knocked on the seized straight knee joint with my fist. “Tried to move, got shot for my efforts.”  
 
    He sighed and turned to the bar owner. “Any of this true, Frank?” 
 
    My new associate, Frank, nodded mutely. Which seemed to irritate the enforcer further. “Where’s Soba?” 
 
    “Not here,” Frank answered, looking ready to drop from blood loss. “Went out with some of his boys earlier. I think. There were a lot of them heading out.” 
 
    “So who’s this guy? Funny looking customer and I don’t recognize him from around here.” 
 
    “I ain’t seen him before today, but he’s certainly drinking my beer like a customer. Glad he didn’t die, to be honest. He’s run up quite the tab,” he chuckled pathetically, then winced at the wound in his side.  
 
    The enforcer grunted. “You need to get that looked at. And tell Soba when he gets back, we need a chat. Grenades in the street is a big fucking no-no.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know,” Frank said.  
 
    He spun on me again. “We ain’t got nothing to pin on you and the drones didn’t pick you up in the fighting outside, so we’ll let you be, for now. I’ve got your image locked into the database, so any wrong moves from you, and we’ll be back.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to make any wrong moves,” I answered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    30th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While I hoped for the result, no one was as surprised as me that the ACE left without arresting me or causing any real trouble. My main aim was for them to get a good look at me. I knew how this shithole of a city worked and while I didn’t like the soulless bastards, I knew if I wanted any kind of go at this budding gang lord business, I needed to work with them. I just hoped I’d bought myself enough time to get settled in before I had to deal with them properly, because if there was one thing I was certain of, it was that they’d be back. Especially once the money from Soba stopped flowing. 
 
    That was one of the first things I needed to do. Find out who was on Soba’s books. Who he was paying, who he owned. Who I could squeeze and who I couldn’t. Unfortunately, that side of things wasn’t my strong point. It wasn’t Unara’s either, so that meant I’d have to ask Raven to help out so we could get set up quickly. 
 
    The goblins set to clearing the bodies out of the basement and stripped them down. All except Soba’s body. I just couldn’t trust them with the potential mod mine it might be. I was annoyed enough with myself for smashing his head in so badly. Those optics looked as though they’d be worth a fortune, and the reinforced skull was likely a pretty cred too. 
 
    At that thought, I brought up our carver on the Keystone. 
 
    “Oshbob? How did it go?” 
 
    I smiled. “You’ll be glad to hear Soba is dead. I don’t trust the goblins to strip him down, so I’m gonna have to ask you to come up here and do it for me. Not immediately. We need to secure this place properly, but soon.” 
 
    “Of course!” he said far too animatedly, before cooling his passion. “You understand, I take no pleasure in harvesting mods from the dead. I much prefer to order my mods. But, on this occasion I will make an exception! And Oshbob… thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. We can’t have scum like Soba messing up our lives, can we? While I have you on, Tenev; I really want to get Unara that tongue, and some teeth too. Can you order those? Then when you’re up here, you can fit them and maybe fit some of Soba’s mods on me. Both his legs are mods, they might fit… but Unara first. If she doesn’t get some teeth and a tongue soon, it’s gonna start looking like a very lopsided partnership we’re operating here.” 
 
    “I can do that. You will have what you need in two days, but I’ll need to fit them here, where all my tools are.” 
 
    After agreeing to have the modification work done in the unit, I ended the call and looked around for the bar owner, Frank. We’d need to iron some things out, but he was nowhere to be seen. No doubt just getting his wounds seen to, I thought, pushing aside the natural paranoia that rose up at his absence. Instead of speaking with him, I headed back downstairs to Soba’s office, contacting Raven as I walked. 
 
    “I must say I am impressed, Kapar. You managed to remain alive and out of prison. No easy feat with ACE. How much did it cost you?” 
 
    “Nothing yet,” I said sharply. Not much caring for her tone. “Told them Soba was still alive. We have a few days at best before they’re back, I reckon. Right now, I need some kind of security for the place back online. How do I go about claiming Sobas properties? Does ownership die with him, or do they go to a next of kin?” 
 
    “So many questions,” she said slyly. “In the name of building trust between us, I’ll be open with you on what I know.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it,” I replied. Skin crawling at being in such a position of weakness in this. 
 
    “First off, the next of kin system died a long time ago outside of the five percenters in the center of the city.” 
 
    “Corpos?” I guessed. 
 
    “More or less. Down here in the slums, he who holds the deed owns the properties. Provided you give me twenty percent of anything you find.” 
 
    I chuckled without mirth. I didn’t mind that she was trying it on. We were all in the same game here. Trying to survive. I’d actually be more suspicious if she didn’t try it on. “You honestly expect me to hand over twenty percent?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The simplest reason to agree is because without me, you will never find them.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll find them,” I replied with certainty. “Even if I have to tear this place apart.” 
 
    “And maybe you will. But I know where they are, and I know that your searching will cause a lot of damage and take a lot of time before you find them. Time you don’t have. And what will you do with them once you have them? Do you know how to transfer ownership?” 
 
    “I can learn,” I replied, unperturbed. “I don’t even know how many buildings he owned. What if there’re only buildings?” 
 
    “Then I’ll take one and call it a fair trade for the help I’m willing to give you. You want my help, then you have to pay for it. What would Unara say if she knew how difficult you were being?” 
 
    “She’d support me. 100%. And it’s not the paying I’m balking at. It’s the price. I’ve got no idea what we’re looking at yet. If you’re gonna push me to decide now, then I’ll give you ten percent.” 
 
    She exhaled sharply. “Fifteen.” 
 
    I scratched my head. “Fifteen, but you show me everything you’re doing in regard to transferring the names.” 
 
    “Deal,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Go and open one of the vents in the club roof.” 
 
    I focused on Unara’s image and called her. She answered quickly, joining the call bathed in the early morning gloom. 
 
    “Raven! We did it. We cleared the gangsters and the ACE off.” 
 
    “You did good,” she agreed. “Now you need to move fast to secure what you’ve earned.” 
 
    I interrupted, to stop any more back and forth. “Can you open one of the roof vents, Unara? Raven has something up her sleeve to help us, but she’s being cryptic. 
 
    Unara nodded and started moving. A moment later, her face took on the signs of strain. “Must be locked from the inside.” 
 
    I was about to suggest coming inside until I heard glass smashing, both in my Keystone activated senses and my ears. 
 
    “Open,” she said, standing straight again. “What now?” 
 
    Her head spun to the side. “Ah okay, I see. You have a drone! Clever. I’ll come down.” 
 
      
 
    Moments later, a small, black dinner plate sized drone appeared in the room with Unara only a second behind. It flew directly to the back wall where it stopped in front of a light fitting. Raven spoke again. 
 
    “You now need to remove one of Soba’s eyes and place it with the pupil looking directly at the infra-red switch. Because it isn’t an infra-red switch, it’s a retinal scanner. 
 
    I stifled a long-suffering sigh. “Does it have to be his eyes? Or is there any other way?” 
 
    She winced. “I take it his eyes are not intact?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “A thorough death is a trustworthy death. There are many of the elite who are able to cheat death if it is not… done properly. It may be that we have to cut our way in then unless his second has access. He trusted him a great deal, so…” 
 
    Unara ran off. But remained on the call. 
 
    “You are looking for a short, thin man with gold teeth, Unara.” 
 
    She didn’t take long to find his body. A look of extreme concentration came over her face. A slight strain, and then she was moving again, re-entering the basement office with a bloody optic in each hand. She handed one of them to me to try. It didn’t work. 
 
    “Seems Soba didn’t trust him as much as I thought he did,” sighed Raven. “In that case. I will have to pay a visit to the Prestige in person. If you don’t mind, I will wait a few hours to see how the atmosphere has settled. 
 
    “I’ll break in by then and your fifteen percent will float off like grenade smoke in the breeze.” 
 
    “Unless it’s grenades you intend to use, I really don’t think you will, Kapar. But we will see who gets there first.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Challenge accepted.” Then ended the communication. 
 
    She had the good sense to pull the drone straight back out, though I was conscious of her still watching our every move. 
 
    “How do we get in, then?” Unara asked, inspecting both the light and the wall carefully. 
 
    “Wait until Raven gets here,” I replied with a wry smile. “I’m going to head upstairs until then. The smell isn’t great down here, and I’m expecting company.” 
 
    “More gangsters?” 
 
    “Definitely. But I don’t expect much aggro this morning.” 
 
    She shrugged and followed me back upstairs and into the security office where we could see the monitor of the front carpark. 
 
    Frank popped his head in, looking much better than he had last time I saw him. “The place is banged up pretty bad. I’m gonna have to keep the place closed while we get everything repaired.” 
 
    I nodded. “Place will probably be trashed a couple more times in the coming days,” I suggested. “Might want to hold off on the work for a few days.” 
 
    He fidgeted with his hands, clearly wanting to say something, but not confident about whether he should. 
 
    “I lose a lot of money keeping the place closed. The staff… They have family too. They need their wages.” 
 
    “You got no money?” I asked curiously. “What normally happens when there’s blood spilt here?” 
 
    “There hasn’t been blood split here since Soba took over Portolans, fifteen years ago.” 
 
    I didn’t understand why he was even telling me all this shit, as if I was supposed to fix it somehow. It hadn’t been me who caused the damage upstairs. That had been Soba’s guys. It didn’t seem to me like he had any gang affiliations or skills other than being the puppet owner of the place. 
 
    I fought with the decision for a moment, then decided he was better in my pocket than out of it. “I’ll make sure the club is put back the way it should be. Pay the staff and write everything. I’ll make sure you’re reimbursed.” 
 
    He nodded gratefully. “Thank you. I’ll get you a drink and then I think it’s best if I get myself home. It’s been a tiring night.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to complain about either of those suggestions and offered him a thumbs up as I rested my feet on the table and settled in to watch the screen. 
 
    By the time we had more visitors, I’d drained another five beers and bathed my knee joint in oil to see if I could get it moving again. I couldn’t, but I’d made a right mess of Frank’s security office in my efforts. 
 
    The monitor showed a gray car with flames painted up the hood and across the roof. Its wheels looked far too big and chunky for the car they carried. They did a full circle around the car park until they were facing toward the exit, as if they were about to leave again. 
 
    Only then did they finally come to a stop. No one got out for a few minutes. Until finally a half-orc jumped out of the driver’s side. Not a great sight, but I still held ambitions that my hopes were right. When four more orcs jumped out, I cheered a silent victory in my head. 
 
     They all carried guns, but they approached the door with them pointing down as non-threateningly as shotguns could be carried. 
 
    The half-Orc battered on the doors, which we could hear from where we sat. Unara followed closely. 
 
    “Ask them what they want,” I whispered. 
 
    She nodded, then spoke in her tinny voice. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    They muttered among each other for a few seconds before one of them answered. “Who was the orc on the roof?” 
 
    “I didn’t see an orc on the roof,” she replied, and I smiled at her. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb. Everyone saw the big bastard. Heard he was working for Soba, but Soba’s dead and he was shooting at Soba’s men. Anyway, we need to have a little chat with him.” 
 
    “What about?” She answered quickly. 
 
    “Orc stuff,” came the equally rapid response. 
 
    I decided it was time to speak. “Orc stuff, eh? This should be interestin’. You all worked for Soba, yeah?” 
 
    “Skivvied for him, more like,” another voice coarser voice said. “Didn’t much like it, but there was less trouble from the other gangs when we all came under.” 
 
    “Well, Soba’s gone, and this place is under new management. And by this place, I mean Portolans. They just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    More muttering drifted through before a response. “How many men you got?” 
 
    “Not nearly enough. But we’re recruiting. Offers to join is open to all of the gangs, but I’d rather have orcs in first. Whaddya say?” 
 
    “All the gangs?” the second voice asked. 
 
    “Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re not working with the fucking Jackals. Bunch of nasty, orc hating bastards. Even under Soba, they were always having a pop at us, and Soba never done nothing about it. Enjoyed them taunting us, I reckon.” 
 
    “How about this, then? If you join, we’ll kill all the Jackals and disband the gang so it can never reform?” 
 
    The mumbling was animated this time. Some arguing as well. One of those present wasn’t happy about killing the Jackals, though I couldn’t make out why. 
 
    Finally, I got the answer I was praying for. “You got yourself a deal then. Er, what’s your name?” 
 
    “For now, it’s Kapar,” I replied easily. “How many orcs you got?” 
 
    “Three families. Fifty fighters.” 
 
    “Forty-seven, after tonight,” came a third voice. 
 
    “Urgh yeah. Forty-seven. Fucking Turan were all waiting for us. Soon as we got outta the cars, hundreds of the bastards appeared from every angle. Probably never a better time to make a play for a bit of power. Everyone lost someone last night. Whole place will be reeling.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. You guys wanna drink?” 
 
    “Thought you’d never ask,” Coarse voice number two replied. 
 
    I swung the doors open for them. I was surprised to find I towered over the biggest orc in the party. Most of those with me in the Deaters had been big, a couple almost as big as me, so that’s what I’d grown used to from sixteen onwards. I realized my mistake now. 
 
    As I closed the door behind them. One of them spoke. 
 
    “Pretty stupid, just inviting us in like that.” 
 
    I heard Unara hiss as I turned to face a gun pointed directly in my face by the half-orc. 
 
    “Why?” I asked calmly, holding my hand out to calm Unara. That seemed to take some of the edge off her, though she still brandished her knife, poised to attack. None of the orcs seemed to find her threatening at all, which was a mistake she’d soon make them regret if this went badly. I was relieved to see they didn’t look so happy about the direction it had taken, but it was also obvious this half-orc held sway over them. 
 
    “Cos now this is our club. Drop your weapons. That thing too,” he said, nodding over to where Unara had been only moments before. Even I hadn’t seen her move, but she was now repeatedly plunging the tri-bladed rondel into the crook of the half-orc’s neck and shoulder. Each thrust in a slightly different location faster than my eyes could follow. 
 
    The full blood orcs took a minute to register that everything had changed, by which time I’d pulled my gun out and pointed it at the biggest among them. 
 
    He tried to bat the gun aside, but particularly with the strength of Dressed to Press, it didn’t move. 
 
    “You usually let half-orcs do your talking for you?” I growled. 
 
    For a moment he looked set to answer with his own gun pointed at my chest, then thought better of it and lowered the weapon again. “Thirsty work tonight. Could murder a proper drink. Throw a couple of askas in with the beer and I’ll tell you all about our half-orc problem.” 
 
    I dropped the gun and nodded. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Unara looked confused as I turned my back on the three of them and headed to the bar to pour the drinks, but she moved off into the shadows to watch them, clearly trusting my decision. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked as I grabbed the aska from the back shelf and poured a couple of glugs each in four-pint glasses. 
 
    “Wolski,” he replied, watching me like a hawk as the other two looked nervously around for Unara. 
 
    “That is a shitty name for an orc.” 
 
    “So is Kapar,” he pointed out, which brought a chuckle and a nod from me. 
 
    Once poured, we sat around a table. The orcs were quiet, which was unusual in itself. I watched the three of them for an uncomfortable minute before speaking. “So, Wolski, you were telling me about over enthusiastic half-orcs?” 
 
    His shoulders sagged a little at my words. I couldn’t tell if it was stress leaving him or shame arriving. 
 
    “We always have half-orcs in the community, you know? Same the world around. But er, Soba, he loved them. They think a bit different from an orc, you know? If the cross is a Dwarf, human or elf, he’s straight to raising them to top positions in our gang.” 
 
    “You let half-orcs run the tribes?” I asked, angry at what I was hearing. 
 
    “Wolski shook his head furiously, then drained his drink. “Tribe’s always run by an orc, but the gangs under Soba? Damn half-orcs, every time.” 
 
    “Did you know he was gonna kill me?” 
 
    Wolski laughed. “He wasn’t gonna kill you. Not outright. They thought they could reason with you. Make you swear to the gang. I saw you up there. I knew you’d be a right bastard. He eyed the corpse of their recently deceased leader. Two goblins had appeared now and were dragging him across the floor, unasked. 
 
    “What’s wif the goblins?” 
 
    “Hired help. Good for those hard to reach places.” 
 
    “They’re good at that,” he agreed before looking around nervously. 
 
    “Where’s the thing that killed Roe? And what is it?” 
 
    “She’ll be close. Watching for any dumb moves from you lot. I can’t keep track of her. She’s like a damn shadow. Could be in the drapes or even in the ceiling. Hell, she could be under your chairs right now?” I chuckled to myself at the thought, but left a serious expression on my face. 
 
    “Where d’you find… her?” 
 
    “She found me. She’s Nakhat.” 
 
    “Wha!” he said, going up a surprising number of octaves. “An outsider? A runt?” 
 
    “No outsider. No runt. She’s as much orc as any of us now. 
 
    “Dunno how the others will feel about declaring a blood brother who’s not an orc, or a male,” he said, pursing his lips and furrowing his brow. 
 
    “And neither Unara nor I give a fuck about that. I don’t expect to see it become commonplace, but these are special circumstances.” 
 
    One of the others, who hadn’t really spoken yet, seemed especially irritated and eyed me carefully. “You talk pretty clever for an orc. If it weren’t for yer size, I’d think you were a half-breed.” 
 
    I spat at the accusation. “My da was the biggest orc I ever saw, and my ma was the smartest. They made me and now I’m here, and I’m making changes. I didn’t shoot your people from the roof, and I didn’t kill you all here, though maybe I should have. But we’ve talked long enough. I got stuff to do, and I need some shuteye. So are you with me? Or do we have a problem?” 
 
    “You’ll go to war with the Jackals?” Wolski asked. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He grinned. “Will you give orcs special treatment like humans always get with Soba?” 
 
    I found myself smiling at that. “You better believe it.” 
 
    “Then we’re in.” 
 
    His firm response surprised me. And even more so that the two others didn’t disagree with him. 
 
    “You can make the decision for the tribe?” 
 
    “Tribe leader,” he said, thumping his chest with a fist before offering it for me to bump with my own. 
 
    I happily obliged, as our fledgling street empire grew a little bit larger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    31st Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unara shook me awake. “Raven is close. She’s moving through the Undercity. Wolski is back too, with lots more orcs. They just turned up in the carpark about thirty of them.” 
 
    It was a lot of information to take in within the first few seconds of waking from a deep sleep. Unlike Unara, I wasn’t exactly a startled pigeon when surprised. I didn’t spring into action in a heartbeat. 
 
    No. I slowly wiped the drool from the side of my mouth, rubbed at my eyes, and slowly came to a sitting position on the large and surprisingly comfortable couch in the Prestige security office. 
 
    “Say that again. I wasn’t following.” 
 
    Unara smiled and pointed to the monitor that watched the car park. It had around eight banged up cars parked there and a lot of orcs. 
 
    “Best we see what they want before Raven gets here.” 
 
    I huffed at her words, but pushed myself to my feet to start the day again. 
 
    Wolski banged on the door, “Hey Kapar! Let us in.” 
 
    I hadn’t been expecting them back so soon. The numbers they’d brought with them were worrying, but we’d made an agreement and showing distrust now wouldn’t look good to the other orcs if they were all here with good intentions. 
 
    I swung the door open. “What brings you back already?” I asked the middle-aged orc with a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “You need bodies to defend this place properly,” Wolski said, barging past me. “We orcs stick together and one of us at the top in Portolans? That’s something we can all get behind.” 
 
    “Did none of the half-Orcs want to help out?” I asked as the thirty orc thugs marched past me. 
 
    “None left. Gave em the choice this morning. Get out of the tribe or fall in line where they belong, not where Soba put them. They have to earn respect the orc way. Not with slippery thinking and double dealing, but with fists and feet,” he said, stomping those feet and flexing his biceps. If any or the other races had attempted such a demonstration, it would have looked comical, but not an orc. 
 
    “Well, I’m happy to hear it. Make yourselves at home. Try not to drink the place dry and if we get any trouble from the other gangs, make sure you can all still stand.” 
 
    There was a roar of laughter at that as the Portolan orcs took my words to heart about making themselves comfortable. 
 
    Wolski was about to join them, but I slapped a hand on his shoulder. “We need to talk.” Then led him off to the security office. 
 
    “I need people I can trust,” I started. Holding the older orc’s eyes with my own. “I have plans here. Big plans and the people joining me early on are the most important. They’re gonna have strong sway in whether this all works, or it completely fucks up and we all get slaughtered. So, I’m looking at you, Wolski. Why are you here?” 
 
    He shrugged, which wasn’t a good start. “I’m here cos you’s an orc and a tough orc at that. Orcs follow the toughest orc. Simple.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I need you to do more than follow me. I need you to shake this district to its damn bones. In time, I want Portolans locked up tighter than a Dwarfs vault. As much as I need followers, right now I need generals more. Loyal, devoted and hungry. When I find them, I’m gonna look after them. They’re gonna have money, mods, and more drink than even you can stomach. But what I need to know,” I said, prodding him in the chest with a finger. “What do you want?” 
 
    It surprised me when his eyes turned glassy. He took so long a time to answer I was expecting something ridiculous. So when they came, his words hit hard. 
 
    “All the tech we got now, it makes the other races strong, but it makes the orcs weak. It don’t matter how many skulls we can smash cos they can build cyberware to match us. Without all this shit, we’d rule the world. With it, we’re little better than animals.” He sagged. “This isn’t a world for orcs. If it were down to me, I’d burn the whole place to the ground, right back to when there was no technology. But if I can’t have that… I want to find a way for us to belong. I want orcs to matter. I want to be respected.” 
 
    I placed a hand on his shoulder, feeling an unexpected bond develop. “I get you, brother. I do. And I’m gonna make sure we belong.” 
 
    A wide grin split his face. “I’ll still have that money and drink, though.” He slapped my shoulder with such force in return I couldn’t help but grin back. “It’s damn good to be home.” 
 
    I left the security office soon after, heading down to the basement for Raven’s arrival, feeling good about the extra security above meant I could concentrate on what we were about to do. 
 
      
 
    She entered the underground entrance smelling of sweet and bitter chemicals that stung my nose and tickled my throat. It seemed all of the people with her from the apartment were here, looking nervous but trying not to show it. If Raven was nervous, she at least hid it well. 
 
    “I see you have more friends upstairs, Kapar. Who would have thought an orc with such a brooding disposition would have been able to make friends so quickly?” 
 
    “Friends? Everyone in this building is here because they sense an opportunity. I don’t mistake their motives and I’m certain you don’t either.” 
 
    She slapped her hand on her chest looking hurt. “I am so incredibly disappointed. Here I thought we were nurturing the beginnings of a fine friendship.” 
 
    I grunted at that and headed off to Soba’s office. Unara responded instead. 
 
    “We are. Don’t mind him, he’s just woken up, so he’s still extra grumpy.” 
 
    “He must sleep a lot,” Raven replied, chuckling lightly as she followed me into the room. 
 
    “I think he’d like to sleep more than he does,” Unara replied, not entirely picking up on Raven’s insult. 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t had a more insistent visit from the Jackals,” she said, marching past me, coming to a halt in front of the light fitting. 
 
    “So are we. I guess they’re recovering after Turan. Maybe preparing for an assault.” 
 
    “It’s a good guess. If I were them, I’d be moving to tie up as many of the other gangs as possible before coming here.” She punctuated the statement by ripping the fitting from the wall with a surprising amount of strength, given her frame. 
 
    As we spoke, her team moved to surround her as she worked. Guns at the ready, aimed at me and Unara. I found I didn’t like that, and I wanted to see what Raven was doing, so I moved closer. 
 
    “Get back,” a pale-faced man with almost translucent skin and a protruding optic warned as he brought the gun up to aim at my face. 
 
    Unara was at his side in a moment. Knife at his neck. “Lower your gun or you never leave this room. 
 
    “Neither will you,” he replied. 
 
    Raven had turned now, about to speak, but I beat her to it. 
 
    “No one will leave here alive if you don’t lower your weapon. On this occasion, I’ll let you keep your guns out, but this will be the last time you come in here like that. Now let me through to watch, or you all die.” 
 
    Raven placed her hand on the top of the man’s gun. “We talked about this, Lark. You’re a second away from death and condemning us all to the same fate.” 
 
    “We could take them,” he grumbled petulantly as he lowered his weapon. 
 
    “I like math. I’ve run the numbers,” she said with a sad smile for the man. “From what I’ve seen, three of our nine would walk from this room alive. It would be a shallow victory, though, as we would die moments later attempting to escape. Next time, you do the math. You’re the newest here. You want to prove yourself, but you’re gonna get us all killed with your dick swinging. Put it away. Let me concentrate on getting us our biggest score this year.” 
 
    She didn’t even look back at me, but set about fiddling with the exposed cables from the light fitting. Six individual bundles, each grouped with their own connector blocks, were then inserted into an odd-looking DataPad. 
 
    I watched intently as Raven then pulled out a cable from her forearm and connected it to the DataPad. She closed her eyes and stood in complete calm silence. Even if she didn’t get the door open this way, I had to admit those few minutes sold me on her. She was smart, deadly, and greedy, the perfect combination for as long as we could trust her. 
 
    A few moments later, the back wall behind Soba’s desk slid back, revealing a corridor with another four rooms leading from it. Rooms that hadn’t been marked on any of our maps. I suspected that was an intentional oversight by Raven. One I didn’t blame her for. 
 
      
 
    Soba was a hoarder. He had a treasure trove of drugs, Med-kits, weapons, and mods, as well as gold and platinum bars spanning three of the rooms. In the final room, we found data storage. Computers, organized DataPads, and filing units where Raven assured me the deeds would likely be. 
 
    As much as I liked the weapons and the money, the properties were of the most value to me. 
 
    We opened the drawers one by one until the deeds were found. Multiple individual Data-Keys. Similar to a DataPad, but each one with a sole purpose. Being the deed to a specific Artem property. 
 
    There were at least a hundred of them. Raven was the first to comment. Speaking to her team rather than me. “Looks like we’re rich guys.” 
 
    “We said fifteen percent of the deeds. Not what else was in here,” I warned. 
 
    She laughed. “That’s what I was talking about. Fifteen percent is around seventeen properties you owe me. Of course, if you feel like we deserve a little extra compensation for our help, then we’d be willing recipients.” 
 
    “We’ll see. And it won’t be today. I want to inventory all of this before I start making decisions. You know this city much better than I do after years in the army. You’ll know what all the areas are and what buildings are worth what.” 
 
    She smirked and began pulling Data-Keys from the drawer. “You‘re very cautious for an orc. One might think gratitude is not high on your list of priorities.” 
 
    I eyed her closely. “Honestly? And this goes no further than this room. I’m grateful for the help here. I won’t screw you over.” 
 
    “You know Kapar, I actually believe you, So I won’t make a fuss of it. I want to see the deeds, though. You’ll likely need my help to activate them and assign them to yourself. We will get them all logged to you, so even if you are attacked. The deeds remain with you.” 
 
    “Won’t anyone taking this place just reassign them to themselves?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Absolutely. If they have a professional level hacker working for them. I happen to know none of the Portolans gangs have such a person unless they hire me. So if you don’t mind, we will go through them together now and assign you.” 
 
    I grunted acceptance and carried out the pads to Soba’s desk. 
 
    Before I sat down, I pointed to the open door. 
 
    “We need to get that closed up.” 
 
    “I can assign your retina to the scanner. I can’t fix the light, though. You’ll need a handyman for that, not a highly sought after hacker.” 
 
    “We can sort that out if you add mine and Unara’s eyes to the scan.” 
 
    She worked quickly, reconnecting the light fitting. Then, from the computer on Soba’s desk she assigned Unara’s and my own eye scans to access the room. 
 
    With that done, so began the arduous process of unlocking, reading and re-registering each property. 
 
    Hawk, one of the group I remembered from last time, sat beside her and helped work through them all. 
 
    After two hours, Unara and I were officially the owners of 112 pieces of real estate. The scale of each varied enormously. The most impressive being an apartment block, Hi Shone Tower, that contained 2000 apartments and 30 commercial properties. 
 
    “He was taking rent from all those people?” I asked disbelievingly. 
 
    Raven looked just as shocked when that one came out. “I didn’t even know he owned that. He’s had it for a year and…” She moved from the Data-Key to the computer, flicking through screens at an insane speed. I couldn’t make out anything of what she was doing. 
 
    “…it looks an excellent setup he has. The rent is all automatically paid by the residents and the building security is paid directly from the rent fund. The security is alerted if any rent hasn’t been paid. They then go and discuss matters with the unfortunate tenant. They are encouraged to ensure everyone pays promptly as all of their wages are reduced by 0.05% per non payer per month. However, after two months of non-payment, the tenant is evicted. So in essence it is a self-caring property, and the passing of the deed means the money now comes to you. You do not have a central bank link yet, so I have linked it directly with your Keystone. You will need to download funds onto a credit chip to use them. 
 
    “Should I be looking at an account with a central bank?” I asked, unsure of the best way forward with that. 
 
    “They are useful, but you need a full Ident to link in. In your line of business, I imagine you do not want a truthful one. You also don’t want ACE or any other unscrupulous operator coming for your account, or accounts.” 
 
    “Just put them direct to me for now then, and we’ll work all that out later.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she replied, and we were soon back to work, going through the rest of the deeds.  
 
    Many of the rest were smaller buildings. Some even part of larger properties. The only other sizable building was a thirty-story office block that had been abandoned by one of the major corporations, MCorp. Soba had managed to pick it up for a hefty sum. Only a month ago, though it had been empty for over a year. 
 
    “I wonder what he planned to do with it?” I mused more to myself. 
 
    Raven seemed to look at that one and the Apartment block with far more intensity than the others. “It is an excellent location and seems to have a lot of potential.” 
 
    She was right. I had no idea what to do with it myself, but I’d be keeping it. Just like I’d be keeping most of the factory units I found to the south of the city, between Portolans and the walls. So much so that as soon as one near where we had our underground unit appeared, I told Unara to go and grab Bagri for me. 
 
    She returned in no time at all, and I dragged the curious goblin to my side. “Mark this location on your map.” 
 
    As his eyes glossed over, I nudged Raven. “Will we have to break into these places, or is there a way for him to gain access?” 
 
    “There is a code,” she said, messing with the Data-Key. “24102. He needs to type that in on the access pad and he can gain entry.” 
 
    “He’s never gonna remember that.” 
 
    “You should change it anyway, but you can send him a message with whatever code you choose. Even if he can’t read, he can copy numbers?” She phrased it as a question, looking at both me and Bagri. 
 
    He nodded confidently, and so the code was changed, and the message sent to my most trusted goblin. Which wasn’t saying much. 
 
    “Go find the others and take them to that place. Warn them that none of the stuff stored there is for them, but they can settle there for now until we find something more permanent. If there’s food readily available, they can eat what they need, but if there are any areas behind coded doors like in our unit, keep them out. You understand.” 
 
    “Take them to the place on the map. Don’t let them in private places. Don’t let them touch the goods stored there. But they can eat what they want.” He repeated closely enough that I was satisfied. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re not wanting to make the split yet, but I could really use one of these units,” Raven said once he had gone. 
 
    Her words cut me to the core. I didn’t want to give up a unit. But then I didn’t want to give anything up. But that was the deal, and she was right. I’d probably not have any of these any time soon if not for her help. “Any in particular?” 
 
    She brought up a map on the computer with all the locations marked for us all to see. Then she pointed to one in a fairly central location. I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m slowly learning to trust you, but I don’t want you right in the middle of all of my units. 
 
    She shrugged. “It wasn’t that important. Just the closest and most accessible. I can see your point.” 
 
    The next one she picked was in a good location still, on the inside edge of the industrial area, rather than closer to the wall. We signed it straight over to her, which seemed to relax her a little more as we went through the remaining ones. 
 
    He had everything from car parks, to breweries, hairdressers to carver shops. Despite our agreement that I’d look through them before any decisions were made, Raven still asked for buildings on occasion and as long as there was no compelling reason not to, I let her have them. 
 
    She was wise enough not to pick the apartment block, though she did try for the offices. That was a flat, no. 
 
    After four hours of haggling and checking maps, with Raven pointing out that the Apartment and the office buildings were worth considerably more than the average value of buildings, she ended up walking away from the deal with twenty buildings.  
 
    Almost all of them were on the east side of Portolans, and the border with Turan. I consoled myself with the fact that as a percentage of the buildings I owned, in Portolans it was still a drop in the ocean. 
 
    As the meet came to an end, we shook hands. I wrestled with how far my trust could go with her. But right now I was so deeply entrenched in her pockets she was soon going to hear my name, so I figured I could give her that as a show of trust. 
 
    “Thanks for all the help here. Seeing as we’re making an effort, you should know, my name isn’t Kapar. 
 
    “Mine isn’t Raven either,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Granted, but I will be using my name in the future. In these early stages, I just wanted to make sure no one from my past or the military gets wind that I’m alive.” 
 
    “How very interesting. Old enemies and AWOL?” 
 
    I nodded, but said no more.  
 
    “I understand, and I solemnly promise that I will not breathe a word of your name until you decide to divulge the secret.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. And it’s Oshbob.” 
 
    “Then it’s very nice to officially meet you, Oshbob.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    32nd Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The rest of the day and the following night was quiet. We saw no one, which, if what Raven had suggested was true, was no surprise at all. It did make the time very tense. 
 
    On our second full day, we finally had a visitor. Everyone was up and armed as the drone came toward the front door of the Prestige. A couple of the goblins suspected a bomb and were about to blow the orange and black flying disc to pieces. Luckily, Wolski pointed out that it was from ADS, a delivery service. 
 
    It turned out to be a new tongue and teeth for Unara, that even she had forgotten was being delivered today. 
 
    “Big day,” I said as Wolski retrieved and handed her the packages. 
 
    “Not today. Too much to do here,” she replied. 
 
    “There’s nothing to do here. Even if the Jackals show up, we have plenty of people here to protect the building. Go see Tenev. Get them fitted.” 
 
    She looked uncertain for a moment, then grinned. “I will be so quick you will hardly notice I’m gone!” 
 
    I didn’t have time to reply. She was off, running on all fours to lend her speed. Even with the parcel clutched under one arm, she moved impressively fast. 
 
    “Take a few goblins with you to watch your back through the tunnels,” I said to the empty space that Unara had only recently occupied. 
 
    “You know she’s gone, don’t you?” A nearby goblin asked. 
 
    “Yes. I know she’s gone. Take someone else and go after her. Make sure she doesn’t run into any trouble?” 
 
    He nodded and scampered off. 
 
      
 
    Within an hour of Unara’s departure, we had the visit we’d been waiting for. A few cars pulled up outside. Wolski identified them as Jackals from the tattoos they all had. I’d not noticed before, but through the cameras I could now see a few different versions of slavering dog tattoos on their arms. 
 
    “Wolski, pick ten. Let’s go up on the roof. Have the rest of your men watch the door.” He ran off to do as I asked while I started my arduous ascent up the stairs. 
 
    Once this was dealt with and Unara was back, I was going to the Unit to replace the broken leg with one of Soba’s. 
 
    I heaved the heavy metal door open and walked out among the goblins and orcs already up here. Guns ready, but staying well back from the roof’s edge. 
 
    The sounds of shouting reached me from the car park. 
 
    “Where’s the main orc? Get him out here now.” 
 
    “I’m here,” I shouted back, moving close enough to the edge for them to see me from where they stood in the car park, but not so close as they could get an easy shot on me. 
 
    “You need to hand over this place by tomorrow dinner time, or the Jackals are gonna burn you out.” 
 
    “And the Psychos,” someone else shouted. I stifled a groan at the crappy gang name.  
 
    “I don’t listen to the yapping of puppies. Tell K-Dog to come here and deliver terms himself. This is my district now.” 
 
    “Ha! Your district. You think we’ll ever follow a fucking orc? I know you’re all stupid, but not that stupid.” 
 
    “No. I don’t expect you to follow me. I expect you to understand that it’s one of your three options. The other two are: get the fuck out of Portolans, or die.” 
 
    “You forgot option four!” Came the predictable reply. “The one the Jackals are choosing.” 
 
    “And the Psychos!” 
 
    The Jackal continued over the interruption. “Which is that we’re all going to kill you and all. Starting with each and every orc in the district. So while you’re all camped out here, we’ll just go and burn all of your families out. Then we’ll come back and do the same to you.” 
 
    I struggled to think of a reply to that. I felt the eyes of all the other orcs on me. The fear in their expressions was obvious. This was a moment, and I needed not to mess it up. 
 
    “You’re that much a bunch of cowards that you’d go and kill innocents rather than face us?” 
 
    “You so much as harm a hair on the other orcs living in Portolans, and I promise you I will kill each and every last one of you.” 
 
    “Bring it on.”  
 
    The speaker laughed, and they all jumped back into their cars.  
 
    “Fire!” I shouted, and we all ran forward to shoot at them as they tried to clear off. Of the five cars, four got away with little more than a few bullet holes but we managed to stop one of the vehicles. The men tried to run, but all four of them were mowed down by the hail of bullets. Thankfully, the streets were already empty from when the Jackals and Psychos turned up. The people of Portolans weren’t stupid. They knew when things were likely to kick off. 
 
    I sent the goblins out to clear up the bodies, and a couple of orcs to bring the car into the car park, then spoke to the rest of the orcs, all standing, tense, with fear filled expressions.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I get it,” I said, looking around them all. “You all need to go back home and protect your streets. Do any of you have Keystones? Or a way to contact you, at least.” 
 
    “I got a DataPad back at the house,” Wolski said. “You can reach me on there. Give me your Keystone ID.” 
 
    I pulled up my name and Keystone settings to find the number he needed and wrote it down on a notepad behind the bar. 
 
    “Before you go, any idea how many men they got?” 
 
    “They’re the biggest gang. Over one hundred fighters. They’re a bunch of arseholes. Always modding and fucking with themselves. Taking a lot of stims and stuff, too. Not sane, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “And their leader? K-Dog?” 
 
    “Craziest of the lot. Huge as well. We think he’s half-orc, but he looks Hoomen. Maybe his parents were both half-Orcs, and he got the Hoomen looks with the orc size. Not as big as you, but still massive. Runs fist fighting ring out in old Portolans, and he’s the champ. A real match for most and he’s got the mods to back him up.” 
 
    “You should fight him,” one of the other orcs suggested eagerly. “Beat him bad and settle it that way.” 
 
    I nodded at his enthusiasm. “I ain’t got half the mod’s he’ll have, yet. Still waiting to get a working leg fitted as it is.” 
 
    “Get the leg, give him a hiding. Be good to watch.” 
 
    “We’ll see. I’d rather catch him unprepared and force a frag down his throat. But we’ll see.” 
 
    I already had a plan forming in my mind. I’d happily fist fight with anyone, but with the stakes at risk here, a fistfight that could and would be rigged was goblin shit. I guessed K-Dog would get us there, fill himself full of stims, probably find a way to hobble me before we started, then have anyone I brought with me killed. That could be used to my advantage. 
 
    I noticed the orc I was speaking to had a bad wound on his arm. 
 
    “What happened there?” 
 
    “Shot, the other night in Turan. It ain’t healing too great.” 
 
    “You not use a Medi-Kit?” 
 
    He laughed. “Sure boss. I’ll just go get one of my Medi-Kit’s out and heal myself up. Why didn’t I think of that earlier?” 
 
    I thought back to my time on the street, and realized that I’d never seen one before the army, either, and we certainly weren’t allowed to use them. They’d let us die before they’d waste one on us. Yet since raiding the Merc facility, I’d gotten used to their availability. To me, at least. “How much would a Medi-Kit cost you?” 
 
    “For a small? 1k.” Wolski replied for the other orc. 
 
    I watched him for a moment and realized he wasn’t joking. I kept quiet about it. At 1k under normal circumstances, I’d rather heal naturally myself unless it was life threatening. 
 
    “Right. So really fucking expensive. I’ve been getting them cheaper. Five hundred for me, but the supplier’s been hard to get hold of lately. I’ll need to find a new one if those are the street prices. When I do, I’ll make sure you guys have some.” 
 
    “There’s been times when we could have done with one. Even a small could have saved some lives.” Wolski said sadly. “We lost good people, ya know? And we’re gonna lose more if we don’t get moving.” 
 
    “Give me a couple of minutes.” I replied and set off down to Soba’s office and the secret rooms behind. 
 
    In truth, it took more like ten minutes to get down, grab a bunch of Small Medi-Kits and one of the Medium Medi-Kits. Even Soba’s stores were limited on those. 
 
    When I returned to the bar area, they were all itching to be away back to protect their home. 
 
    When I thrust the back in Wolski’s hands, his eyes widened. “We won’t forget this,” he said. Not even telling the others what was in the bag, he closed it back up. 
 
    Then, keeping a relaxed, neutral expression on my face, I watched with a real sense of loss as they all left. 
 
    To make matters worse, ten minutes after the Jackals had left, another two cars pulled up in the car park. Black and white hovercars with ACE written in big black letters on the white section. I shouted through to the goblins in the bar area and told them not to be seen when ACE came in, then I watched the cameras again. Two enforcers stayed with the cars, two came up to the entrance of the club and banged on the door. 
 
    “Open up.” 
 
    I walked over slowly to the front door. “Coming!” I shouted, before heaving away the tables and chairs acting as a barricade. 
 
    They both wore sunglasses that looked too big, and the same angry expressions that spelled trouble. One with sandy hair, the other black. 
 
    “Still here, huh?” said the blonde creep. 
 
    “Looks that way, Melaney,” I replied, recognising his voice from the day before. 
 
    He sneered at that. “Where’s Soba?” 
 
    “Soba’s no longer with us. He passed away this morning.” 
 
    “Who killed him?” Melany snapped. 
 
    “In his sleep,” I replied flatly. “But I have taken possession of his belongings to make sure his affairs are well managed.” 
 
    “You?” Melaney laughed. “I don’t think so. If he’s dead, we’re gonna need to search the place and take everything as evidence.” 
 
    “You mean you want to take as much as you can for yourselves?” 
 
    “About time we got paid right. Isn’t it Karim?” 
 
    The second enforcer, who had been quiet so far, nodded and looked around the place. “I reckon it is.” 
 
    “Even if you did take anything. We both know you’d have to hand it over to your bosses,” I replied, guessing. 
 
    “Not if they don’t know about it,” Melaney replied threateningly. 
 
    I wasn’t threatened. “But they will know about it, won’t they? If you decide to take this path.” 
 
    “You’ll be locked up for vandalism and probably murder. I reckon we can get both charges to stick with ease once we check the cameras here,” Karim said. “Then no one’s gonna listen to a word you say.” 
 
    “There’s always someone to listen when money’s involved, and I have an independent contractor running the cyber-security for this place. If you’re not sure what that means, let me explain. All the cameras from the last couple of days are wiped, but everything right now is being recorded. Sound and vision. Whatever happens here will find its way into many hands if it doesn’t suit me.” 
 
    Melaney moved closer. Close enough so that I could see my reflection in his glasses. “You think you’re tough, orc? You think you’re special?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m also willing to honor Soba’s payments as they were. For anyone helping this little transition period, they may even get a little extra.” 
 
    “Extra?” Karim said, stepping in close as well. It might have been threatening if they weren’t both a head shorter than me and half as wide across the shoulders. 
 
    “Big promises for someone I don’t know. And I know every thug and ganger on these streets. Where you from, orc.” He spat the last word out as if he’d tasted something vile. 
 
    “Here and there,” I replied. 
 
    He thumped his nightstick on the nearby table, activating it to emit a crackling blue charge. 
 
    “We don’t do business with orcs who appear from here and there, fucking everything up. Soba kept the streets running right. You are gonna bring carnage. All deals are off.” 
 
    “I’m gonna keep the streets running far better than Soba ever did. But if all deals are off, maybe it’s time to make new ones. Question is. Do your bosses think all deals are off?” 
 
    He glared at me. “My bosses? They’ll be around. Looking to pick the carcass of Soba’s little empire clean and pick a new gang lord for the area. You don’t think you get to be a district gang lord because you can bash a few thugs around, do you?” 
 
    He swung the baton at my face. I was slow. Too slow to block it. Too slow to move out of the way. But not too slow to step forward into the two of them. The nightstick still connected with my head, but my move had taken some of the power out of the physical blow with only the electric charge causing me some dizziness. 
 
    They both fell to the floor from my sudden charge forward. I’d been careful not to throw my hands as I moved forward, so any camera evidence would show I acted only in self-defense. 
 
    The two quickly scrabbling enforces, climbing back onto their feet, didn’t seem to realize that and pulled their guns. 
 
    I smiled at the two of them. “You shoot those guns, you better make sure you kill me with your first shots. Because if they don’t, I’m gonna rip your heads off, wipe the videos again, kill those two out there and burn your cars out.” 
 
    “There’s surveillance everywhere and we all have trackers, you stupid orc.” 
 
    I grinned wider. “All I need is no solid evidence. Money will do the rest. Hopefully, the next assholes are not as stupid as you two.” 
 
    As I spoke, several goblins had now made their presence felt. Appearing around the bar with rifles all pointed at the enforcers. 
 
    “You’d shoot ACE?” Melany said to me. “Are you mad? There wouldn’t be a safe place in all of Artem.” 
 
    “We live in Undercity,” one goblin said. “No care about ACE.” 
 
    “They’re not lying,” I added. “They don’t give a shit who you are and neither do I.” 
 
    Both of them stepped back at my threat. Melaney spoke again. “This isn’t over. Expect to hear from us again soon.” 
 
    “Between us and K-Dog’s boys, you’re gonna wish you never surfaced that ugly green fucking head of yours.” 
 
    “You’re gonna wish I didn’t as well if this continues. I’ll see you fellas soon.” 
 
    They backed out of the doors, which I slammed shut behind them. As the goblins got to work putting the barricade back up, I rubbed at my face. Today was not going how I’d have liked. 
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    I sat there in the bar, trying to stay calm. The Jackals targeting the orcs actually made a lot of sense. Divide and conquer. It was a shrewd move that made me think there was more to this K-Dog than I’d heard so far. I was frustrated I couldn’t offer the orcs more support, but I was also painfully aware that we now had hardly any people protecting this place. On top of that, I expected ACE to be back soon enough, causing even more trouble. I’d expected the promise of continued funds to settle them. Even the hint at larger rewards for the right attitude. Unfortunately, my enemies were doing what they wanted, not what I wanted. 
 
    That thought sparked off a chain of my own thoughts. The first of which was that we needed to get better defended. Once the Jackals had hit the orc area, they’d be coming here, and we needed to be prepared. I brought up the ever-useful Bagri on my Keystone. It took three attempts for him to answer. His wrinkled green face popping up in my vision in mild panic. 
 
    “About time Bagri. You still at the unit with the other goblin tribe?” 
 
    “Wasn’t sure what was happening there,” he muttered. Still trying to get his bearings. “But yes. Still at unit. Trying to stop too much damage. Lots of happy supplies here. Goblins very interested.” 
 
    I was baffled by his words. “Happy supplies?”  
 
    He nodded like his head was on a spring. “Swallow the tablets, laugh for hours. Crates of them. You can smell it when you walk in.” 
 
    Understanding dawned on me. “Shit. That’s not ideal. Tell them not to kill themselves.” 
 
    “Will do. You know goblins, though. Very sneaky,” he said, as if he wasn’t a goblin himself. 
 
    “I do know that. What I don’t know is how many fighting goblins are down there?” 
 
    “Ah! They have twenty-two hunters.” 
 
    “Good. Can you bring them here as quickly as possible? We have a few problems.” 
 
    He nodded again. “Will do. Getting them away from happy supplies will be good. Hunters are the worst for laughing.” 
 
    I finished up with him, then almost called Unara to hurry her up. I stopped myself just before I made the call. She deserved the time to get the work done. I’d just grown used to having her around and now felt a little more vulnerable than unusual with the hardly any goblins here, Bagri gone, the orcs gone and her gone. 
 
    I restrengthened the barricade, then went down to the secure room to look over what defensive options we had. 
 
    I brought out a mix of guns for the twenty-two new goblins coming, and a selection of grenades and laid them on Soba’s desk. Though, truth be told, I was conscious that using them always brought ACE, and that was something I needed to avoid right now. 
 
    Lastly, I brought out more Medi-kits, but almost walked into a very familiar woman as I re-entered the office.  
 
    She flashed a bright white smile at me, then stuck her pink tongue. A small strip of visible cyberware ran along its inner edge. With her black hair tied back tight against her skull, gray skin fully on show. There wasn’t much resemblance to a goblin anymore, apart from the curved spine and her rough skin. 
 
    “Artem be damned Unara. I can hardly believe the change in you.” 
 
    She grinned again, then attempted to speak. It came out as a garbled mess, at odds with her new, clean-cut appearance. 
 
    “Ith gonga thake a wharl do ssshpeek yight.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, then called her on her Keystone. “You wanna try that again?” 
 
    She laughed, but her mental voice came through loud and clear. “It’s gonna take a while before I can speak right. But Tenev tells me I definitely will be able to if I practice. He had to take the voice box out because it was linked up to the same parts of the brain, so I was speaking out of both.” 
 
    “One thing, though. You had sharp teeth?” 
 
    Her face twisted in disgust. “No sharp teeth for me. I’m not an animal. Flat teeth like all the accepted races.” 
 
    “Whatever you want. It don’t matter to me. You think I should get rid of my tusks so I can be accepted.” 
 
    Her face suddenly turned serious. “No! Never. I never meant that. You are orc, you are a great orc and you should look exactly as you are. You have people. You know where you stand. What am I? Not a goblin. Not an Elf. A runt? I don’t feel like a runt either.” 
 
    It was my turn to feel hurt. “I didn’t mean anything by it, Unara. I really don’t have any feelings on what you do so long as you’re safe and happy… and working with me.” 
 
    She nodded. “I was messed with by elves as early as I can remember. I was trapped on the streets when I escaped because I didn’t know anyone or anything. What you first met is what they made me. I intend to remake myself how I want to be.” 
 
    “And I intend to help you. Now let’s…” My Keystone started beeping, distracting me. “It’s Bagri,” I muttered while taking the call. 
 
    The screen was black. “Bagri?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, whispering so quietly I could barely hear him. “People in the tunnel between us and the basement. Lots of them with weapons.” 
 
    “You’re speaking mentally Bagri, you don’t need to whisper.” 
 
    “Mentally?” he asked, confused. 
 
    I slapped my head. “Do you speak out loud when using the Keystone?” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “Just think the damn words, Bagri. Now, how many are we talking about? Do they have any marks? Any idea who they are?” 
 
    “Maybe thirty. Got the same snarling dogs painted on their arms as them who was outside the club. You hear me okay?” 
 
    “Fucking jackals,” I hissed. “And yes, I can hear you. Well done for using your mental voice. Now stay on the line, we have work to do. The whole spiel about attacking the orcs must have been a ruse. One they’re gonna regret.” 
 
    My mind raced. It was lucky Bagri was down there, but the goblins with him wouldn’t have decent weapons. I quickly explained to Unara what was happening and the problem. 
 
    “Have the goblins come in through the storm drain. They should be able to pass them.” 
 
    “You tell them,” I said, bringing her in on the call with Bagri. “I’ll get the weapons out into the secure part of the entrance.” 
 
    I grabbed an armful of rifles from the table and staggered off to the exit of the basement. While Unara spoke to Bagri. 
 
    Two more trips and I had everything we were going to need where I needed it. I separated out the handguns I brought, and as Bagri dropped from the ceiling vent, followed by more unfamiliar goblins, I began handing them out. 
 
    A loud bang hit the basement door, causing panic among those around me. 
 
    “Don’t panic,” I growled. “Get back along that tunnel and thin them out from behind.” As they began their journey back through the ceiling vent, I stopped Bagri. “Here,” I said, handing him an EMP and two Frags. “You’re the only one I trust with them. Be careful and try not to be within twenty-five meters when the EMP goes off or you’ll fry your Keystone.” 
 
    He slapped me on my forearm. “Tenev just puts a new one in, all good. I’ll get them all, you see.” 
 
    Tenev could put a new Keystone in. He was right. So I hoisted him up to the vent and said no more on the matter. 
 
    “What will we do?” Unara asked. 
 
    I hung a couple of frags on my vest, then picked up two shotguns. “I’m gonna wait here and if they get through, I’m gonna make them pay.” 
 
    “You are going to run upstairs and check the security feed for the front. I have a horrible feeling about this.” 
 
    She nodded. “If there’s no one, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Take a rifle and a couple of grenades, too. I really don’t want to use them and bring ACE back, but if there’s no other choice, just do it.” 
 
    She did as I said while I made sure both shotguns were primed and ready to shoot. If anyone did get through the door, they were gonna be walking into a hail of charged metal. 
 
    “We have company,” Unara warned me through the group call. “Cars just pulled up. Ten of them. They’ve blocked the car park entrance off… there’s around sixty thugs, all armed. One of them is huge with two modded arms. 
 
    “Shit. This isn’t good. Get all the goblins we have up on the roof with rifles. See if you can stall them.” 
 
    Her image reverted to an icon in the corner of my vision, so I could focus on the doors ahead of me. Waiting, torn, terrified of making the wrong decision. I couldn’t even get in touch with Wolski, as only he had my contact details. 
 
    I thought of Raven. But what could she do? And the less I asked of her, the better. No, I had to make a decision. 
 
    True to nature, I chose destruction. “Bagri, when I say go, throw grenades. Send the EMP in first. Then both frag grenades at either side of the door. I want to drop the tunnel on them. You understand?” 
 
    “Very,” was his simple reply. I had no choice but to take his word for it. I went back into the basement, dropping the guns to grab furniture from the room closest to me. I set them up inside the basement against the door that led into the first part of the tunnel. A bed, a table, and a chair. A waist height barricade in case things went horribly wrong with my plan. 
 
    Next, I grabbed the four remaining frag grenades. They weren’t perfect for dropping reinforced concrete. Not perfect at all. But that’s what I had, and I suspected four of them, with Bagri’s help from outside, would do the job. 
 
    I really could have used Unara here for this. But I was on my own and with only five seconds before they detonated after activation, I had to work quickly. I laid them out in front of me, thumb scanners facing up, then shouted to the waiting Bagri.  
 
    “GO!” 
 
    I jabbed the door I’d built the barricade against, and as it swished open, I hastily thumbed each of the grenades. Even though I’d deactivated thousands of mines in my time, I still felt sweat beading on my head as I scooped them up in my hands. 
 
    Seemed to me that having something to live suddenly put the fear back in an orc. 
 
    I threw them as far as I could with the ungainly maneuver. The moment they left my hands, I slapped the door close button and dropped behind my barricade. Except I missed the button. I stuck up my hand again to reach it just as the explosion began. 
 
    The door partly closed but not enough and I was scudded across the floor, only partially protected by the mattress as a few bits of metal embedded into my back. But I didn’t have time to lie about groaning in pain and deafness. I pushed myself to my feet, grabbing the nearby shotguns to blast the shit out of anyone who might have gotten through the shitstorm I’d just created. 
 
    Nothing but smoke. I stared at it like it was my enemy waiting. Blood dripped down my back like a waterfall. 
 
    “What happened, Oshbob?” Unara’s voice said urgently. 
 
    “I brought the tunnel down on them, I hope. Give me a minute to make sure, then I’ll be along. What’s happening up there?” 
 
    “The main man is here. K-Dog. He’s the big one with the arms. He was asking to fight you, but he smiled when the explosion went off. Heard it all the way outside. I think he thinks it was his men.” 
 
    “He’s half right.” I groaned. The smoke clearing to reveal the tunnel had come down as I’d hoped. “It looks clear here. I’m gonna grab a Medi-kit and I’ll be up. Gimme a minute.” 
 
    I stumbled toward Soba’s office, rapidly losing strength as I bled out. I didn’t even pretend I was going to use a small Medi-Kit. I hit myself with one of the mediums, noticing as the healing nanites got to work on my back that Bagri was gone from the conversation. I attempted to contact him again as I followed the Medi-Kit up with a stim. He wasn’t even in my list of contacts any more. I took another stim. Then another stim. 
 
    I could feel my heart about to smash its way out of my chest as I turned and ran for the stairs. Jolting heavily on the broken mod. I didn’t care. 
 
    It was time to finish some Jackasses off. 
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    As I entered the bar area, there was a banging on the door. I raced over, grabbing my favorite barricade couch to strengthen the existing fortification. Then I head for the stairs to the roof. Half way up I received a call from Wolski. He was holding the Datapad close and low, so I was mainly looking up his nose. 
 
    “Still no show,” he said, grumbling. I cut him off from saying anymore. 
 
    “That’s because they’re all here,” I snapped. “It was a trick to get us all to your neighborhood.” 
 
    His face turned a pale shade of green. “How many?” 
 
    “At least sixty out front and thirty below, though I think we might have killed all of them.” 
 
    “We’ll be right there,” he replied, guilty. 
 
    “I won’t say no, but don’t leave a guarding force behind and if ACE shows up, just run. Couple of them are out for my blood and they don’t like orcs one bit.” 
 
    “Couple?” Wolski snorted. “None of ‘em like orcs. Get arrested for scratching your ass these days.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I replied, ending the conversation, and saving his Datapad connection to my Keystone. 
 
    It was a good development. If I’d had goblins in there, we could crush the Jackals easily, but I had no idea if any of them survived the tunnels. Which meant we had to plan with what we had. Six goblins, Unara and me, and a gang of angry orcs on their way. 
 
    The roof was a war zone. No grenades were being thrown. It seemed the Jackals either had none or they were being cautious about ACE turning up as well. I suspected ACE would be watching from somewhere. No doubt Raven too. But none of that mattered. What mattered was the people only a few meters away now firing guns at my rooftop, hoping to catch an unlucky goblin. 
 
    In crouch mode, which involved bending at the waist because the leg wouldn’t bed. “If ACE turn up, you all hide. I won’t because then they’ll just raid the club, which we don’t want.” I was speaking mainly to Unara as I spoke. The goblins would hide anyway. She replied via the Keystone. 
 
    “You think they’ll come?” 
 
    “I’m eighty percent certain.” 
 
    “I won’t let them take you.” 
 
    “We won’t have any choice. But… I’ll get out.” I hoped. “You just make sure you look after the place. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded sadly at my words, and then I’d reached the parapet wall. Time to stall until Wolski got here. 
 
    “K-Dog!” I shouted down. “I heard you wanna talk to me?” 
 
    The firing of guns reduced, and then stopped. Only then did K-dog reply. His voice was gravelly and aggressive. 
 
    “Not talk! Fight. You face me, stinking orc.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “I thought orcs had honor if nothing else, but if you need a reason beyond that, then we’ll fight to decide who’s gonna rule over Portolans.” 
 
    “But I already know who! Me. And honor goes to those who deserve it. Stim’d up, burnouts like you get chalk line silhouettes in car parks.” 
 
    “Big words for a scared orc,” he replied. They weren’t just big words, they were hypocritical words too. Seeing as I was bopping off my head with a stim overdose. 
 
    “I don’t even know where I learned the word silhouette,” I shouted back down. “But that’s all that’ll be left of you a day from now. 
 
    His reply was drowned out by the sweet sound of more cars pulling up. I peered over the wall and thankfully all heads had turned to see what the commotion was, as close to forty orcs appeared.  
 
    K-Dog screamed this time. “Fight me!” Veins stood out on his neck, eyes bulging red, his entire body vibrating as he did so. 
 
    I didn’t get to reply, as for some reason ACE chose that exact moment to turn up. Maybe it was the arrival of the orcs. Maybe they’d gotten wind of the destruction in the tunnels below. 
 
    “Freeze with your hands up,” an electronically enhanced voice shouted from the lead car. 
 
    Everyone was already jumping back in cars and burning rubber to get out of there. Some were shot down, but thankfully the orcs were on the other side of the ACE approach and there weren’t enough of them to give chase and deal with those remaining. 
 
    Unara and the goblins had cleared off, as I’d told them to. A hover car came close to the roof to shine its lights on me, even though it was still daylight. 
 
    I turned away from the bright beam just in time to see four enforcers try to restrain K-Dog. He battered them away with ease until he was tasered. 
 
    His fifteen remaining men gave up their attempted escape once K-Dog went down and the full attention of the ACE was now on them. 
 
    The four policemen in the hover car got out onto the roof. Of course, it was Melany. Grinning face, shades still on, beaming as he spoke. “Kapar! You are under arrest. We need everyone out of the club. This place is now state property. 
 
    “Deeds are signed,” I shouted back. “Even your lot can’t fight them facts. Prestige is mine.” 
 
    “Oh, we can when you’re a convicted felon. We have evidence of you throwing the grenade that killed an ACE officer and damaging city property.” 
 
    “Doubt you’ve got that evidence, as it never happened.” 
 
    “Oh, it did. In the Undercity, you attacked and killed an undercover agent.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I killed a ganger with a gun coming to kill me. I don’t know much, but unless you have this whole thing rigged, which I’m guessing you probably have, there was no crime committed. Apart from damaging city property, for which I am more than happy to pay for and even arrange for the repairs myself. You all hear me?” I yelled over the wall to all the enforcers below, and to the drones in the area. “I’ll repair the damage myself!” 
 
     I would have anyway. It was part of the tunnel system I needed, but I was damn sure everyone heard me say it. Being arrested was beyond doubt, staying arrested wasn’t. Not yet. 
 
    “Until that’s proved,” Karim said. “Your assets will be seized.” 
 
    “Hmmm, but they’re jointly owned. So there’s nothing to seize,” I said, fighting my grin and glad of the information Raven had shared. 
 
    Karim’s face flushed red. “Who with?” 
 
    I tapped my nose and smiled. “That’d be telling. Which at this moment in time, I don’t feel like doing.” 
 
    “You’ll talk,” Melany snapped. “One way or another, we’ll have you singing like a fucking bird. If you resist, you’ll be tasered. If any of your people try to stop us, they’ll be shot and killed. 
 
    I saw the flickering of Unara’s head behind the small brick roof enclosure for the stairs. We were still linked on the Keystone call. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” I warned. 
 
    “Okay,” she said sheepishly. “But I’ll ask Raven for help getting you out,” she replied. “She’ll know things that can help.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Yet, Raven was probably the only one we knew who could help. That would have to change, but right now, that’s how it was. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grumbled as my arms were seized and handcuffs locked into place. 
 
    “You’re fucking mine now, orc,” Melaney said in my ear as he led me back to the car. 
 
      
 
    The flight in the car was incredible. I’d never been in a hover car before, and seeing the city from a completely different perspective showed me just how immense it really was. 
 
    The glowing lights from buildings to billboards came to life in the growing dusk. Stretching off ahead as far as the eye could see. Only a few kilometers behind us was the huge wall that separated Artem from the wastelands.  
 
    My interest soon dissolved into worry as we descended towards the District precinct. I did genuinely believe I could talk myself free of the imprisonment. That whatever they had against me wouldn’t stick because, so far, all of my acts had been within the Prestige and the Undercity. Any evidence of what went on inside had, to my knowledge, been wiped. 
 
    My biggest fear was that if they did a DNA check, there was a chance my past would flag me up as a deserter from the Artem Military. The record keeping for orcs wasn’t great even in the military and if I’d been declared dead, the minimal records of my existence might have been erased. But that’s all it was. A desperate hope.  
 
    I was met at the car by two much bigger enforcers than Karim and Melaney. They led me roughly from the car into the reception area of the station, helped by very strong mods that made them perfect for this kind of work. I felt like I could break free if I really wanted to, but with the still busted leg, I had no chance of escaping by foot. Hell, even with my old leg I’d have struggled to out run many. It had never been my strong point. Ahead of me was a processing desk where a miserable-looking Dwarf with a scowl for me in particular checked the fresh line of criminals in. 
 
    All with the slavering dog tattoos on show amongst other acquired taste artwork. A recovered K-Dog finally noticed me. 
 
    “Going straight to the clink, Kapar. Gonna be some real sweet times in there.” 
 
    “Shut it,” the enforcer guarding him snapped, and hit him in the small of the back with the butt of his plasma rifle. 
 
    K-Dog wasn’t too disheartened and shouted again, “You ever been a bitch, orc? You got that look in your eye, tells me you have. That’s a good start.” 
 
    I stared back at him blankly. Not saying a word. Whatever he was planning wasn’t going to go down how he thought it would. 
 
    He was led away and for the next few minutes I only had to suffer the sneers and whispered threats of the other Jackals and the surrounding enforcers. I consoled myself with the knowledge that no matter what happened, a lot of them would regret meeting me. 
 
    It finally came to my turn to be grilled by the Dwarf. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Kapar,” I replied, wondering where this lie would take me. 
 
    “Kapar what?” he said, planting his hands on the desk to glare at me with bushy gray-brown eyebrows. 
 
    “Just Kapar,” I replied easily. 
 
    He tutted, then pointed to the terminal on my right. “Look in the eye scanner.” 
 
    I side stepped and leaned forward to do as asked. 
 
    “Fingerprint next,” he said, indicating the scanner on the same terminal. 
 
    While I’d decided to fully cooperate, a little testiness swept over me and I used my metal hand to do it. He stared at me sourly until I changed hands. 
 
    “Worth a try,” I shrugged.  
 
    “Comedian eh?” the Dwarf asked. “Looks like you’ll have a captive audience inside Penance.” 
 
    “Is that the clink?” I asked, keeping my voice calm, almost lazy. 
 
    He ignored me, staring at the screen instead. “I’m not getting any Ident on you. You got a Keystone, though. Unusual for an orc.” 
 
    “Is it? I had no idea.” 
 
    “Turn. I need to jack in direct.” 
 
    I really didn’t want anyone jacking in to me, but turned slowly. He must have had a stool ready behind the counter, as he suddenly appeared practically on top of the desk. The next moment, I felt him jiggling a cable into the back of my neck. 
 
    “Yep, no ident at all. You wanna explain that?” he asked, retreating to his earlier position, and typing something into the computer. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “You animals might not normally have Keystones, but you all got traceable Idents so where’s yours?” 
 
    “Didn’t know I was supposed to have one. I’ve been on the streets and living under the city most of my life. Never given one, never needed one.” 
 
    “Well, it’s your lucky day, isn’t it, orc? Cause you’re gonna get one now. Can’t have scum like you running about with no way of tracking you, can we?” 
 
    “Suppose not,” I agreed. 
 
    He pulled out a pad from under the counter and laid it flat. “Press your full left hand to that pad.” 
 
    Again I did as I was asked and received a deep sharp prick in the center of the palm for my troubles. 
 
    “So Kapar, how old are you? If you know?” 
 
    I did know I was twenty-one years old. But that was my business. “About Thirty-four,” I replied confidently. He didn’t bat an eyelid at the age. Probably on account of orcs looking middle-aged from the age of twelve. At that stage, it was only height and number of scars that could age us. I had plenty of both. 
 
    “Home district?” 
 
    “Portolans I suppose. Unless Undercity’s an option.” 
 
    “Portolans,” he muttered to himself as he entered it into the computer. 
 
    “Right. Go stand against the wall back there.” He indicated the area of the wall with lines and numbers on it. I shuffled over and he took a picture of me. “2.3 meters and 250 kilos,” he further muttered. “Big bastard, ain’t ya?” 
 
    He hammered a few more keys, then looked me in the eye. “We got you locked in now. Artem knows what you’ve been up to for thirty-four years, but it stops here. Now turn around.” 
 
    Following his instruction, he soon jacked back in and, a few short minutes later, pulled his cable back out again. “Your Keystone’s updated with your Ident. If you ever get out and you get synth skin or optical implants, you need to report it at your local Indent office so we can update the records. If you don’t, there’ll be fines and more trouble. We’ll catch you on DNA now, too.” 
 
    “Great,” I grunted with as little expression as possible. 
 
    Without even a goodbye, I was hauled away from the desk and led through the next part of the processing assault course. A short corridor of scanners. 
 
    “Tier three arm, tier one leg, damaged.” A rat-faced human enforcer. She was about half my size, but had all the sourness of the other enforcers I’d met so far. I worried they’d all be like this, and I wouldn’t have a chance to wriggle free from the mess I was in. But then I remembered an important fact. None of these people were important. They were bottom rung people. The important ones I had to talk around were the ones with offices to look after. Flash hover cars to buy, to keep up appearances. I let the thought settle me as rat face spoke again. 
 
    “Where’d you steal the arm from, orc?” 
 
    “I shook my head. Didn’t steal it. It’s mine.” 
 
    She snorted the most demeaning snort I’d ever heard. “I’ve taken the ID from it. I’ll put out a search for its owner.” 
 
    “Are you actually threatening to take my arm off me? I haven’t even been charged with anything yet.” 
 
    “You get to keep it as long as the owner doesn’t come forward. But I’ll make sure I find the owner, so don’t stay too attached to it,” she cackled. I bit my tongue so as not to say anything I’d regret. 
 
    “Fine arm like that. I’m sure someone’ll come for it soon.” 
 
    I didn’t like the implications I could hear in her words. She intended to get the arm off me one way or another. 
 
    After that I was led into showers made to strip, scrubbed, then made to put on a bright yellow jumpsuit while I was still dripping wet. It was uncomfortable, but it fit better than ninety percent of the clothes I’d worn since the military. 
 
    From there, they took me back outside. Night had fallen fully as they escorted me across an enclosed yard toward the bright lights of a prison hover bus.  
 
    Onboard, there were no windows and no seats. Just two rows of narrow cages lining each side of the bus where the other prisoners were already stowed. 
 
    Thrust into my own narrow cage with the door slammed shut behind me with aggression, the bus took off. 
 
    There were no windows and not enough space for me to sit down. So all I had for entertainment, aside from the back of my own eyeballs, was the sound of hissing and threats all around me. It was impressive how my presence had such a unifying effect. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until we got off the bus that I knew where we were. The prison was right against the outer wall. They led us in single file across a dusty yard. Guards watched from watch towers. Drones flew here and there, and there was a sign over the door to the massive building, saying Welcome to Penance. Underneath that in smaller writing. Filtering Evil from Artem since 10AA. Portolans and Fenway Facility. 
 
    Not exactly a hope filled welcome and inside those doors it got worse. It was much like the bus as they led us between rows of cells that stretched up high above us over multiple floors. But where the hissing on the bus was reserved for me, here it was aimed at both the prison wardens and all the fresh meat. 
 
    My eyes landed on one orc, then flicked around, searching for more. It seemed that Penance had its fair share of my kind, and that was the best news I’d had all day.  
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    One by one, the prisoners ahead of me were deposited in cells. It gave each and every one of them the opportunity to offer more threats. I burned each face into my memory as I silently watched them. 
 
    Finally, I was brought to my own cell. I had a roommate. 
 
    The prison guard scowled almost as deeply at the young human inside as he did at me. “Got a friend for you Leo. See how you like an orc keeping you warm at night.” 
 
    Leo didn’t look fully grown. Though my knowledge of humans was fuzzy, I suspected he was on the threshold of manhood much like I had been when I entered the military. He didn’t reply to the guard, focusing on scrunching himself up into the far corner of his bed, knees clutched tightly to his chest looking about as terrified as it was possible to look. 
 
    I was surprised they hadn’t given me some prison tough, to teach me a lesson. Or to bait me into killing them, which would give them the joy of having something concrete to pin against me. 
 
    It seemed on this occasion I was the prison tough here. Being used to terrify little Leo. 
 
    Lucky for the quivering little human, I wasn’t into playing along. As the cell door slammed shut behind me, I took a seat on my bed and, for the first time, noticed he had a small plastic shank in his hand. 
 
    He saw me looking at it. “Don’t come near me, ya fucking bastard, or I’ll gut you.” 
 
    “You couldn’t pick the meat outta my teeth with that thing, kid. Now keep over that side of the room and keep your mouth shut. I don’t need to hear the bleating of a human toddler,” I replied, before lying back on the bed to think. 
 
    Leo said nothing more. Nor did he change his position on the bed. He couldn’t do much harm to me with his sharp piece of plastic, yet I was still uncomfortable falling asleep next to a stranger. I was also exhausted after the stims had worn off and without intending to, I fell asleep, only to be woken, what felt like minutes later, by the cell door slamming open. The burly half-Orc prison guard rattled his baton between the bars. 
 
    “Exercise yard and dinner!” he barked into the cell before moving on. 
 
    Other prisoners were now streaming past our door, looking in to heckle us both for different reasons, but not deviating from their course. 
 
    Leo hadn’t moved an inch from where he’d been before I slept, and it didn’t look like he was going to either. For a moment I considered asking him why, then I decided I didn’t care. He didn’t look as though he’d be any use to me, so I headed out into the corridor to follow the line. 
 
    We came out onto an asphalt covered yard. It was almost midday, meaning I must have slept well. 
 
    The atmosphere as I exited was even worse than I’d expected. At least half of the inmates were watching me as I limped out and I couldn’t see an orc in sight. 
 
    K-Dog, and his cronies who were arrested with him, had swelled from fifteen to twenty-five and they were coming this way. 
 
    I could have done with a chance to make some contacts of my own before we started, but that was too much to ask, apparently. So I walked away a little way from the building and then waited. My eyes trained on K-Dog, and only him. Almost face to face now, I saw how big he really was. Standing well over two meters, he was built like a stack of tires, and I could see why Wolski thought he was built more orc than human. 
 
    I expected there to be back and forth first. An exchange of greetings, but his face was already wrinkled up with anger and as his men circled around me, he opted for the classic angry man punch. A big, wild right hand. It came fast, it came powerful, and it came signposted. 
 
     I stepped back. He missed but hindered by my damaged leg mod, what limited footwork I normally possessed was gone. It probably wouldn’t have served me well, surrounded by assholes with slavering dog tattoos, ready to get a sly shot in if I moved too close. 
 
    This all flitted across my mind in the barest of seconds, forcing me to accept that the only way forward here was doing what I did best. No fancy footwork, no clever tactics. I had one stand out skill and my recently acknowledged stats agreed. Taking and dishing out punishment. 
 
    Over balanced but not deterred, K-Dog swung a sharp left at me, which I blocked. The sound of metal fist clashing against metal forearm rang out. 
 
    The anger drained from his eyes, a slight smirk tugging at his lips. He’d been trying to end the fight quickly. Aiming for an impressive knockout of the upstart orc. Now he knew he was in for a fight. Stepping back, he raised his fists and moved in slower. A jab this time. 
 
    I parried, then blocked his right hook with my arm. Where most were designed smooth, K-dog had made some modifications to his, and small sharp ridges across his knuckles cut into my skin. It was a controlled blow, but he had weight in his hands. He followed that up with virtually the same attack as he looked for openings. I parried his jab again, but this time I let his right hand through, turning my shoulder to take some of the power out of the shot. It connected with the side of my head with far less power than intended. 
 
    The main thing for me was that it offered an opening which, despite my rattled head, I took immediately. Throwing a left uppercut, I caught him under the ribs. It wasn’t the most powerful shot I could muster, but its location caused him to crease over a little on that side. His guard dropped just enough for me to follow up with a much tighter right hook of my own, which thundered against his jaw. 
 
    Unlike Soba, K-Dog hadn’t invested in a metal jaw yet and whatever his toughness was, it didn’t stand up against the power of Dressed to Press. 
 
    His jaw snapped audibly from the blow. He screamed in pain and rage, but whatever drugs he still had romping through his system kept him up and kept him eager. 
 
    With his jaw hanging at an uncomfortable angle and swelling quick, he finally started fighting smarter. Targeting my weaknesses, which were the useless right leg and the complete absence of any footwork, he began circling to my right. Not normally the best of ideas when fighting a right-handed opponent whose right hand was a tier three mod with 18 Strength but on this occasion he was right. Snapping out of his left like it was spring loaded, which it quite possibly was, and peppering me with jabs, I had to lumber around awkwardly just to follow him. 
 
    When he switched, it caught me by surprise. No signposting this time of the looping right uppercut he threw, catching me in almost the exact same spot on the jaw that I caught him. All I could do in defense was to clamp my mouth shut, move my head back, and hope for the best. 
 
    I think it caught us both by surprise when all it left was a bloody welt on the side of my face. He recovered quickly, jabbing again, but his punch had brought him back around in front of me, and I didn’t feel inclined to let him do his dance again. 
 
    With determination and more luck than skill, I timed his jabs, and as the fourth one came in, I grabbed his forearm and pulled him in sharply. He was a heavy asshole, so I doubted there were many people who could have done it, but my weight meant I could. He certainly wasn’t expecting the move, nor me lowering my head into his face, smashing nose and cheekbone this time. 
 
    He hit me with a hook into the ribs with his still free right hand, which cracked at least one rib, then tried to drive me to the ground. Almost had me too, and I had to let go of his arm to regain my balance. 
 
    His face was a mess now, with one of his eyes almost closed up as he circled me once again. Sending out the jab once again, much slower and this time alternating its rhythm and height. I had to admit; he was a tough bastard. Few would still look to continue. 
 
    The roars of the crowd were getting louder. Cheering K-Dog on with shouts of “Finish him,” and “Kill the orc.” 
 
    I idly wondered what fight they’d been watching so far. The encouragement got to K-Dog, who started loading up on his right again. Dropping it slightly lower, and further back. Yet he was reluctant to unload again, too nervous to leave himself open again for another counter. 
 
    I saw him look off to the side. Just a flicker of the eyes but I’d suspected it was coming and there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
    Moments later, I was shanked in the back and K-Dog threw the punch while he thought I was distracted. Rather than moving forward, away from the knife and into the punch, I fell back. The knife went deeper, but the punch missed and with the support of the stabber behind me, I didn’t fall. 
 
    As the punch sailed wide, I smashed my tier three fist deep into K-Dogs solar plexus. As he bent forward, winded, I brought both my hands up together straight into the center of his unprotected face. 
 
    The full face dented unnaturally, his optics bulging out horrifically, yet still the bastard stood fighting to bring his fists back up. 
 
    Onlookers were booing now. At first I thought it was just me, but when a fight broke out behind me involving the knife man, I realized not everyone was happy with the interference. 
 
    I returned my full focus back on K-dog. He stood, fists clenched, chest heaving from the pain and exertion, his face mangled and surreal. 
 
    The next trade would finish it. I’d make sure of that. I heaved in lungfuls of air. The scent of blood and sweat was heavy on the air, the bitter taste of iron on my tongue as I pushed the air back out of my mouth in a long, low growl and took a step forward. 
 
    He shuffled back and raised his hands again. 
 
    “You’re going the wrong way, Champ.” I shouted. 
 
    That brought laughter from behind me, which enraged my opponent. What little common sense he had left to him disappeared in a final desperate bid to take me out. He charged. 
 
    I suspected he had a plan. Maybe one last trick, so I waited, planting my feet, but keeping my hands held low, loose, and ready for whatever came. I was expecting a bull rush, maybe a concealed weapon, or some kind of overcharge. 
 
    What I was not expecting was for him to make a last second jump that should have been impossible without modded legs or feet. He leapt over two meters into the air, knee extended toward my head. If I’d been swinging, he’d have taken me down or at least knocked me back with the attack. But my decision to stand strong, to take whatever he had to throw at me, worked in my favor this time. Without moving my feet, I twisted at the waist, his knee passing centimeters past my nose, his body crashing into mine as he landed the attack facing the wrong way. 
 
    I wrapped my right arm around his neck and the lower part of his face, and yanked him back toward me, tightening the grip. 
 
    His mangled mouth let out an awful squeal as my arm slowly crushed his displaced jaw down into his neck. 
 
    His bucking and thrashing was worthless as his consciousness faded and his noises slowly came to an end. There was commotion all around me now, but I kept on squeezing until his legs gave out completely. 
 
    I promised myself I wouldn’t kill him and land myself there permanently. But as I held him hanging there, holding his weight by his neck and broken jaw, I almost let my instincts take over. 
 
    A taser stopped me. Hitting me in the upper back, affecting Dress to Press’s strength, allowing K-Dog to drop to the ground. 
 
    I turned on my attackers as three more takers hit me. In my fighting haze, I hadn’t even realized the guards had arrived. 
 
    Another two tasers hit me and finally took me to the ground, spasming and convulsing until the lights went out.  
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    Only the pain told me I was conscious again. I was in total darkness, strapped to a chair by my arms, waist, and legs. My head throbbed and my mouth was drier than schmeat jerky. 
 
    I worked my jaw for a few moments until I finally managed to close it properly. Then tried to shield my eyes, as an intense, bright white light turned on, blinding me. 
 
    As my arms were tied, I had to settle with closing my eyes. 
 
    “Clever,” I said. “Does this usually work?” 
 
    “It’s effective enough to keep using,” a woman’s voice from behind the light said. “Though some are obstinate. I am expecting you to be. But,” she said tiredly. “We’ll give it a go.” 
 
    “I’m disoriented enough from the taser,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Eight tasers,” the woman corrected. 
 
    “So what’s going on? Why am I being interrogated for a yard fight?” 
 
    “You were about to kill a fellow inmate.” 
 
    “Nah. I was just knocking him out. I was just about to let go.” 
 
    “That is not what anyone else saw.” 
 
    “Is he still alive?” 
 
    “He is, and he will testify to your intentions.” 
 
    “That’s a relief. If he’s still alive, then you’ve got nothing but how I was surrounded and attacked by a known gang leader on my first day in prison. How one of them stabbed me from behind and how I defended myself.” 
 
    “Videos disappear,” she replied. “As well you know. They can also be edited.” 
 
    With that statement, I realized we weren’t talking about me nearly killing K-Dog at all. Not really. “I don’t know much, but I know that an independent evidence checker can show if footage has been tampered with.” I did actually know that as I’d seen it on a court case on the live streams during my time in the military. 
 
    “You think you’d get an independent video forensic?” 
 
    “Sure I do. I have friends with money and contacts,” I said, exaggerating the truth a little. 
 
    She paused at that. “We could just let K-Dog die and then where will you be?” 
 
    I sighed. “Do you not usually introduce yourselves before interrogations?” 
 
    Her reply came back wooden. “Er, yes. I’m Detective Hersch.” She’d clearly forgotten to introduce herself. 
 
    “Well then, Detective Hersch. You should probably cut to the chase and tell me what you want. And the lights are only managing to irritate me, so if you want any kind of cooperation, turn them off. Unless you can’t work without their empowering effect.” 
 
    “You’re a strangely insightful orc,” she said thoughtfully. “But your above expected intelligence makes you weak. Orcs are notoriously difficult to break because of their low intelligence.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re welcome to try, but you better be quick. My friends will be working for my release.” 
 
    “You mention friends again. What friends? You came here with no Ident. You’re nothing but an anomalous orc with an inflated opinion of himself.” 
 
    I didn’t reply. I didn’t need to, and I decided I wouldn’t say another word until she got to the point. 
 
    “Goblin got your tongue? Don’t worry, I’ll be on the lookout for any interfering friends. We’ll round them all up and they can keep you company in here.” 
 
    I shuffled in the chair, trying to get more comfortable. 
 
    “You think changing ownership of all the real estate to another unknown will help you? We’ll just frame her for something and bring her in, too.” 
 
    After about five more minutes of taunting, she huffed. “What is wrong with you, orc?” 
 
    I refrained from answering. 
 
    The interrogation light went off and the room lights came on. I was in a small metal walled room. Behind the light was a medium height, round framed, mousy brown haired woman in a gray fitted suit. She looked unassuming, for the most part, but her eyes were devious. Calculating. 
 
    Behind her was a large two-way mirror. 
 
    “I’m not recording anymore. Tell me who you’re working for and we can work something out.” 
 
    I kept my expression neutral, but I was curious why she thought I was working for someone. 
 
    “If you’re scared to give them up, just realize we’re probably already working with them already.” 
 
    I laughed at that. It was finally time to speak. To push the lie she’d created with her assumption. Some enigmatic boss would give them something to think about. “You’re definitely not working with him. He moves in slightly higher circles than you. And when I say slightly, I mean a different league.” 
 
    She pondered my words, watching me carefully. “You know something, Kapar? I didn’t think much of you at first. But I’m starting to see why you were employed. Who watches an orc, right? But you’re not an average orc, are you? There’s a quick moving brain inside that thick skull of yours. I’ll tell you this. I’ve met a lot of your kind and an intelligent orc is a rare thing. And one that fights as well as you do? I loved how you just stood your ground and let him come at you. Like a mountain against the ocean, you never looked scared. And he broke on you, didn’t he? He broke badly.” 
 
    I wondered where she was going with this. Suddenly playing all nice. “Are you intending to play good cop, bad cop all by yourself? Because it’s coming across strange and I’m no closer to telling you anything.” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m a fan of the fights if you can’t tell. I think everyone in the prison either watched the fight or watched a replay. I’m telling you, Kapar, if you ever needed some extra money, you could go that route and clean up with a decent leg mod.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m doing alright at the minute, but I’ll keep it in mind. Still can’t give you a name, though. I’d be dead before sunset.” 
 
    She put her hands up in a defensive gesture. “I get it, I do. I’d tell you we’ll protect you, but I think we both know that’s bullshit. We’re underpaid, overworked and, as you probably already know, everyone’s on the fucking take these days.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I was willing to keep all payments to ACE in Portolans the same. That’s what I told officers Melaney and Karim multiple times, but they weren’t interested.” 
 
    She grimaced at my words, which spoke volumes. “You put us in here on purpose, didn’t you? Me and K-Dog. Thought he’d kill me quick and it would stop the fighting on the streets? Problem solved. Status quo returned?” 
 
    “Once we learned Soba was dead, K-Dog was the next obvious choice. You’ve messed that up now, but it could be for the best. Now we know a little more of what you’re about.” 
 
    Which meant now they knew someone important was pulling the strings. 
 
    “Let me go and we’ll sort out future arrangements. I’m permitted to make or remake all deals with ACE up to the value of Soba’s existing deals. Of which I have all the records and so does my employer,” I said meaningfully. 
 
    She paled at the threat, her eyes glazed over briefly as she spoke to someone via keystone before quickly coming back. 
 
    “We can’t move forward if we don’t know what we’re working with. Even if you can’t give us a name, at least tell us why you’re here.” 
 
    There was a hint of pleading in her tone now. Not a lot. Just enough to know progress was being made. 
 
    I sighed. “I can’t tell you much, but the man who sent me here is powerful in the city, but he has interests in a number of districts. Soba became a problem for him. Dipped his fat fingers in pies that weren’t meant for him, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “So you came to kill Soba?” 
 
    “I came to remove the problem and, at my boss’s request, take over his interests so he doesn’t have any more problems here.” 
 
    “Then why not come direct to us?” 
 
    I stared at her blankly. As expected, she provided the made up answer for me. 
 
    She rubbed her chin, pacing behind the desk between us. “That would tie him to Portolans and to making shady deals with ACE to remove a gang lord. Better to just replace the gang lord.” 
 
    “Well done,” I replied, loving every minute of the deception, as she just kept on layering the story up for me. 
 
    She pursed her lips, her mind racing. Then her eyes glazed over. I waited patiently as she spoke to someone. Her expression changed a lot on the call, going through a series of emotions until her gaze rested back on me. 
 
    “We need a link with your employer. That is non-negotiable. He can keep his anonymity, but if there’s a deal to cut, we need some kind of assurances.” 
 
    That might work, but it still meant faking a high-powered boss man, which I couldn’t exactly do from here. 
 
    “You mean you can’t back an orc?” I asked, allowing myself the smallest of smiles. 
 
    “Not just an orc, but an orc with no ident and no history, as far as we can tell. You just pop up and start breaking things.” 
 
    “Typical orc then. Look. There’s no way I’m making a call from inside the prison. It’ll be tracked and recorded.” 
 
    “Have your boss call us,” she replied simply. 
 
    It was my turn to reply without thinking properly. “And how can I do that if I can’t call him from here?” 
 
    She smirked. “Call someone who can get a message to him.” 
 
    “Okay. I can do that. You’ll need to free my keystone up, though.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a calling kit.” 
 
    She didn’t get me a calling kit. Instead, her eyes glazed over once again and a few minutes later, a calling kit arrived at the door, delivered by a prison guard who tried to look inside. She slammed the door in his face and walked over with a little cube shaped machine that looked like it was from before the fall. She laid it on the table between us and pulled out a long cable. 
 
    When I realized she intended to jack it into my neck, I shook my head. “What the hell do you think you’re doing with that thing?” 
 
    “Standard calling kit,” she replied, confused by my sudden hesitation. “It’ll allow you to call out past the Keystone deadening field in here.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” I said, shaking my head. “It looks more like it’ll blow my bloody head off. If it doesn’t, it’ll definitely track and record who I call. You think I’m crazy? You want me to wind up dead?” 
 
    “No, I don’t, actually. But there are no other options. You either put a call to your boss, or you stay in here.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. “I’ll wait till I’m freed, thanks. That thing isn’t going into my keystone.” 
 
    Hersch took another call on her keystone. I projected calm as I waited for whatever came next. How would they respond to my refusal? I expected them to call my bluff. 
 
    Her eyes were still glazed over as two guards came into the room. They looked more like convicts than the convicts. Scarred faces, heavily muscled, and mean expressions. 
 
    They picked me up by the arms and led me out. Hersch remained where she was for a few moments before running to catch up. 
 
    “There’s a room upstairs where you can call from without the calling kit. You better get this done though, Kapar. The streets are restless and that’s no good for anyone.” 
 
    Not the result I was expecting, but I’d take it. I felt like we were playing 21 and I was betting big on a pair of eights. 
 
    I was taken into a decent looking but empty office and led to a seat in the corner. 
 
    “Your Keystone will work in this room. Make your call,” Hersch said. All playfulness gone from her voice. 
 
    I swallowed deep, then contacted Unara. 
 
    She answered in seconds; her face blossoming up on the screen, a big, white-toothed smile still taking some getting used to on my end. Strange thing to think at a time like that, but I missed her mangled black stumps. It was familiar, and I needed familiar. 
 
    “Hey Unara, it’s Kapar,” I said quickly before she could say otherwise. It didn’t look like I was being listened to, but I’d be a fool to think I wasn’t. 
 
    “Kapar! Who do I need to kill to get you out of that prison?” 
 
    I smiled. Teeth or not, Unara hadn’t changed. 
 
    “No one. I just need you to get a message to the boss. Go through the bird to muddy the tracks to him. They say they’re not listening to this conversation, but I wasn’t born yesterday and we really don’t want them to find anything out about him.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said slowly, her face a mask of confusion. 
 
    “I need you to tell him I have a detective here wanting to speak with him. She’s happy for him to remain anonymous, but these guys need some kind of proof that the one pulling the strings here is way above their pay grade.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the message on,” she said, trying her best not to sound even more confused. “I’m sure Bird will be happy to help.” 
 
    “I’m sure she will. One second, Unara.” 
 
    I looked at the detective. “Do you have your keystone ID number?” She looked uncomfortable with the question. 
 
    “He can contact me. My ID is…” 
 
    “Send it to me in a message and I’ll pass it on,” I interrupted. “Not sure if Unara could handle writing the numbers down yet.” 
 
    A few seconds later, I received a message. 
 
      
 
    Detective Hersch
 Contact No: 291-339 
 
      
 
    “Tell them to knock three times. One after the other, so I know who it is.” 
 
    I nodded, forwarding the message to Unara, then spoke to her again, passing the rest of the information on. 
 
    I repeated the instructions to Unara, then added. “And, tell bird to explain that I offered ACE what they were getting from Soba a couple of times, but they’ve refused. I don’t think we should offer any more until we see something in return. You think you can remember all of that?” 
 
    “I can and I will. Your message will be delivered and we’ll have you out of there soon enough. I’m convinced the boss will be able to get you out quickly.” 
 
    I smiled and offered her a knowing nod. It sounded like the cred had dropped for her. “I’m sure he will too. See you soon, Unara.” 
 
    She smiled back, and I ended the conversation. 
 
      
 
    Hersch eyed me. “Done?” 
 
    “Done,” I answered. 
 
    “I hope whoever is pulling your strings cares about your wellbeing, Kapar. I’d hate to see you rotting in here. But until I get that call, back to the cell you go. 
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    To my eyes, my cellmate hadn’t moved an inch while I’d been gone. There was clearly something wrong with him but as long as he kept his distance, I didn’t care. Ignoring  him, I went and lay back on my bed to ponder.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how they’d do it, but I had to believe that Unara, and to a lesser extent Raven, would come good for me. Which meant I had to make the most of my time here. I hoped my fight would have given me some credit out in the yard, which meant the possibility of more contacts. I hadn’t seen any orcs out there despite seeing them in the cells, which was troublesome, but then I had no problem recruiting meat sacks. I’d have to at some point. 
 
    “What happened to your head?” said a tremor in his voice. I was so surprised to hear the kid across from me speak, I almost spun around to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. 
 
    Instead, I slowly turned my head to rest my eyes on him. He shrank back even further into his corner, which I wouldn’t have thought possible. 
 
    “A Fight. Jackals gang leader attacked me.” 
 
    He nodded sadly. “It’s not a good place. First time I left the cell I ended up in the infirmary for four days. It’s why I don’t really leave anymore. Are you alright?” 
 
    His words spoke of his cowardice. Absolutely no use to me. Typical that they’d put me in with someone useless. “Guards stopped it just before I killed him,” I grunted, then stared back up at the ceiling to make it obvious I was done speaking. 
 
    He did just that for a long few minutes. Then his voice chirped up again. “So, will they leave you alone now?” 
 
    I turned back with a sigh. “Yes, they’ll likely leave me alone.” Then, injecting a bit of meaning in my words said, “I hope I don’t have to nearly kill everyone to get them to leave me alone.” 
 
    He didn’t get it and continued. “I wish I was strong enough to do that.” 
 
    I huffed out a really big sigh now. Rubbing my face as I sat up. I was going to have to be more direct. “You look like a dying weed. You have no muscles, no size, and you cower in the corner. The big weeds will cover you in their shadow until you die. It’s nature.” 
 
    He seemed torn between interest in further conversation and worried by my words. 
 
    “The elves are not big like you. None of the fuckers in those shiny towers are. Yet they built those towers to cover everyone else in their shadows and they did it without muscles. That’s strength too. Real strength, stronger than violence and anger. You might be strong in here, but you’re weak out there.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow as he grew in confidence, repeating almost to the word what Wolski had said. Then I shook my head. “They use their smarts instead of physical strength. But don’t be fooled into thinking they’re not violent because they’re the worst of us all. This entire system works on violence. You do something they don’t like, lots of men with guns come. If they don’t take you away and lock you somewhere like this, they kill you. The Corpos are the real gang leaders in Artem. They just dress it up real nice. Somewhere to aim for,” I said, leaning back with thoughts spinning around my mind. 
 
    The kid let out a quiet little chuckle. It seemed my not beating his skull in made him think I’d be willing to talk all day and share my deepest secrets. “You have plans to beat the corporations up?” 
 
    I remained silent, but his question matched my thoughts, and I found myself talking again. “I have plans to use them. I’ll do what I’ve got to do and play their games if I have to until I have the power to make me untouchable. Or at least as untouchable as I can in my lifetime.” 
 
    He chuckled again, which really got under my skin. I sat up, ready to get a grip on the cheeky little bastard. His eyes flashed in fear, and he held his hands up to placate me. “Sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you,” he said. “Not really. Just… the idea of using the Corpos. We’re stuck in here. We’ve already lost.” 
 
    I grimaced at his words and shook my head. “You’ve already lost. It doesn’t matter where you are. All anyone can do is strive to do better and see where it takes them. Are you striving, Leo?” I spat. “Hiding in here, cuddling your knees. You have ‘beat me up’ written all over you. Now shut up, or I’ll do just that.” 
 
    “I’m sixteen.” He muttered so quietly I could hardly hear him. “What chance have I got out there against these thugs?” 
 
    I was about to snap at him again. To say it’s no excuse. Yet I ran away from Newton at sixteen. All because I couldn’t compete alone against Grant and his thugs. So I stopped myself. 
 
    “Then you need to toughen up. You could start by eating more and training in the cell. 
 
    “Except I can’t get to the canteen and if I do, any food is taken off me before I can eat it. 
 
    I found myself laughing at that. “Yeah. That sucks. What’s a weed like you here for, anyway? Isn’t there a prison for kids?” 
 
    “There is. For some reason, they thought I deserved to be in the adult one,” he mumbled. His eyes filled up with tears. 
 
    “So, what did you do?” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably, but it didn’t look like I was going to get an answer, which had my alarm bells ringing. Not much about him suggested he was a thug. Not even a young one. He didn’t talk like one either. 
 
    “Are we gonna have a problem if you tell me?” I asked dangerously. “Have you done something perverted?” 
 
    “What? No,” he all but shouted, his face twisted in disgust as he wiped the tears from his eyes. “I hacked into the ACE servers. I was just messing about at first and got away with it, too. But then I might have rerouted some money that wasn’t supposed to be there into a fake account I set up. I might have added a few years onto the sentences of a couple of sex-offenders as well. The type that hunt kids,” he paused for a second. “But I think it was when I made it so a detective with a rape was fired that the trouble really started.” 
 
    “She wasn’t fired, but they hired a top hacker to track me down, so I pulled out and wiped my tracks… just not well enough.” 
 
    I watched him as he spoke. He seemed to come alive as he talked about breaking into the police server. A process that I guessed wasn’t easy. 
 
    “How long you in for?” I asked. 
 
    “Six months. I’ve done a month but, I…” His eyes grew teary again. “I doubt I’ll survive another week. I’m starving and the guards don’t care. They all know why I’m here. I think they’re hoping I don’t make it.” 
 
    “Not too happy about being embarrassed, I reckon. How good a hacker are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Fairly good. Still learning, ya know. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have gotten caught.” He slammed a fist into his other palm. “If I do make it out of here, I won’t get caught again.” 
 
    “Bold words. So you won’t just stop hacking?” 
 
    Looking around furtively, he shook his head, then answered. “Never. It’s what I live for.” 
 
    I grunted, then lay back on my bed and made more new plans. Leo fell silent. No doubt thinking he’d said too much and gone too far. 
 
      
 
    The next day, when the batons rattled the bars of our cell door and it sprung open, I jumped up, more than ready to eat something. I was eager to see what delights the exercise yard would bring. 
 
    I turned to the young hacker. “Get your arse up, Leo. You’re coming with me today.” 
 
    “I… what?” he said, scrabbling in his covers. 
 
    “You heard. We’re gonna get some sunlight on that pasty face of yours and some food in that body. You get any greener you’re gonna turn into a goblin and I’ve got my hands full with them already.” 
 
    He wrestled briefly with what this might mean, good and bad. I saw the moment he made the decision. His eyes seemed to come into sharper focus. His shoulders firmed up, and he stood, fists clenched, ready to follow. 
 
    “Relax,” I told him. “You’re gonna draw everyone’s attention to you, all wound up like that. Loosen your shoulders. Imagine you always go for dinner. I’ll be speaking to people in the yard. There might be fights. Stay close, but not close enough to get hurt. I’ll probably win, and you’ll probably be fine.” 
 
    His shoulders slumped at my words. 
 
    I put my hand on his scrawny shoulder. “I said relax, not dissolve. Come on.” 
 
    He followed me out, walking far too closely. I couldn’t really blame him, so I just ignored him. 
 
    We headed out into the overcast yard. A fine drizzle was falling. It felt amazing against my skin. The eyes on me didn’t feel quite so amazing. 
 
    Everyone was looking again as I limped out. No one’s eyes were on Leo, which he feared as he scurried in my wake. 
 
    No one approached me this time. I saw no signs of K-Dog, which meant he was healing the hard way, but his cronies were there watching me blankly. A new addition to the yard, however, was a large congregation of orcs. 
 
    I headed straight over to them, targeting the biggest orc. He was a little smaller than me, in height, but he was as wide as a tunnel door. 
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Ain’t ever seen you around Portolans and this place only takes in Portolans and Fenway.” 
 
    “You know K-Dog though?” 
 
    “Aye, we know K-Dog well enough. Only reason I’m talking to you now is cos I ‘eard you gave him a beating. Must be someone though, eh? Seeing as they didn’t give any orcs their exercise yesterday?” 
 
    “Could say that,” I replied. “I killed Soba. I took over the Portolan orc clan. Wolski answers to me now. K-Dogs gang is gonna answer to me soon enough, too. You get what I’m saying?” 
 
    “I ‘eard Soba got killed,” he said, puffing his chest up and measuring himself against me. “Wolski don’t get to decide who we side with. I’m tribe boss.” 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head and pointing at my chest. “Wolski is tribe boss. And I’m his boss. Maybe that’s because you’re in prison, but he’s a damn good orc and he has my trust. Plenty of room in that for you, though.” 
 
    “Plenty of room to give him a good hiding, then pull the tribe back away from you.” He said, resting his hands on his hips. “Cos I don’t take orders from Wolski and I certainly don’t take ’em from you. Cripple,” he said, looking down at my broken leg. 
 
    “You think you can take me?” I said, stepping back a few paces and raising my hands. 
 
    “In seconds,” he said with a wide grin, loosening his arms up. “I’ll rush you. Take you off that leg. Ground and pound. Done.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out too well for K-Dog, but give it a go.”  
 
    Bringing up K-Dog gave him pause. From all accounts, he was one of the best fist fighters in Portolans, and he really had been tough. Just not tough enough. 
 
    He turned on the other orcs, who were listening. “You lot all hearing this? He thinks he just gets to challenge the top dog. He forgets the hierarchy.” His eyes came back to me. “You start at my generals. You fight your way up to me.” He waved behind him, gesturing to the next biggest orc. “Kalo, show this upstart how an orc fights.” 
 
    I ground my right foot into the loose tarmac and shouted next for all to hear, but speaking to the orc leader. “If I hadn’t just battered K-Dog, and just hobbled over and started shit with you, you’d attack me without thought. You don’t want to fight me for one reason and it’s not hierarchy, is it? You’re scared. And you should be.” 
 
    I knew I was cutting deep with my words, but I really didn’t want to have to fight five orcs before I got to fight the leader. There was only one option to save face, and he took it. With a feral roar, he lunged at me. The surrounding orcs all cheered their leader’s bravery. 
 
    Pain seared in my right hip as it jolted from his impact. But what did pain matter? As long as the connections didn’t give out on me, I was satisfied. From our grappling position, he leaned back and threw a punch at my face. Too close to avoid, I rode the punch, turning in the direction it was traveling, twisting at the waist to throw him past me. 
 
    He didn’t fall. That was a surprise. Twisting, he got a hand down quickly to prevent hitting the wet ground, using it to vault away with impressive agility for such a big orc. He stood back up and raised his guard, looking furious that I’d thrown him like I had. He might have tried dodging the fight, but he’d proven in those few seconds that it wasn’t because he couldn’t. 
 
    His legs were all his own, as were his arms, and despite the power and strength of K-Dogs mods, he didn’t use them half as effectively as this big bastard did. 
 
    He charged back in, jigging from side to side, rather than a direct and easily defended direct charge, stooping low at one point to flick gravel up in my face, before leaping at me, aiming his entire body at my head. 
 
    My stand and trade tactic had been defeated, and I toppled to the ground. He was already pounding punches into my head on the way down and as I landed; I had no choice but to cover up from the onslaught. 
 
    Knowing I couldn’t stay in that position. I raised my right arm up, feigning a slow-moving attempt to fight back. He swayed to the side, avoiding it, which I knew he would. Then he took the opening to send a thundering left into my face. Which, I also knew was coming. I accepted it as part of my escape, bringing down Dressed to Press with all the force I could muster. He swayed away from it again, but I never intended to hit him, instead I slammed it into the ground, driving it past the point where a normal arm would lose strength. 
 
    The sheer power it could generate flipped us both onto our sides. 
 
    He scrambled to get up after having been dislodged, but knowing I could never get up quickly enough with the leg as it was, I didn’t even try. 
 
    Instead, I brought the arm mod back around in a vicious right hook, straight into the rising orc’s kidney. He tried to avoid the blow. And he failed. 
 
    The sweet sound of his bottom rib snapping under the force brought satisfaction as he thumped back into the ground with a roar of anger to cover his pain. 
 
    I gripped him and gained the top position, pinning him to the ground. He had fought well, he’d very nearly had me. But now my heavy fist falls were just too much for him. Even covered up, it was only a matter of time, and as the third blow from the arm mod landed, his forearm snapped. orc bones were notoriously hard to snap. He cried out in pain, his wriggling increased. His left arm fell away, useless, but he tried to fight back with his still intact right arm rather than covering up. 
 
    I pinned it with my left, then wrapped my metal fingers over the top of his skull and squeezed.  
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    “Time to yield,” I growled. “This hand can and will crush your skull if you make me squeeze harder.” 
 
    “Too damn strong. I’m done,” he grumbled. “Let me up. I’m with you.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll happily use humans, but it’s orcs I want to raise up. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Effa.” 
 
    “Good to meet you Effa,” I said, rolling off him and beginning my troubled ascent back up to my feet. He was up before me, but offered a hand out and I took it and offered a bloody grin as I straightened. I could feel my face wasn’t as pretty as it had been before the fight, which is just as it should be. 
 
    The other orcs were standing watching, uncertain as to what had happened. A few other convicts had come over now as well. Obviously, no prison guards were rushing over to intervene. Nobody cared if two orcs killed each other even if I was doing deals with their top brass. 
 
    “Can’t believe I got beaten by a one legged orc,” Effa said loudly, so the others heard. 
 
    “You’re not the first and you won’t be the last. But if I ever have to face more than one opponent, there’s only one other I’d rather have at my side ahead of you. That’s the toughest fight I ever had.” 
 
    Effa offered a bloody grin of his own. “Huh. That I can do. You reckon I’d have beaten K-Dog? I always wondered, but no orc goes into Jackal territory freely. Set of evil bastards.” 
 
    “That’ll change,” I replied. “Soon as I’m out, I’m gonna wipe every last piece of shit with a slavering dog tattoo on them, from the arse of Portolans.” 
 
    “Sounds like something we can get behind,” Effa said enthusiastically. Taking the loss to me with impressive dignity. 
 
    The orcs could hear everything we said and listened intently. He looked round at them. “Unless anyone else thinks they can beat him? But I’ll warn you, it’s like hitting a mountain and the mountain hitting you back with an avalanche.” 
 
    No one took up the opportunity. I nodded at them. “Thank the nanites for that. If any of you are even half as good a fighter as Effa, I’d have been in real trouble.” 
 
    Effa scoffed. “It’s alright, you already beat me. You don’t have to kiss my ass as well.” 
 
    That brought a laugh from those watching. Only orcs now. The rest of the crowd had slunk away once the fight was over. 
 
    I gave him a friendly slap on the back. “I hit harder, and can take more punishment. But skills wise, you’re better’n me. I learned a few things from that fight that I’ll carry with me.” 
 
    He thought about it for a minute, then laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. You’ll have to teach me how to become a mountain then.” 
 
    “You’ll need an even harder life than you’ve had to live already. And that’s not what I want for any of you.” 
 
    “Deal,” he said, pushing his fist out. I smashed my own into it. As they connected, I noticed his eyes flicker over my shoulder. 
 
    “I knew what his next question would be before he asked it. 
 
    “What’s with small, dark and dying?” he said with a nod. I turned around to see how Leo was fairing. He somehow seemed to be wetter than anyone else, despite standing in the same drizzle as the rest of us. Shoulders hunched, arms wrapped around him, shivering, his eyes darted around nervously. He couldn’t have looked any more pathetic if he was trying. 
 
    I faced Effa and tapped my head. “He’s got a lot going on upstairs. Brains and skills I’m in desperate need of to keep this whole operation running. You know why he’s in here? He only hacked ACE’s main servers. Stole dodgy money from them, got a dirty cop fired and added years onto the sentences of the real bad perverts? Plus, he’s young enough so that if I treat him right, he’ll hopefully be loyal long into the future, too.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Effa said. “Can’t bash everything, huh? That’s what got us where we are in the first place. But he looks ready to die if the rain gets any heavier!” 
 
    “He’s not eaten properly in near a month, and he’s just a kid. Not even old enough to be held here, but you know how it goes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, pointing at one of the orcs. “Naru there is only fourteen, and they still slung him in here. He’s better off in here where we can keep an eye out for him, but they don’t care about none of that.” 
 
    I lowered my voice so no one could hear. “I’m hoping to get out of here soon. When I’m gone, will you keep an eye on him for me?” 
 
    Effa rubbed at his bristly chin. “You want him watched? We’ll watch him.” 
 
    “Thanks. I have high hopes for him. Now, before we get called for dinner, I’m gonna speak with K-Dog’s crew. Iron out a few misunderstandings.” 
 
    “You want us to come over with you?” 
 
    “You can. But leave the rest here. Don’t want to start a riot.” I turned Leo. “You stay here. I’ll be back in five minutes.” 
 
    He looked terrified until Effa spoke to the others. “Treat the skinny hooman like he’s one of us.” 
 
    They looked surprised, but accepted the command without much fuss. Allowing Effa and me to go have a talk. 
 
    “I wasn’t cowarding, you know,” he said once we were out of earshot. 
 
    He pretty much was, but I let it go. “Just checking me out? I get it. A leader doesn’t have to fight every fight. 
 
    “Exactly. If you’d beaten a few of the boys, I’d have given you a day to recover, too. We orcs still have some honor left.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” I replied quietly as we came within earshot of the Jackals. 
 
    “The fuck you want, orc?” a jackal with what was probably supposed to be a mohawk, but now draped limp and lifeless down the side of his head, snapped. 
 
     “To rip your jaw off and beat you to death with it, just like I did to Soba.” My voice was quiet but had enough force for it to reach all of their ears. 
 
    “Or maybe to embarrass you in front of the entire prison by slowly choking the life out of you. But I mainly want to deliver a message for you to pass on to K-Dog. The Jackals are finished in Portolans. If I so much as see a Jackal outside your neighborhood it’s open season. I don’t like killing non-combatants and children. But if I so much as smell trouble from you lot, we’re coming for you all. And I won’t leave a single soul behind to hold a grudge. All that will be left of the Jackals will be a warning to other gangs not to cross me.” 
 
    “Yeah, fuck you orc. You’ll regret the day you crossed us.” 
 
    I leaned in closer. His breath stank of rotten garbage, but I braved it. “Lots of people will regret that day. But I won’t be one of them.” 
 
    His expression was a scrunched up ball of hatred and fear. He wanted to attack. They all did. But like the cowards they were, they left their hands hanging while I turned and hobbled off. 
 
    “I gotta hand it to you Kapar, you’re a chilling bastard when you want to be,” Effa said, keeping pace, and casting a menacing glance back over his shoulder. “Would you really kill all of their families, too?” 
 
    “Yes. I know how grudges work. If we want to look ahead, we can’t afford to leave enemies behind.” 
 
    “Chilling bastard,” Effa muttered again. “Huh, they’re about to ring the dinner bell.” 
 
    The orcs hadn’t killed Leo, which was a good sign, but they weren’t exactly getting on like old friends as Leo sat sullen and separate from them. 
 
    To be fair to the orcs, they only had eyes for our conversation with the Jackals. Watching closely to see if any trouble erupted. 
 
    In the end, I think they were more impressed that I’d walked over to them to lay down the law than they had been with my beating of Effa. Leo was oblivious to it all, his blank, hollow eyes showing only space for fear and misery. 
 
    When the signal for dinnertime buzzed, we all filed into the prison building. I let Effa take the lead as he knew the protocol, and Leo dropped in quickly behind me. 
 
    The Canteen was a large sterile room with rows of tables and walkways. 
 
    At the serving station there were four steaming vats, containing a white mashed something, orange mash, yellow mash, and mashed Schmeat. Each had a dispenser underneath. 
 
    I watched with amusement as Effa took his meal. Holding his tray under the dispenser. A dollop of mashed white stuff dropped out. He repeated the process five times to create a mountain of white, then did the same with producing a slightly smaller heap of mashed Schmeat. 
 
    He noticed my curiosity. “Only one meal a day. You gotta fill up. But you can only get four servings of Schmeat and eight servings altogether.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I replied, then took in the options. The Schmeat looked the least appealing, but I could smell the protein in it. The white smelled bland but creamy, the orange smelled sweet, and the yellow smelled sour. I ended up taking the exact same meal as Effa, then moved down the line. 
 
    Looking back to explain the situation to Leo. He’d already pick the three colored mashes, taking two servings of the white and one each of the yellow and orange. I expected him to fill up at the Schmeat vat, but he attempted to walk past. I stopped him with an outstretched palm, then pointed. “That one too, Skinny Leo. Four portions. You need meat and weight.” 
 
    He thought about protesting. I could see it in his eyes, wisely he thought better of it and with a mildly disgusted expression put a dollop of Schmeat on his plate and attempted to move on again. 
 
    “Four.” I warned.  
 
    With great reluctance he placed his tray under the dispenser and soon the gray, brown sludge dominated his plate. Satisfied, we followed after Effa. 
 
    As soon as the tough orc sat down, he tucked in with gusto. Spooning the food into his mouth at an impressive rate. To anyone watching, it would have looked like it was him who was starving. Leo, on the other hand, carefully spooned some of the orange mash into his mouth. A look of sheer delight spread across his face from the delicate mouthful. 
 
    Pathetic, I thought. But I’d hurry him up after my meal and shoveled the Schmeat into my mouth. It wasn’t great, but it was still ten levels of delicious, above badly cooked weasel grubs. I noticed all the orcs had chosen only the white and brown heaps, and that they were all eating the two colors together. I copied and found the white mash really helped with the taste of the Schmeat. Coating it with a salty creamy texture which wasn’t too bad. 
 
    I nudged Leo. “Mix them together. Makes brown taste better and you need brown to rebuild.” 
 
    He did as I instructed, though he clearly didn’t want to. Stupid kid. I thought. Didn’t know what was good for him. No survival instincts. 
 
    Once I’d cleared my plate, I turned to Effa. “So, you were the tribal leader when you were out?” 
 
    He grinned and shook his head. “Nah. It was Wolski. I can kick his ass and he knows it, but he’s the better leader. I’m too hot headed. Or at least I was until I got locked up. Three years in here and now I just fight when I have to. Not so keen to cause trouble.” 
 
    “How much longer you got?” 
 
    “‘Nother two years. Shouldn’t be so bad if the Jackals are whipped into shape. Wolski’ll be happy about that. He hates the bastards more’n me and he’s the level-headed one.” 
 
    His words seemed to hold a deeper story, but it was more how he spoke of Wolski that had me curious. 
 
    “You seem close to him? Wolski, I mean.” 
 
    Another grin. “Well, he’s my older brother, so you could say that.” 
 
    I looked at him in a new light and suddenly I could see the resemblance there. The same light gray eyes and extra broad jaw. 
 
    “You kept that quiet, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You never asked,” he said with a chuckle like thunder. 
 
    Then the sounds of Leo being sick distracted us from the conversation. I turned to see him heaving what he’d just eaten onto the canteen floor. The acrid scent putting the canteen smells to shame. 
 
    “We’ll stop him getting killed by someone else,” Effa said while watching the display. “But he don’t look like he’s got enough about him to survive the place. Needs to toughen up and quick.” 
 
    “Damn right he does,” I replied disappointedly. 
 
    “Don’t let him eat the yellow and orange. Too rich on the stomach. Get him to roll some of the white and brown into a ball and put it in his pocket for later. Not nice and the overalls will smell for a couple of days, but we’ve all had to do it at some point.” 
 
    I nodded thanks for the advice, then waited for Leo to recover before instructing him on what to do.  
 
    Despite the genuine enjoyment of  being in the company of the other orc prisoners, when the buzzer came to leave the canteen, I was glad to be away from the stench of the vomit. 
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    Three days passed before I heard any word from Detective Hersh. In that time, Leo had managed to keep food down, though I still made him bring what he couldn’t eat at meal time back to the cell. It made the smell of our living quarters unpleasant, but it needed to be done if he was going to survive. 
 
    In the prison yard, there was no further trouble, nor had there been any sign of K-Dog. That’s when I thought the trouble would start again and I hoped he reappeared before I left. If I left. So I could handle him again. Though, in truth, if I did regain my freedom, after fighting them both, I knew Effa could deal with the Jackals’ leader. So long as he kept out of the clinch and used his agility. 
 
    The other positive was that the orcs outnumbered the Jackals, and word got around of the ongoing feud, so the other gangs made the wise decision to keep well out of it. 
 
    So, all things as they were, it wasn’t an awful situation when I was finally dragged back into the same interrogation room I’d been held in before. Only this time, there was no blinding light. 
 
    Detective Hersh sat reading one of three DataPad while she waited for me to be seated. 
 
    “That took longer than expected,” I said, hiding the pit of roiling nerves in my gut with a calm voice and relaxed manner. I had no idea what Unara and Raven had done, but I’d play it as I’d hoped it had gone. 
 
    “Good to see you, Kapar. I had the luxury of watching your fight with the other orc. He was a good opponent. You did well to make him submit.” 
 
    “He’s an excellent fighter. Just got unlucky. He’d take K-Dog out. Of that I’m sure.” 
 
    “Well, that won’t be an issue. We had to put that particular convict out of all of our misery.” 
 
    That caught me by surprise, and I struggled not to show it. 
 
    “Good,” was my only reply. 
 
    “We would have left him humiliated and impotent, but your boss doesn’t want that little issue to drag on any further. It would have been better if you’d killed him in the fight, I think, but we can spin a story to say that you did. The remaining Jackals won’t know any different.” 
 
    It didn’t matter to me either way. Another leader would just spring up and I’d take them out, too. “So what’s been agreed?” I said, pushing to the point of all this. 
 
    “With the changing times, we have a list of targets that, under Soba, enjoyed protection. We now require them to be eliminated. We also need access to Soba’s records on a number of business partners. The only payments that will continue at their original rate are mine, the Chief, and Director. All other bribes are off, and it is down to individuals to renegotiate terms with you.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” I replied. “I’ll need it all confirmed first, but I’ll see all of that done. Though I need to add my own requirements to the deal if this is gonna work properly.” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course. But there are a couple more items that need to be covered. You have in your possession two properties that are of particular interest to us.” 
 
    “Is there now?” I replied, unamused. “And what did the boss agree to?” 
 
    Hersh looked frustrated. “He agreed to everything but the buildings.” 
 
    “I can tell you now, you aren’t getting the South West Plaza Apartments or the office block.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed, and she looked down at her DataPad again. “How did you know?” 
 
    “How could I not?” I replied. “You’ll have to pick again. They’re not up for negotiation.” 
 
    “If you want to get out of here, hand over the deeds. I don’t think your boss will be too happy if you remain stuck here through your own free will and their stake in Portolans disappears.” 
 
    I leaned forward, making Hersh reflexively lean back. “Listen closely. My boss doesn’t want to give you those buildings. Or they would have. This is most likely a test for me. If I do hand those buildings over to free myself, I’ll probably be forgiven for losing them. But I guarantee it will never be forgotten, and that’s not a good position for me to be in if you get my meaning. I also think you’re taking liberties you really shouldn’t be. You know how much that apartment brings in? And we’ve got plans for the office block. You need to understand. Certain parties have an interest here now. A stake in the place if you get my meaning. If I disappear, someone else appears. You know how these Corpos work.” 
 
    Her eyes came alive. “So, the boss is from a corporation?” 
 
    I slapped my forehead, closing my eyes, and took a moment. Took a deep breath, then spoke again. “It doesn’t matter that you know that. Fucking hell. You’re ACE. If you couldn’t work that much out, then I don’t know what to say. But back to the point. The thing is, Hersh, for a pig, I actually like you. Don’t know about anyone else in this district’s ACE, but you’re alright. I reckon you could do well out of this arrangement with me at the helm. I reckon we both could.” 
 
    She was poor at hiding emotion, and despite her efforts at seeming uninterested, I knew I had her full attention. 
 
     ”We’re both just trying to get ahead. Don’t know who the boss will send to clear out the way to make sure the next guy gets a good run, but we’ve both already got the lay of the land and a foothold.” I eyed her with as much intent as I could. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is that I can’t win here. You’re not getting the buildings. I’m not even negotiating. I’ll negotiate other stuff, but that’s my stance there. If you do manage to acquire the buildings though — through legal means, or otherwise — I promise you they’ll both be rubble strewn wastelands within the year whether I’m dead, free or behind bars.” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably, then appeared to look down at her DataPad, but I saw her eyes glaze over. She stayed like that for a while before she looked back up. 
 
    “Looks like your employer will be incredibly happy with your work. I’d love to know where they found you.” 
 
    “Gutter,” I replied, repeating my old story. 
 
    She seemed to look through me. “I know you’re lying about things, Kapar. I just can’t tell what things. Have you had training in lie detection?” 
 
    That tickled me and I laughed aloud. “Would I even answer that honestly if I had?” 
 
    She smirked. “Definitely not, but I’m a good judge of character, which is why I’m still working to help you.” 
 
    And yourself! I thought. To be fair, not many would or could work with an orc. We had a strange little connection that probably surprised me more than it did her.  
 
    “So your bosses will let the buildings go?” 
 
    “Not exactly. They’re going to look through your portfolio again and they will choose. Don’t be surprised if it’s more than two next time we meet.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I replied with a grimace. “You can trust me on that, at least.” 
 
    She smirked at that, then turned to the guards. “Take him back to his cell.” 
 
    “I’ll need a few assurances of my own, too.” I replied, as I was more gently handled out of the room than any other point prior. 
 
    She waved and offered a smile that showed the least emotion yet. It was a well-played move as the door closed between us. 
 
      
 
    Back in the cell, I considered it a win to be all but informed of release. The truth was that I’d give up any of the other buildings if it meant a solid deal could be made. The two they’d chosen was nothing but an insult. I really would have rather burned them down than hand them over. 
 
    “So what happened?” Leo asked, leaning forward on his bed, still pale, but looking far more alert, and definitely more healthy. 
 
    “They said that unless Leo performs fifty press-ups a day. No matter how long it takes him, I won’t be allowed to go free. And if he doesn’t keep it up once I’m free, then I’ll be brought back in again, even if it’s just to kill you.” 
 
    He leaned back, the fear returning, the sparse color draining. “They said that? I mean…” then he smiled and shook his head. “You’re joking, aren’t you? I can never tell with you, Kapar. I don’t think I’ve met a person as hard to read. I thought it was because you were an orc at first, but I know lots of orcs now and they’re all very easy to read.” 
 
    “Joking?” I answered seriously, brows furrowed. “Are you certain of that, little Leo?”  
 
    He gulped. “I… er… I” 
 
    I grinned. “Maybe I am. But you don’t want to find out that I’m not the hard way, so if I was you, I’d get to it.” 
 
    He nodded mutely, then dropped to the floor and completed three convincing pushups. One with arms shaking like stalks in the wind. And a half that I happily told him didn’t count as he collapsed on the floor, and I collapsed back on my bed satisfied with how the day was working out. 
 
      
 
    Of course, in life nothing is simple. The next day in the yard, the news had broken of K-Dog’s death. How the Jackals had managed to rally other gangs to them I couldn’t tell, but as I met up with Effa and the others, we found ourselves outnumbered almost two to one by angry humans and half-breeds. It sort of accentuated how Artem was split. Goblins were just killed if they were caught. Dwarves didn’t really mix with the rest of the city, keeping themselves safe inside their own walled district. Elves roamed around a lot more. But lived only in Moonstill to the north. Most of the city was populated with humans and half breeds and they covered all levels of society. 
 
    The guy I’d threatened a few days back stepped forward. Emboldened by his numbers, he shouted over. “So you think you can kill the real gang lord of Portolans and get away with it?” 
 
    “Last I checked, I didn’t kill myself.” I replied, taking a couple of steps forward. “Unless you’re talking about Soba, in which case, yeah, I do think I can kill him and get away with it.” 
 
    “You know who I’m talking about!” he half screamed. It was so off-beat, I suspected he’d gotten access to drugs before he started his fight for justice. I wondered which guards or enforcers had supplied them, and let him know K-Dog had died. 
 
    “You can’t be talking about that useless piece of shit, K-Dog, can you?” I asked, pushing a confused expression. “What exactly was he the leader of? You lost a quarter of your Jackals in Turan, another quarter in the tunnels under my club, and most of what’s left of you are stuck in here. In fact, if I kill you fifteen, what you got left? Maybe forty leaderless assholes at best?” I looked at the other suddenly uncertain collection of assholes on the periphery of the Jackals group. 
 
    “And you lot. What did they tell you to come against us? What do you think you win here even if you beat us? Win, lose or draw in here: you better get messages to all your families to get the hell out of Portolans. Either I, or the people I work with, will see to it they’re removed permanently otherwise. 
 
    The group shrank a little, but I continued. “I can see all your gang markings. You do that, they won’t be gang marks any longer. They’ll be kill on sight marks, a lot like the slavering dog.” 
 
    I stepped forward, the twenty orcs with me matched the move, almost in time with me. The other gangs surrounding the Jackals now chose to fade away. 
 
    The leader of the Jackals, whose name I hadn’t gotten yet, was now shouting at them to stay. Trying to make the same threats as I just had if they didn’t stay. 
 
    It came from a place of desperation, and they weren’t buying it. I waited for the spectacle to end before speaking again. “I’ll have to thank you for getting a few of the Portolan gangs together like that for me. It’ll make it much easier to bring them under me when I get out.” 
 
    “You killed K-Dog,” their leader spat. “There ain’t no way you’re getting out now. He had deals in place.” 
 
    Normally, he’d be right. Killing K-Dog should have kept me here for a longtime. After all, it was an offense to kill someone in prison. Lots of evidence too. Which meant I still had to tread carefully. My deal could still fold if I went on a rampage. 
 
    I wrung my knuckles together, keeping eye contact. “Deals of a dead man mean nothing?” 
 
    With impending freedom and not wanting to have any of the orcs with me end up getting extended sentences, I didn’t move forward again. The Jackal leader clearly didn’t want anything to do with this now and in true coward fashion pointed at me. His fake anger rose to cover his fear. “Just wait till we’re all out. You’re gonna regret this.” 
 
    His words might have carried more weight if his feet weren’t shuffling backwards as he spoke. But to any onlookers it looked as though it was his gang who’d given us the warning.  As he turned to walk away, I fired my parting shot. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see you all again on the outside. I’ve got a real good memory for faces, and I’ll be waiting for each of you!” 
 
    Not one of the fourteen Jackals looked back. 
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    One bad thing about protecting and encouraging Leo to grow some confidence was the incessant talking. If I’d known bringing him out of his shell would involve a constant barrage of questions, observations, and reminiscing, I would have ignored the brain-bashing bastard until the very last day. 
 
    All of that to say, I was very relieved when guards turned up at the cell door to take me to see Hersh again.  
 
    “You think this is it?” he asked, as I stood up to be led away. 
 
    “I dunno, Leo. But if it is, then look after yourself. I’ll see you when you get out.” 
 
    He nodded, suppressing the fear I could see in his eyes. He did well.  
 
      
 
    I was taken back to the same room. Hersh was already sitting there waiting for me. Four Datapads out on the table. “Good morning Kapar. Your last morning here if you agree to our altered proposal.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” I replied, sitting down with some mild assistance.  
 
    “I’ll cut to the chase. You have a warehouse in the industrial district here,” she said, pointing at a map. “We’ll take that. A small apartment complex here with ten apartments in it, again in central Portolans. And we have a Chop shop and garage, here and here.” She pointed out the locations. I barely looked. Perhaps I should have, but there was nothing of specific interest to me as I barely knew the district and I was ready to get out of here myself. After I put forth my own additions.  
 
    I nodded. “I can see my way to agreeing to that. But I have my own requests.” 
 
    Hersh frowned. “We have already agreed with your boss over what they and you by extension can expect. A blind eye, within reason. For instance, if you keep using grenades, we’ll have to cause issues. Every time one’s used, there’s an automatic report to ACE central headquarters. If we don’t get a lid on that soon, there’ll be an internal investigation. We also agree, again, within reason, to pass information between us which will help you run the streets and us look good on our reports. There are more details, but that is the gist of it.” 
 
    “All sounds good. I agree. But if you want those buildings, I have a few specifics.” 
 
    Hersh frowned. “Come on, then Kapar. Let’s make this quick. There are others waiting for you to confirm this deal.” 
 
    “First off. I’ve told the Jackals they don’t come out of their neighborhood. If they do, I’m going in and I’m wiping them out. Grenades may be used.” 
 
    She shook her head, but didn’t say no. “So what you’re telling me is you’re wiping the Jackals out entirely, because they’re bound to come out.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’ve told them I’ll kill all their families too, so no one’s left behind to cause me trouble.” 
 
    Hersh paled.  
 
    “It’ll send out a solid message around the district that I mean business,” I continued. “But it’ll be messy, and if I’m not wrong, I reckon it will cross the within reason line you enjoy mentioning so much.” 
 
    “It will,” she replied sharply. 
 
    “So how do we remove the Jackal threat from Portolans, make it look like I mean business, and honor my threats?” 
 
    She looked stressed by my questioning, but nodded. “They are going to be a problem. That’s for sure. We’d be okay with you killing the gang members too. But the families…” she seemed to have a moment of inspiration. “Attack their neighborhood, kill their gangers. Let us know when they’re mostly down or all down and you’re about to attack their buildings. Then we’ll come in and stop you from killing all the people in the neighborhood. That’ll be the story we push. That you were going to systematically wipe out the full neighborhood. I might have to take a few of your people in, but it’ll be a good show for ACE and it’ll be a terrifying story for you to cement your position without having to actually kill all of those innocents. Then we’ll move the survivors out. We have witness protection programs all over the city.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “You do? What kind of witnesses do you get in return?” 
 
    “All kinds.” She grew suddenly suspicious. “Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to know who’s moving into Portolans. If they’re dangerous, if they’re useful. I have no real grudges anywhere. I won’t kill anyone you give me information on unless they cause trouble in the district, but I’ll make sure that it’s their doing and nothing to do with you. As for the plan, it’s a good one.” 
 
    “Glad you agree. But, I can’t give you all the names of the witnesses we take in. I can pass along any I think of interest to you. Other gangers, I assume?” 
 
    “Anyone with skills, too. Hackers, carvers, mechanics, you know, that sort of thing?” 
 
    She nodded. “Done. So we’re agreed?” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, no. there’s more.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. “Time’s ticking, Kapar. I can’t be here all day.” 
 
    “The young human Hacker in my cell. Leo. The other orcs are protecting him, but I don’t want someone who’s likely to hurt him put in the cell after I leave. I want him safe until release. And is there any way to get him released early?” 
 
    “The little shit who hacked our main server?” She laughed. “They put you in with him?” 
 
    “I think they thought I would rough him up a bit. He was already half-starved. Not going to the yard or the canteen.” 
 
    She smirked. “He shouldn’t even be in here. I think his antics just pissed off the wrong people, and they thought they’d teach him a lesson.” 
 
    “Fair. But now he’s of use to me and it’s nearly cost him his life.” 
 
    “Life’s cheap in Artem, and cheapest in districts like this one. But I’ll see what I can do. You need to promise to keep him out of the police systems, though, or there’ll be trouble.” 
 
    “Done,” I agreed happily. “I’m sure you’ll give me the information I need, anyway?”  
 
    “We’ll see,” she replied cryptically. “Now is that all?” 
 
    “No, I want these orcs out of here as quickly as possible. I know how you treat us. I know if a human committed a crime of whatever they did, they’d already be long gone out of here, if they even got put in in the first place.” 
 
    She shrugged non-committally. “Again, I’ll see what I can do. When I have a minute, I’ll read through their charges and see if I can reduce their sentences. Get them out on good behavior. It’ll ring too many alarm bells if I get them all out too early. And if it all happens at once. Give me a couple of names to get started on. I’ll wait a month or two before I mess with anyone else’s records.  
 
    “Effa and Naru,” I said without thinking. 
 
    Her eyes glazed over for a moment, but only briefly. “I understand Effa, but why Naru? He’s not one of the big hitters among the orcs.” 
 
    “What age do you have down for him?” 
 
    “Unknown. It’s not uncommon for that to be missing from the orc idents.” 
 
    “He’s fourteen,” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Doesn’t surprise me, but it’s not good either. I’ll get him out. But this is gonna cost you.” 
 
    “What’s it gonna cost?” I asked, amused.  
 
    “Another hundred creds a month on my take, and a favor.” 
 
    “What’s the favor?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I have no idea yet, but I’ll know it when I see it.” 
 
    I laughed at that. I liked the thought process. “If I can do it, and it doesn’t put me or mine at too much risk. Then I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good enough for me. So we’re agreed?” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. “Keep Officers Melaney, and Karim well away from me. That’s just trouble waiting to happen.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’ll do what I can. I can’t guarantee you won’t cross paths again, but I’ll make sure they’re warned.” 
 
    “Then we’re agreed.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I was riding in an unmarked ACE car back to Prestige. The enforcer driving barely spoke, but he wasn’t unpleasant. Dropping me off around the side of the building, he even offered a thumbs up. “Good luck with the place. I’m Pell. We’ll probably meet again.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Detective Pell.” 
 
    He then said something unsurprising, yet shocking at the same time. “I got a bet on that you clean up. So do me proud. There’s some sweet odds on for you being the first orc crime lord in the city.” 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment, expression neutral, not entirely sure how to respond. I finally smiled and nodded. “Enjoy spending your winnings.” 
 
    Pell laughed as I patted the top of the car, before I left, eager to get back into the club, oddly very satisfied with the week of work I’d just accomplished. The beatings from Effa and K-Dog had almost healed, the knife wound in my back still breaking open on occasion, but all in all, happy reminders of a job well done. And I’d be taking a Medi kit once inside. Particularly for the stab wound, which still felt hot inside. Prison healthcare was not something to rely on for a long, healthy life.  
 
    The bar was filled with goblins and orcs. So, to say business hadn’t gotten back to normal was an understatement. A huge cheer went up as I entered, which I had not been expecting. But I raised an arm all the same. “It’s good to be back!” 
 
    More cheering, some whooping, too.  
 
    “We have some good deals with ACE that should cover our asses for a while and K-Dog is dead!” 
 
    The place erupted at that last bit of news. The orcs in particular, who knew well the Jackals leader. Wolski barged through to offer a clench of wrists. “You did good. I guess you met little Effa?” 
 
    “I did,” I grinned. “I wouldn’t exactly call him little.” 
 
    “I would,” Wolski snorted. “Keeps him on his toes. Did you get on?”  
 
    “After a fight,” I replied, and could see Wolski and the other orcs perk up at that. “You beat him?”  
 
    “I did. But he’s a hell of a fighter. Best I’ve fought. Way better than K-Dog as well.” 
 
    Wolski nodded proudly and was about to say something else when Unara seemed to appear from nowhere, diving into my arms. As she looked up, grinning at me, I’d almost forgotten the changes in her as I’d only had a chance to familiarize myself with them before the shit hit the fan. 
 
    “I’ve been ekshpecting you,” she said, clearly getting better with the tongue, but still having a ways to go. “Raven got the call that you’d agreed on shum of the propertiesh.” 
 
    “I did. And you did really well Unara. You got me out.” I gripped her shoulder and met her eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was Raven, not me. She’s sho clever.” 
 
    I shook my own head right back at her. “I can’t remember calling Raven from the cell. I do remember calling you and speaking in riddles. As far as I’m concerned, you worked out what I needed, and you used your friendship with Raven to get me out. though I will thank her, too. I’d also like to know what the hell she did.” 
 
    “Ssshe’ll be waiting for your call. It wassh a good trick to make them think there was shumone rich and powerful behind us.” 
 
    I grinned. “One day there will.” 
 
    “I’ll call her on the way to the unit. I want this damn leg changed a week ago.”  
 
    “You want a ride to Yem Co?” Wolski asked. I was confused by the suggestion at first, the gears of my mind, slow to catch up with his words as Unara answered. 
 
    “That would be appreciated.” 
 
    Yem Co. was the factory unit I’d sent the newest pack of goblins to. It was close to our underground unit, too. Rather than show my ignorance, agreed. “That’d be good.” Then to Unara. “Do we have a decent way down from there? I’ve not made the trip between yet.” 
 
    “Yessh!” she said enthusiastically. “There wassh a Calm Farm down there, but the goblinsh cleared them all. Took all partsh back to firsht unit to be cleaned.” 
 
    “Sounds like we have a lot to sell now too,” I replied, suppressing the pride I felt at the developments in my absence.  
 
    We followed Wolski out to his car. The tires had brought up the floor so high it was a struggle for me to get as I was. It further compounded how much I needed to get the busted leg replaced. It can’t have inspired confidence in those around me to see me lumbering around like a wet sack of shit.  
 
    Inside, the car was interesting. It had clearly been made by an orc trying to live life by his own style. The seats were of purple faux leather. Worn and faded were many backsides had shuffled along it. Where patches had worn away entirely, foam swelled out spongy domes. The carpet was so dirty there was no real way to guess what color it had been, and the rest of the upholstery was green. It was my opinion that he’d gotten carried away with the fit and the dream didn’t match the reality.  
 
    Still, it was comfortable enough, and an interesting drive on the bouncy tires. There were moments when I could have been traveling in a hovercar, but mostly not. 
 
    No one seemed to pay us much mind as we zoomed through the streets, and once I got used to the motion, I called Raven. 
 
    “Ah! Oshbob. My favorite orcish criminal mastermind! I must admit I so very much enjoyed playing some dark and sinister Corpo working behind the scenes. I can honestly say I would never have thought of it, but the detective I spoke to swallowed the ruse whole. You must have been very convincing on your end. They made no overt attempt to even find out who I was.” 
 
    “Did they not even check where you were calling from?”  
 
    “Oh, of course, but I pinged the signal around the city, starting at MCorp Plaza. Easy to do, and if they did trace it that far, they wouldn’t have been able to trace it any further because of the security around MCorp. Small district police like this wouldn’t want to be caught treading on Central Artem toes. And fear not. The distortion I used for my voice is unbreakable. Even I couldn’t break it down!”  
 
    “Then it worked pretty much perfectly. I’m grateful for the help, Raven. And you fear not too. I’ll pay you for it.” 
 
    She offered what I’m sure she thought was a sultry smile. “I have no doubt you will, but we can discuss further palm greasing at a later date. I have a heist to prepare for right now, but we will speak soon once you are settled back in.”  
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    There was no doubt the Yem Co. unit had been occupied by goblins. And plenty of them. The sour, pungent stench of shit, death, and body odor was so strong I could taste it as we walked through the entrance. 
 
    I hadn’t had much interaction with the goblins here, apart from our initial meeting. And though it was a necessary visit to come here, I wasn’t in the mood for dealing with them today. Thankfully, Bagri was here and came bounding over.  
 
    “Been a while. Where you been, chief.” 
 
    I eyed him skeptically. “In prison, Bagri.” 
 
    “Uhuh. Wasn’t sure if you was dead or not. Goblins not going to prison. Just disappearing.” 
 
    Unara looked a little guilty, looking at me with her wide eyes, a slight smile. “Bagri has been here looking after the new goblins the whole time. He’s taken over as their tribe chief after a fight.” 
 
    “Under you two!” Bagri was quick to correct.  
 
    I decided to move the conversation on. “Good, that you’re looking out for them. We’re just passing through today. I’ll be in touch soon about all the gear stored here and how we’re gonna use the unit, okay?” 
 
    He grinned and offered a double thumbs up. “More good food be nice too. Most of our time we’re killing the specters below. Almost all gone, but no time for hunting anything but dirty food.” 
 
    “We’ll get it sorted, Bagri. Though You’ll have to go with that for a few days yet. There’s a lot I need to sort out.” 
 
    He nodded, then beckoned for us to follow him to the Undercity. “I come with you. I need to check on Retti.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Retti?” 
 
    “Run in with the Banshee few days ago near the under unit.” 
 
    I shook my head. “How did it catch him? It should be badly broken, right?”  
 
    “Was lying in wait in one of corridors. Stabbed Retti, Cut off his feet, but Retti is a fast crawler. Managed to get away.” 
 
    I groaned. “So the Banshee now has the super jump feet?” 
 
    Bagri nodded. “Yes. Stupid feet for big banshee. Tunnels too low,” he said, with a croaking chuckle.  
 
    We walked past tables of dissected Specter bodies. Most left unattended, but some goblins were working on removing flesh from mods.  
 
    “Have we got a decent way to flush the infected nanites from these things yet?”  
 
    “Don’t think so,” Bagri replied nonchalantly. “Something else to work on, eh?”  
 
    “We have lots to do,” Unara said, with a slightly bitter expression.  
 
    I patted her on the shoulder knowingly. “Who’d have thought it, eh? That our biggest worry up here would be organization.” 
 
    “I don’t like it. Need to find ssshomeone like Raven who’ssh good at dissh sshort of fing. But not Raven. Sshe’s bisshy.” 
 
    I just about followed what she’d said, and nodded. 
 
    “We will. Did you get the list of targets we need to kill for ACE?” 
 
    “I did. They are on a Datapad in the office. I been looking at where they are and Asshked Raven and Wolshki if they were all okay to kill. They both sshed yessh. We ssshould talk about it soon.” 
 
    I needed to sit down and write everything down. I mused as I listened to Unara talk. “Yeah, we’re gonna be real busy. Can’t believe this damn specter is still lurking around. I think we’re gonna have to hunt it down. Too dangerous to be left roaming around.” 
 
      
 
    In the tunnels leading to the other unit, the signs of fighting and death were everywhere. Blood sprayed the walls, Specters so badly damaged they weren’t worth taking, lay strewn about. The journey was quick and uneventful. From the thirty-minute drive to the fifteen-minute walk in the Undercity, the distance to Tenev was now very accessible.  
 
    The last time I had been here was when we’d left to take Soba out over two weeks ago. Arriving at the Unit after that long, and after everything that had happened in between was strange. Nothing had changed and apart from Unara’s slowly changing face, it could have been that none of what we’d just achieved had passed.  
 
    The goblins who lived there looked up, some of them waving at us, some of them carrying on with whatever they were doing. Only Retti came sort of running over. He was still clearly getting used to his new replacement lower legs. They weren’t a matching pair, but they looked decent enough.  
 
    “You doing good?” Bagri asked, and the irascible goblin nodded. 
 
    “All good. All one piece again. Gonna kill that Banshee next time. Gonna kill him good.” 
 
    “We are,” I agreed. “Can’t have it moving around here any longer.” 
 
    Retti’s normally crazy eyes focused for a moment of clarity. “Let me know. I will come.” Then he was babbling to Bagri again.  
 
    Unara and I left them to it and went to see Tenev.  
 
    His wife was in the medical room when I entered. Laughing and smiling. I’d barely seen her since their initial rescue from their old carver shop. Her eyes widened as I entered, the smile replaced with fear as she moved to leave. Tenev looked worried too. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Er yes,” Tenev said. “Welcome back, sir. We were just talking.” 
 
    “Good, it’s nice to see you too,” I greeted his wife and realized if he had told me his wife’s name, I’d forgotten it, though I suspected I’d never found out in the first place. I wasn’t about to ask now. That wouldn’t look good. 
 
    “I was just leaving,” she said with a bow, then bolted for the door.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Tenev. “Have I treated either of you poorly?” 
 
    He shook his head furiously. “Not at all. We’re grateful for everything.” 
 
    “Then why did you both look terrified?” 
 
    Tenev smiled bleakly. “My wife is fearful of you. For myself, I do not know. Perhaps I fear you more than I acknowledge myself.” 
 
    “As long as you’re not doing anything to screw me over, neither of you have anything to fear. I intend to control Portolans, I intend to make money and garner respect, I will kill, I will punish, but I am not… unstable. You have nothing to fear, but your fear puts me on edge. It makes me suspicious. Tell me what you need to relax.” 
 
    Tenev looked taken aback and guilty, even. “My utmost apologies. Oshbob. I don’t want that. I will speak with my wife to make sure it doesn’t happen again. We want for nothing.” 
 
    “Everyone wants something Tenev. I thought you wanted your shop or a shop. But that’s me assuming. Tell me what is it you want. What you both want.” 
 
    He looked nervous, then took a deep breath. “I want to work and earn enough to have a comfortable life. I want to tinker with my mods and improve them. I want… I want to design and create new mods one day. Not mass production, just bespoke models that fetch a fine price. I want to be in the city again too. But a nicer part where customers are generally less threatening and gang lords don’t run your business into the ground.” 
 
    “And your wife?” 
 
    “She wants to be away from all of this. All the criminal activity. She wants to move to the north of Moonstill where nobody knows us, and start again. She also wants to take walks around the central plazas and boutiques, and drink Oolong in the tearooms.” 
 
    “I don’t know much,” Unara said. “But I know that ith shtupid.” 
 
    “I know that too,” Tenev replied simply. “But you asked, and I told you honestly. Unara, may I have a quick look at your tongue? It should have evened out by now. There appears to be a slight fault on it.” 
 
    “Ssshure,” she said amiably and jumped on the table before he could even ask her. 
 
    I was impressed with his diversionary trick using Unara, though it may have been genuine concern for her inability to speak clearly. While he peered inside her mouth, with a small narrow surgical tool, I let what he’d said play over my mind and worked out a way to help him with his dream. That’s what we were all doing here, after all. Fighting for our dreams.  
 
    “Say sure again, Unara,” he asked.  
 
    “Sshure.” 
 
    He went in again. Prodding and poking.  
 
    “And again,” 
 
    “Sure!” she said lightly, a big grin stretching across her face. “It feels so much easier! Thank you Tenev.” 
 
    He turned back to face me as Unara jumped down from the bed. I grunted approval at him, then got back to business. “I can’t see a way for you to leave Portolans anytime soon. But there are decent places on the northern border nearest the center. You’ll get a shop along there. I need you to oversee all carver business, though. We currently own one carver shop, that creep who fitted this piece of shit,” I said, rapping on my right leg with my knuckles. “I’m tempted to kill him outright for it, but he’s useful. I’ll leave him working. But all my mods are through you and whoever you train. If you want to develop your own mods someday, you’ll have to develop people to take over your role that we can trust. As for escaping the life of crime,” I let the word hang in the air. “There isn’t one part of this city not steeped in corruption. You leave here, you lose any protection you get from me, and you will regret it. That’s not a threat. That will come from the people who want to take what you’ve got. They always come, Tenev. Always.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m with you. I know better than most what happens when you’re alone in this city.” 
 
    “Good. From the north side, I’m sure you can take a mag train or hover cab into the center whenever you want, for a walk. Stick with me and your wife will even be able to buy something at those bowtiks.” 
 
    His smile was tight, almost a grimace as I said the word Bowtiks, but he seemed happy. 
 
    “Right now, I need a damn leg.” 
 
    “Of course!” he said cheerfully. “We have both of Soba’s. Tier two’s all cleaned up and ready to be fitted. I assume you’ll only be taking the right?” 
 
    “Of course. Please tell me it has a good Dex Score.” 
 
    “It’s certainly better than your own natural Dexterity, but without two legs of the same capabilities, I’m not sure what benefit you’ll see.” 
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    “So weaker than my own leg but twice as fast?” 
 
    “Exactly. It is a good mod. But… not awe-inspiring.” 
 
    “It’ll do. Get them swapped around and then I’m gonna take this leg and beat Aram over the head with it until that six-legged freak regrets ever laying eyes on me.” 
 
    “While you’re there, you should see if he has any dexterity booster mods for your left leg.” 
 
    “If it’s an option, I’ll certainly find out what he’s got in stock.” 
 
      
 
    Jolting awake, what felt like moments later, I was swept away with the relief of finally having a fully functional leg. If I was the kind of orc to dance, I would have danced. Instead, I nodded to Tenev. “Thanks again. You’re worth your weight in creds.”  
 
    He looked nervous. It was at that moment I noticed Unara wasn’t there. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The Banshee is back again. It’s been scraping about a few times the past few days. In one of its attacks, it removed Retti’s feet. At the knee!” he added for effect. 
 
    “I heard. Which exit?” I asked, jumping from the bed. 
 
    “The one you came in through. Unara thinks it sensed her. She said it wants the Living Earth mod in her head.” 
 
    I grunted. “She said something like that before.” 
 
    If he replied, I never heard as I attempted to storm from the room toward the armory. Having gotten used to the gait I used with the rigid leg mod, for a few stumbling steps, I was even more ungainly than I had been before. A strange feeling when the new leg worked as it was supposed to. But, by the time I reached the armory, I was moving almost smoothly.  
 
    The challenge now was training my mind to run as fast as I could on my left leg while going for a sedate jog on my right. It was a far more difficult mental task than I could have imagined, but with Unara in danger, what choice did I have?  
 
    As I pulled out an assault rifle and the last remaining EMP, I contacted Unara via the Keystone.  
 
    She didn’t answer.   
 
    My blood ran cold as I set off toward the unit exit. I tried again to reach her. Then I finally remembered I could pull up her location. 
 
    A map overlaid the top right corner of my vision. Her icon appeared, but it didn’t say if she was alive or dead.  
 
    As I tried to make sense of the map and orient it in my mind. She called.  
 
    “Oshbob,” she hissed as she ran. The sound of heavy metal footsteps echoing in the background. “The Banshee, it’s hunting us. It’s faster than it was.” 
 
    “Why are you out there?” I snapped, forgetting that I was just damned relieved she was alive. 
 
    “To close the tunnel. It found a way around, but if we managed to close the western approach to the facility, it wouldn’t have gotten close. We weren’t fast enough. It’s coming.” 
 
    Her icon on the map was moving toward me fast. 
 
    “I’m up, im back in action. Hurry, I’ll move toward you.” 
 
    “No, stay near the unit. We’ll make it. We’ll have to defend that exit.” 
 
    “If you’re sure. I have an EMP ready for it.” 
 
    “Throw it whatever,” she said, breathing about as heavily as I’d ever heard her. “I’ll get new mods, but this thing is unstoppable.” 
 
    No, it’s not, I thought bitterly. It was time we put an end to the horror once and for all. Or abandon the unit. I liked this unit, and I hated this Banshee. This was personal with it now. 
 
    Outside the unit was a wide open space used for loading goods and some of the factory machinery. It wasn’t as defendable as a tunnel, that was for sure.  
 
    With one eye on the map watching Unara’s progress, and one eye on the tunnel exit they should come from, I raised my rifle and waited.  
 
    The seconds dragged by, broken by the weight of fear for Unara, and anticipation for the monster that had stalked us for so long. 
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    Bursting out of the tunnel on all fours, Unara leapt over the pipes that ran across its entrance, swiftly followed by the goblins. They spilled out in a disorganized mess, bolting for the sides of the loading depot rather than straight at me like Unara.  
 
    I wrestled my concentration from her panicked form into laser beam focus directed at the roof of the tunnel she’d come from. Waiting for the telltale glow of the Banshee’s red eyes.  
 
    The sounds of its clanging gait grew closer, echoing out of the tunnel and into the open area. A blood-curdling screech of rage tore out a moment before those eyes appeared.  
 
    Not near the top as I’d expected, but halfway up the dark tunnel’s height and moving fast. It sprang for the entrance, running on all fours like Unara and the goblins had, but unlike them, it had four arms now.  
 
    A new addition from when we’d last met and not a good one as those two extra arms, attached at its shoulder blades, each ended in a long swordlike blade. 
 
    They weren’t pretty. In fact, they looked very much like they’d been made by the Banshee, much like its massive hands. All adding to the dangerous-looking monstrosity that was also very much recovered from the EMP I’d attacked it with. 
 
    It moved so fast I could hardly believe it was the same creature, but that face was unmistakable.  
 
    I adjusted the rifle and fired a short burst a meter above Unara’s head. The bullets tore into the Banshee’s metal face and shoulders but made no difference to its approach speed.  
 
    I had no way to know if I’d even hurt it, but it looked like it would reach Unara if I didn’t at least try to slow it down. I fired again, two short bursts, and on the second it dodged to one side, swerving the barrage.  
 
    It was the proof I needed, so I fired another burst, moving backward and to the side to get a clear shot past Unara. The goblins were firing now too, but the thing kept coming.  
 
    When my gun ran dry, reloading wasn’t an option. There were no good options, apart from my ever-present last resort. I always liked to carry an EMP, even if I knew I couldn’t use it in pretty much any sane situation.  
 
    This was not a sane situation. Dropping the rifle, I pulled out the EMP, arming it in the same movement and launching it past Unara, who had reached me now. It sprung out from my hand, traveling the twenty meters toward the furious creature. But the moment it left my hand, the Banshee launched itself forward into the air between us. Powered by the feet it had taken from Retti, combined with its own leg strength, it reached a far greater height than the expected three meters. 
 
    I allowed myself a grim smile. It mustn’t have seen what I’d thrown and now appeared to be on a mid-air collision course with the grenade. 
 
    Just before the EMP struck, the Banshee twisted in the air, flicking the thing across the far side of the depot with one of its sword arms where it bounced against the distant wall and detonated harmlessly, beyond knocking a few lights out.  
 
    The Banshee made one last midair turn before landing right behind Unara.  
 
    She sensed its proximity and dove to one side, narrowly avoiding a slashing blade, but the Banshee only had eyes for her and continued to stalk after her.  
 
    As she scurried and scrabbled away, only narrowly avoiding its attacks with her remarkable agility. I swept up my gun from the floor, reloading as fast as my hands could manage, and then hammered a burst of bullets at its head. 
 
    The damn thing’s jerking movements were too unpredictable and most of my bullets missed their target as it continued its chase unhindered.  
 
    I lowered the rifle to aim at its right knee instead. If I could just bring it down. I shouted for the goblins to do the same and some did, but most were deafened by the sounds of their own gunfire.  
 
    The Banshee heard and probably felt the sudden focus of attacks and swung around to face me. Its skin tone looked different from last time. Green from the stretched hides of dead goblins, if I had to guess.  
 
    “You wanna fight, you bastard!” I roared at it. “Come and have a go with someone your own size!” 
 
    Which was a complete lie. It was much taller. Though much of that height was down to the thick, twisted amalgamation of multiple spinal mods that also gave it terrifying flexibility.  
 
    I opened fire on its momentarily stationary face. It screeched, its breath a fetid mix of decay and well-oiled machinery. Unara had made a little distance now, which was all I wanted.  
 
    Then the banshee twisted its ugly spine and dove. Desperate, determined, demented. It covered so much distance with that one leap and if it was heading toward me, that would have been fine.  
 
    But it had targeted Unara, who thought she had a momentary reprieve.  
 
    Its arm blade shot out at full stretch. It skewered Unara straight through the back. The blade erupting from her stomach.  
 
    A red haze descended. I charged the Banshee, but it ignored me as insignificant. 
 
    Instead, it rose up over Unara, one blade still pinning her, the other poised to take her head off.  
 
    With the trigger squeezed tight, I charged forward, spraying bullets wildly in the banshee’s direction, dropping the gun as it ran dry.  
 
    I jumped, leaping from my new right leg, expecting to crash into the banshee’s waist and hoping that two hundred and fifty kilos of modded orc would knock the Banshee off balance and save Unara 
 
    But the new mod threw me much higher than I expected. Hitting it in the shoulder.  
 
    Where bullets failed, my body succeeded. As I slid down its ribs, only just catching hold of the last one with the vice-like strength of my right arm, it staggered off balance, missing its fatal blow.  
 
    My weight pulled its body around, but with its multi-directional spine, it was able to twist its head all the way around to face me. “Foolish creature,” its metallic voice rasped, swiping at me with its hand. 
 
    I had two choices: drop off, and probably die, or hold on and probably die. I chose to hold on, quickly swapping hands to hold the rib with my left. I got Dressed to Press up just in time to meet its approaching hand and was genuinely surprised when Dressed to Press won that battle, knocking away its massive hand with superior strength. Its expression told me it was surprised too, though it looked at my arm with desire rather than disappointment. 
 
    Grabbing the rib with both hands, I used the full strength in both of them to hoist myself upward. I took a heavy punch in the side as I flew up, but despite the creaking of my bones, it only helped my cause, pushing me higher I managed to catch a hold of its shoulder blade, then reached up to get a grip on its neck. 
 
    It now screeched and thrashed, the first bit of concern for its own safety that I’d felt from it.  
 
    Then it leaned backward at an angle that shouldn’t have been possible and slammed me to the ground. 
 
    The wind was forced from me. My head clattered against the smooth concrete floor and I was dazed, which didn’t happen often.  
 
    But the thing obviously hadn’t fought an orc before. Once we got a grip on something, we didn’t let go, short of our hands tearing off.  
 
    It soon realized that interesting fact as it tried to straighten back up with my weight attached.  
 
    Not so easy a feat, and while it managed with obvious strain, I could now punch up into the back of its head with my left hand. Flesh against metal was a poor combination and after four blows it wasn’t in good shape, but I couldn’t let go with my right.  
 
    When the Banshee finally managed to straighten up to its full height, one of its blade arms pierced my side.  
 
    It hurt. It caused a lot of damage inside of me. But it didn’t have the power to go all the way through, and it did hold my weight for a second, allowing me to change my hand holds and smash a punch into its head with Dressed to Press.  
 
    Only one though, as it screamed in pain and rage and whipped me around again desperately trying to dislodge me. The goblins all  hammered shots at the Banshee’s knees now which it could do nothing about as I attacked its head with another solid blow, caving the side of its face in and clearly damaging the only organic component left in the beast, its well-protected brain.  
 
    The lights of its eyes dimmed slightly, and it finally fell to its badly damaged knees, howling in pain. I thought we had it, when a solid punch swung up and caught me in the center of my face. Because of the angle, it wasn’t strong enough to break my skull, but my nose broke. Blood filled my eyes as cuts opened up from the ridged mass of metal it used as a hand.  
 
    As I recovered, it got its two hands on me from our new position and yanked to dislodge me.  
 
    This time, the choice was simple. Let go, or have my fingers ripped off. I chose the former and was thrown across the depot floor, bouncing past the prone form of Unara lying in a large pool of blood. I came to a stop around ten meters away from the terrifyingly resilient Banshee. I struggled up to my hands and knees to see the damn thing get back to its feet again.  
 
    The goblins continued to fire as it stalked towards me again, but it ignored their attacks as effortlessly as walking in the rain. 
 
    “Weak thing of flesh. Your time has come.” It hissed. Red eyes glowing brightly again. “You will suffer for the damage you have caused me.” 
 
     Blood poured freely from where it had stabbed me and I could barely see from its punch, but I forced myself to my feet. If nothing else, I’d die on my feet.  
 
    I raised my fists, ready for its attack. I watched it through blurry vision, waiting for it to strike.  
 
    When it came, I was still caught by surprise. Its two hands came forward to grab me. I moved to counter when its two rear arms sprung forward over its shoulders in a smooth if unnatural movement. I tried to move. Tried to dodge the incoming strikes, but the best I could hope for was deflecting one of the blades with my modded arm while the other blade buried deep in my left shoulder while its hands grabbed my legs, I went down again, and it leaned on the blade in my shoulder slowly pushing deeper until it snapped my arm joint, and struck the concrete below.  
 
    Bringing both massive hands up into the air, into a double-hammer fist. The end had come.  
 
    I raised my free arm up, hoping it would absorb or deflect the incoming blow when a scream turned my head. Unara. Barely conscious from blood loss and almost cut in half, she had the small pulse gun I’d given her. With a clear force of effort, she pulled the trigger and sent a bright burst of energy into the damaged part of the Banshee’s face.  
 
    The gun would have been useless against it normally, but she’d chosen her shot well, striking the dent I’d caused.  
 
    Roaring in pain, the Banshee reared back, trying to shake off the arcing energy that danced over its skull and entered the cracks of its damaged face.  
 
    Its pinning blade loosened a fraction and with a push from my feet, I was able to propel myself backward, freeing myself from the blade entirely.  
 
    Wasting no time, I climbed to my feet as the goblins, sensing victory was within reach, rushed closer. They focused their fire on the Banshee’s damaged face then, and it desperately tried to cover up, backing off and looking ready to bolt from the depot to fight another day.  
 
    “No, you damn well don’t,” I growled, more to myself, and in a ragged, unbalanced run I charged, almost falling as I dodged a flailing sword attack and smashed into its waist.  
 
    Unbalanced by its attempt to stop me from getting close, it toppled over with me landing on top despite its thrashing. I desperately tried to reach its head to finish the fight, but there was no need. Retti appeared from nowhere, jumping as high as his new legs could take him, and plunged a long knife into the Banshee’s mouth. He jumped away to avoid a blow from the huge creature’s arm, but Bagri appeared a moment later and stabbed deep into one of the cracks in the damaged part of its skull.  
 
    The banshee’s thrashing slowed as Bagri raised the knife again to finish it. This time aiming for one of its dimming red eyes.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. 
 
    He looked at me with an expression of utter bewilderment. The banshee convulsed two more times, then lay still.  
 
    “It’s done, Bagri… It’s done.” I slumped on the metal ribcage. “Those eyes… they’ll be worth a damned… fortune.”  
 
    I had to take a minute to even out my breathing as each lungful brought fresh waves of pain. “And get a Medi-Kit in Unara now,” I finally managed to add.  
 
    “Already done,” he said as another goblin jabbed one into my side where the thing had gutted me.  
 
    It was only a small one as that was all the goblins carried, but it healed me up enough to get on my knees and remove a medium. I slammed that into myself as I looked around, expecting to see Unara close by. She was still lying on the floor, one of the goblins sticking her with another Medi-Kit in the small of her back.  
 
    I went over to her, worry flaring up. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She looked up at me, her face far paler than usual. “Looks like we’ll need to order that spine sooner than we thought.” 
 
    “Did you use a Medium?”  
 
    She smiled weakly. “And three smalls. I’m totally healed, but… my spine isn’t fixing.” 
 
    I bent down and scooped her up in my arms. “Then a spine you shall have. We’ll go order it now.” 
 
    “I should really make my own way,” she said with a weak smile. “Like you had to from outside the wall. It doesn’t seem fair, you carrying me when I couldn’t carry you.” 
 
    “Oh, you carried me,” I said, shaking my head ruefully at her words. “You’re still carrying me now.”  
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    “We have spines here but they’re low-level trash. Tier two at best, but old and worn,” Tenev explained. “I haven’t tracked their origin, but most likely harvested from specters, as that is where most of our current merchandise is from. As the surgery for spinal replacement is intense, I suggest…” 
 
    I waved his words off. “Don’t worry. No shitty mods are going in, Unara. If what you say is true and it’s a bad operation, then we need to find her a forever spine. High end Tier three.” 
 
    He nodded, though his expression was one of concern. “Combined with the amount of nanites we will need for a full spinal transfer, and paying market value for a top-of-the-range Tier Three, the price will be exorbitant.” 
 
    “There is money. I might need to sell off a few buildings, pull in some favors, but whatever it costs.” 
 
    He scratched his head nervously, disheveling his thin brown hair as he wrestled with his next words.  
 
    “Spit it out Tenev. What?” 
 
    “For such a detailed and delicate operation, having a Nanoscalpel would both speed up and increase the chances of a successful fusion too.” 
 
    I hid my grimace. After all, what was any of this for if not to make sure Unara and I were both okay? “Get us a shortlist of the mods and get the Nanoscalpel too.”  
 
    Unara grabbed my wrist from where she lay on the operating chair. “The banshee has many spines. You should check those out first. And you remember, we thought it might have the Nanoscalpel from the mercs. You should check it over first and if it’s not there, send Bagri to find its lair. I can wait. I know you’ll make sure I’m whole again.” 
 
    “I’ll go, sure I will!” Bagri said happily. 
 
    “I’ll come with you, dumb, dumb,” Igri croaked. “You not even knowing what a Nanoscalpel look like. You need expert eyes like mine.” 
 
    Bagri shook his head. “You not coming out with them twiggy arms and legs. You trip on a rock and you’ll be snapping and you tribe Carver. You knowing the rules, Igri.” 
 
    “Rules? I’m not the only tribe carver now with the Tenev helping me. Not so big a risk if I go out. And, I be working all day with mods, lifting and cleaning and storing.” He flexed his spindly arms to show the thin strips of muscle on them, then puffed his chest up. “Igri doesn’t break on tripping rocks.” 
 
    Bagri puffed out his cheeks and huffed. “Okay then, we protect you. You go fast, though. Keep up. Unara needs the things, okay?” 
 
    “I will find the things the quickest,” Igri said, thumping his chest. Then fled from the room, scampering eagerly on as only a goblin can, with Bagri hot on his heels. 
 
    The three of us watched them with more worry than faith, before I turned to Unara. “If they can find the Nanoscalpel that’s great, but I want you to have the best spine possible. Not some polluted trash from the Banshee.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You need to look first. If we can remove them and there’s something worth using, then we can save time, right?” 
 
    “I’ll go and look,” Tenev said, puffing his chest up, though he was clearly terrified about going outside. 
 
    “If there is anything of real value, I will remove it and flush its corrupted nanites as a priority. If not, I will work with Unara to choose a new spine. What we do need are nanites. Whatever happens elsewhere, our supplies of those are dangerously low.” 
 
    “There’s some in the basement at Prestige,” I replied. “I’ll go get them.” 
 
    Unara winced. “Sorry, Oshbob, they’ve already been brought down over this past week.” 
 
    “They aren’t really easy to order either,” Tenev added. “Unless you’re a licensed carver with a static, traceable address.” 
 
    I worked through my options quickly. “Aram will have some! I’ll pay that creepy bastard a visit and check what shit he’s got in his shop. I owe him a visit, anyway.” And with a last forlorn look at Unara, I grunted, then headed out. 
 
      
 
    Knowing Tenev would have to work on the Banshee corpse, and I wasn’t too keen on him being stuck outside while he did so, I left through the exit where we fought it. 
 
    Bagri and Igri were just leaving the cavern with the other hunters. They saw me arrive. 
 
    “No Scalpel?” I shouted over. 
 
    “No things at all. Just Banshee,” Bagri replied. “We go. Follow its track back to its base. We find the thing for Unara. That is promise!” 
 
    “I know you will!” I replied simply. 
 
    With those words, they disappeared into the tunnel the Banshee had sprung from. The one that now lay dead at my feet. A great victory for us. There was no doubt about that. The inner battle-loving orc in me was disappointed I hadn’t struck the killing blow after all the hard work I did against it.  
 
    Looking down at the warped creature now, there was something notably pathetic about its patched up form. That said, it was still huge. I wasn’t sure how heavy it would be, but as I grabbed a hold of its warped, misshapen head and began to drag it across the concrete floor, I was surprised at how easily it slid along. That’s not to say it was light. Hell no. But its appearance and the battle I’d fought with it suggested it would have been far heavier. 
 
    I had a few difficulties getting it in through the door but with some twisting and heaving I got it down next to the shelves. There, I decided I’d gone far enough. 
 
    Chest heaving from the exertion, I contacted Wolski while I recovered. “Hey, I need a pickup from the Yem Co. again. You local?” 
 
    “Will be soon and happy to do it. The Prestige isn’t the same without you!” 
 
    “We’re not going to the Prestige. We’re going to Aram’s Carver shop.” 
 
    “Huh. What we doing there? You want me to bring some boys?” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that. We’re going to gather some gear. Aram probably won’t be too happy with it, either.” 
 
    “Slime ball anyway. Can we get some keystones while we’re there? I’d kinda like one and it beats carrying this thing about.” He waved his Datapad around, causing me to lose sight of his face for a second. 
 
    “That’s a damn good idea,” I replied. “I’m setting off now, so we should get there close to the same time.” 
 
    With an affirmative grunt from Wolski, I ended the communication and set off. Alone. A strange feeling, as even in prison, I was never alone. It felt surprisingly good, though it forced why Unara was absent to the front of my mind and sped up my footfalls.  
 
    Moving swiftly along the damp, poorly illuminated tunnel, I pushed myself into a steady jog to test the capabilities of my new leg. Learning how it worked with my other leg was important. I’d need to be able to use them in unison but without conscious thought. Especially with the life I led. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the Yem Co. unit, I entered the access code into the keypad and headed up to the main factory floor. 
 
    All goblin heads turned to face me as I appeared. I paid them no mind and set off across to the loading area at the front of the building. 
 
    As I made for the door, a group of them came over to intercept me. I groaned, not wanting to talk to them with everything else occupying my mind. I put my attention on the leader. I’d never gotten his name. In fact, I’d only met him in the tunnel on our way to attack Soba, and saw him from afar as we passed through the unit earlier. 
 
    He looked angry now. “Why you just walking through here? Where’s Bagri?” 
 
    I was surprised by his tone but tried not to let it rile me up any more than I already was. “I’m walking through here because I own this unit. Bagri is busy below.” 
 
    “This goblin place. You come with Bagri, is okay. Bagri is good leader. We not ever seeing you.” 
 
    There’s a good chance my jaw dropped. The hostile attitude was so unexpected that it took me a while to form a response. Meanwhile, the edgy little bastard kept talking. “Maybe you been doing orc things. Not caring about goblins.” 
 
    “You guys really need to back off. I’ll let this bullshit go this time, but this is my unit and you work for me. If you don’t want to work for me, that’s okay. But that means you need to get out of my unit and out of Portolans, cos if you quit working for me, that makes us enemies.” 
 
    The leader looked uncertain but stood his ground as his second stepped up alongside him and spoke. Directing his words at the leader, but side-eying me. 
 
    “Don’t need no stupid orc. We take this unit for ourselves. Bagri would help hold it. I know.” 
 
    There was no way Bagri would back these idiots. He had some sense. But I wasn’t about to waste any more words of peace on these two. “So you’ve decided.” I said as a statement of fact, then shouted. “All of you! Get out of my warehouse now. You have a day to get out of Portolans. Don’t let me see any of you after that day has passed.” 
 
    “We stay!” The leader snapped. “There be many of us. But we let you leave. We speak to Bagri later about tribe future.” 
 
    I nodded along with his words while quickly checking the location of Wolski’s Datapad. It was just pulling into the car park. Satisfied that if I was swarmed, it wouldn’t be for long, I growled low at the goblin leader. “If that’s the way you want it.” Then took a step forward, closing the distance between us in that one long stride and forcing the two goblins to jump back. Expecting as much, the big right-hand punch I was already throwing was aimed at where I thought they would land. 
 
    To their credit, they were both fast. They ducked out of the way, but having been around goblins long enough, I expected that and mid-swing I halted my modded arm dead and brought it down in a hammer fist on the leader. 
 
    His skull shattered like a bowl full of blood and Schmeat. 
 
    “Get him!” Screeched his second. “Everyone, get ’im,!”  
 
    None of them seemed eager, but two of the nearest pulled knives. I growled at the second, who dared a smug grin. Thinking me distracted by the knives. He barely defended a flat-footed kick to the chest, which sent him flying back a few meters, where he collided with those gathered. Several goblins went down in a heap.  
 
    I rushed straight after him. The two knife wielders rushed me and my left arm was slashed while the knife attack bounced from my right arm. I ignored them both, eyes fixed on the second. He scrambled to get up but was halted by my heavy stamp on his chest. The stamp was so well placed with all of my weight landing on my booted metal foot that he all but exploded. I swung my arms around wildly, smacking all those close to me out of the way. While I… well, spun might not be the best description, but I turned damn fast and faced those who had attacked me with knives. They’d been joined by two more goblins with clubs now and they stood practically shaking with fear despite their advantage in numbers. I roared with all the primal rage I felt at the insult of being attacked in my own unit. 
 
    The sight and sound of it liquified their resolve to keep fighting. 
 
    “We surrender,” one of them said, but still held the knife ready. It was the right decision for him. 
 
    “Surrender? You don’t get to fucking surrender. You get to make your decisions and you get to die if they’re the wrong ones, just like the rest of us. You pulled them knives and bats, you drew my blood or tried. You made your decision.” 
 
    At that moment Wolski came bursting in, no doubt alerted by my roar of anger that something was wrong. When they saw the standoff, they came running over. The full goblin pack tried to slink off deeper into the factory. 
 
    “No, you fucking don’t!” I roared again. “Stay where you are or I’ll track you down and make you wish you were never born.” 
 
    “Everything okay, boss?” Wolski asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Hold still and make a note of these four in case they try to run,” I replied as I stalked after the closest knife holder. Closing the distance with long, measured strides. It was good to be able to walk properly again. 
 
    He held his hands up, the knife now in a non-threatening position. “Surrender, surrender!” he gibbered desperately. 
 
    With a burst of speed, I lunged forward. “No surrender!” 
 
    He slashed the knife at me one last time, but I knocked it aside, metal clanging against metal. With my left, I delivered a full force slap to the side of his head. Being made of flesh, it didn’t have the destructive crushing capabilities of my right, so his skull remained intact. Though it now hung at a freakish angle, neck broken as he soared through the air before falling limp and unmoving on the floor. 
 
    The sound of metal and clubs clanging to the floor had me turning to the others. “Was following orders,” the other knife wielder said. “Happy to serve you now!” 
 
    Wolski and the others had moved to stop the three of them from retreating further. One tried to bolt, but was stopped by a lightning-fast orc hand that grabbed his face and threw him back toward the other two. 
 
    “You were already serving me. That’s why you got this place. Now you betrayed me. Decided to attack me. That’s a betrayal, and I don’t give second chances for betrayals.” 
 
    I attacked again. They tried desperately to get out of my way but were halted by my orcs. I grabbed, kicked and punched, letting the animal in me out.  
 
    The music of screams and breaking bones echoed around the building as the other goblins and orcs watched in subdued silence. Apart from a few whimpers when I kicked the carcass of a goblin over the heads of his watching tribe. 
 
    It was like fighting children. They had no real defense against me, yet I felt no pity. They crossed me and in Artem, if I wanted to make something of myself, this was the only possible answer. 
 
    When the three remaining weapon holders lay dead, I eyed the rest of the tribe dangerously. “None of you attacked. That saves your lives today. Now you get to make a decision. Stay here and follow my word to the letter. Or get the hell out of my district.” 
 
    “We stay,” an elderly goblin woman croaked. “You good boss.” 
 
    I waited until the agreement was unanimous before speaking again. “If you’re staying, get this place cleaned up. I’ll be back later and I want it spotless, and that includes the smell. You kill and butcher something. Clean the blood up. You need to piss or shit. It goes in the toilets or there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for an answer. Turning on my heel, I marched through Wolski and the other orcs, heading for the door.  
 
    Wolski spoke clearly as he followed in my wake. 
 
    “And that, boys, is why we follow Kapar. No surrender!” 
 
    The other three orcs repeated the shout, and I shook my head, feeling a mixture of pride and the beginnings of regret. It was a brutal, base display. I could be better than what I’d just done. I could have thought of another way around the problem and saved myself four goblin hunters. But I was so wound up about Unara’s injury, they really couldn’t have picked a worse time to fuck with me. 
 
    I pushed the useless thoughts from my mind and climbed into the front seat of the car as Wolski jumped into the driver’s seat. The other three squeezed into the back, laughing and joking about how I’d kicked the last goblin over the full tribe, and off we went. 
 
    Conversation turned to more mundane things as it became obvious I didn’t want to talk about the event. I had to admit; it was nice to hear them chatting idly about mindless life shit. Apparently, Tissa, an orc girl two of them had a thing for, had been asked for a kiss by someone in their neighborhood. It had cost him three stitches. 
 
    A smile crept on my face as I listened and by the time I arrived outside the familiar carver shop, a lot of the stress I’d been feeling had melted away. That was a good thing and hopefully meant I didn’t just rip the legs off one sly and slimy carver as soon as I entered the shop. 
 
    

  

 
   
    44th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of human bouncers stood on either side of the entrance to Super mods. The unimaginative name of Aram’s shop. They looked troubled as we entered and swiftly decided not to do their job properly as we passed without threat or warning.  
 
    “Ah! Kapar! My favorite orc,” Aram said, watching from behind his front counter. “Word on the street is that you’ve made quite an impact on Portolans.” 
 
    “No, thanks to that piece of shit leg you gave me,” I replied in a low growl.  
 
    “Ah, well, that was by Soba’s command. I could fit you a much nicer leg now with a healthy discount too!” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Soba’s already gave up one of his legs for me. Another parting gift.”  
 
    “I see.” His face wrinkled up with concern. “And who fitted the leg, if you don’t mind me asking? I can do some excellent deals for one such as yourself. We could make a healthy partnership between us.”  
 
    “Let’s get this straight, Aram. You work for me. You do what I say. If I need something fitting, you fit it for free.” 
 
    “How will I make a living!” he protested, arms wide.  
 
    “Concentrate on staying alive first. You stay on my good side and you’ll do okay. Piss me off, and… do you want a full explanation or can you guess?” I said, planting my hands on the counter.  
 
    His face puckered up spitefully. “You know I own this shop? It’s not like you can just send me on my way. There are still laws in this city. I know my rights. I’ll pay your security charges, but I’m quite literally a self-made man.” His scowl lifted into a smirk for his joke.  
 
    Mine didn’t. “If you think I’m here to laugh at your jokes, you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I don’t give a goblin shit who you think you are, or what rights you think you’ve got. You either work for me, or you leave Portolans and I take the deeds to the shop.”  
 
    His visible eye twitched nervously. With a deep exhalation, he pushed his lank hair back off his face. “So, you intend to rule over Portolans with an iron fist? Obedience or violence. I suppose I should have expected that from an orc. No finesse, no tact. You are sure to fail. People do not fare well under such treatment.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Now give me all of your nanites.” 
 
    He fish mouthed for a moment. Looking at his two bouncers and then back to me. “Preposterous! I… you’ll put me out of business, Kapar.” 
 
    “Order more. I’ll pay you the cost. But I’ll be taking those nanites today. Think of it as recompense for screwing me over with the leg.” 
 
    “But it may take days… weeks… a month even! You don’t just put orders in willy-nilly. They’re regulated and monitored. Anything out of the usual and, well, I’ll have the MCorp agents I order from sniffing around and asking questions.” 
 
    “Tell them you were robbed. I don’t really care how you do it, but I’m not leaving here without my nanites. Now go get them.”  
 
    He moaned and sulked, but scurried off all the same to fetch them. I waited for a few seconds and then figured I better keep an eye on him. Trustworthiness wasn’t one of his most obvious qualities.  
 
    “I’m gonna follow him, you watch these two, and the entrance,” I told Wolski, then headed into the back.  
 
    “Can’t a man have a little privacy? I’m doing what you asked.” He spat as I entered his operating room. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” I replied, flatly. “I don’t trust you. You, like everyone else in this city of ours, will have to earn that, and you have a false start.” 
 
    “False start?” he asked, confused.  
 
    “Think of it like a points system. Everyone I meet starts at -1. They move up or down depending on how we get along. You talked to me like shit and you fitted that broken leg. You were working for someone else though, which is why I don’t just kill you and take your shop. I’m fair like that. You still dropped to a -6 with me, though. Hit a ten and I’ll just kill you.” 
 
    He stood frozen in place, fidgeting with his hands uncomfortably. His weasel-like face twisting up into a sour scowl.  
 
    “Crack on, Aram. It’s not unrecoverable.”  
 
    That didn’t help his disposition as he moved to a door at the back of the room and leaned into the retinal scan. Then, ignoring the advice I’d just given him, the idiot pretended there was something wrong with the digital lock.  
 
    I don’t think he didn’t realize how close he came to dying at that point. “You’re now at a -8. Get it open, now,” I growled as images of smashing his greasy head into the metal door ran through my mind.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, the door sprung open on his next attempt, revealing a clean and well-maintained room lined with locked drawers and cupboards. 
 
    He moved to where he kept the nanites, but I stopped him. “Show me your inventory first.”  
 
    He swallowed deeply as he turned back to face me. “I… it’s all on my keystone.” 
 
    I knew a fair few of the keystones capabilities by now and smiled. “A smart carver like you should be able to work out how to share the list to my keystone.” 
 
    “You have one? When?” he asked, sputtering in surprise.  
 
    “Inventory. Now. Or you don’t leave this room and I cut your hand off, remove your eyes and take everything.” 
 
    His eyes fluttered for a moment in response. 
 
    I accepted, and another box popped up.  
 
      
 
    Aram would like to add you to his contacts. Do you accept? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I of course accepted and in doing so, another box popped up: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Aram is attempting to share a file with you. Super Mods Inventory. Do you wish to take receipt of this file? 
  File will be automatically scanned for virus’s and rejected should any be found. 
    
  
      	  Accept/Decline 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again, I accepted and the file he sent began to download. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Warning. Keystone Storage space has passed the 50%. At 25% you may begin to experience functionality issues. It is advised that you acquire additional storage. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Great. Something else to sort out. I grumbled internally. Then noticed Aram was still watching me. “Nanites. Now.” I said, pointing at the drawer he had been about to open.  
 
    While he busied himself getting what I’d asked for, I scanned through his inventory, moving first to the nanites section. It has thirty-two canisters marked down. I moved onto his mods next, looking through it and being mainly disappointed.  
 
    “There, that’s all I can spare,” he announced, pulling me from my inspection.  
 
    I looked at the table and found five canisters. “Try again. You’re at -9 now. One more fuck up and I break your neck and give your legs to one of my favorite goblins.” 
 
    He turned back to his drawers without another word and I continued looking over his stock. One thing caught my eye.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Knee accentuators. (Pair) 
  
      	  Tier: Two  
  
     
 
      
      	  AWF prides itself on providing undisputable quality. Whatever the workers of Artem need, we provide, in a manner that makes their lives easier and more comfortable. 
    
  AWF Ambi-brace is a slimline knee brace that is the perfect addition to anyone looking for a boost in their overall athleticism. Run faster, jump higher, kick harder. 
    
  (The AWF is not accountable for the use of these mods for anything not work-related.) 
    
  Increase to biological leg function: 
  +2 Strength 
  +3 Dexterity 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Durability: 100/100 
  
      	  Cost: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was the perfect addition. I only needed one of them, though, so it wasn’t a total bust for Aram, sort of. I was sure he could find a use for the remaining brace. 
 
    There wasn’t much else of interest to me. Too much of it was refurbished tier one and tier-two junk. There wasn’t a tier three in sight. He did have five Keystones in stock, two of which were reclaimed. They’d been wiped, but both held an additional note.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Recurring performance issues. Some potential tracking software still in place. Buggy on call and data transfer. Most likely won’t kill recipient.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I swiped the list away to see him laying out more canisters. There were sixteen of them now. I raised a questioning eyebrow at him. It seemed he wanted to die.  
 
    “Don’t make me do this,” I told him. “You have thirty-two canisters. I’m taking them all.  
 
    “I’ll have to close my shop for a week. I beg you, take those and come back for more later?”  
 
    He was clearly, genuinely worried about his business and so long as he wasn’t trying to take the piss, I wasn’t without mercy. “Keep seven. Give me twenty-five.”  
 
    I saw the look in his eyes, about to complain further. He must have seen the look in mine, and his shoulders sagged as he scuttled back to the drawers and got the remaining canisters of nanites.  
 
    “I’ll also take the left knee brace and your five keystones as well. Then I think that’ll be our business done for the day.” 
 
    He winced at the demand, but wisely said nothing as he went to retrieve what I’d asked for. 
 
    While he was gone, I contacted Raven. Her face sprang up quickly, though she looked a little flustered.  
 
    “Oshbob, is everything alright?” 
 
    “I have keystones here that are corrupted. Can you clear them and make sure they’re safe to use without any kind of tracking on or causing a danger to my people?” 
 
    “I should be able to, but now’s really not a good time. Give me twenty minutes and I’ll send a drone to your location.”  
 
    I knew she could find me being a contact, but I couldn’t access her location, which had been bugging me. I understood why. What criminal wanted to be traceable? I certainly didn’t. “How do you turn the contact tracking off?” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” She said, with a pretense of a smile, but it was empty. 
 
    “Why do you not let me track you?” 
 
    The smile was genuine this time. “I am a high-class hacker, wanted by many. Seems to me that if I let you track me, then I wouldn’t be very good at my job, would I?” 
 
    “Exactly. And I’m a gang lord with a price on my head if I’m not mistaken. You need to make sure I’m not traceable.”  
 
    “You are asking a lot, Oshbob, and I can’t say I care for your tone. But as I like Unara so much, I’m willing to show you how to deactivate any kind of tracking by your contacts. We’ll have to meet. Come with Unara to our safe house in Turan around noon.” 
 
    “First off, Raven, we aren’t entering Turan. I’ll most likely be targeted as soon as I step foot across the district border. Second, Unara can’t move. She’s been injured.”  
 
    “What happened? How could you let her be injured badly enough to be unable to move? Don’t you have Medi-Kits?” 
 
    “We were attacked by a Banshee in the Undercity. She’s had multiple Medi-Kits, but they don’t repair the kind of damage done to her spine. So, I’m busy working on getting her a new one right now.”  
 
    “You need to take better care of her, Oshbob. She’s precious. A gemstone in the rough.” 
 
    “Precious?” I asked, utterly confused. Unara was precious to me, but it was odd to hear that from the hacker’s mouth. “What are you up to, Raven?” 
 
    “I am not up to anything,” she snapped uncharacteristically. “I merely care for her well-being. She is young and, while dangerous, she is still innocent. She deserves better than the life you have her living.”  
 
    “I don’t have her living any life. She wants to be a stealth killer. As much as I want to keep her safe, I can’t protect her all the time. What I can do is make sure she gets a top level, tier-three mod when she needs one. Which is what I’m doing now.” I fought to keep the growl from my voice, as I didn’t want this conversation spiraling into trouble between us.  
 
    Raven was tight-lipped, but she finally nodded at my words. “That is all I can expect, I suppose. And it’s an assassin.”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “A stealth killer. They’re called assassins. That’s what Unara wants to be.”  
 
    “Sure. So, you’ll send the drone to me? And meet me at the Prestige when you can?” 
 
    “I will,” she sighed. “Now I really must go. You have interrupted an important job.”  
 
    The line cut off and Aram, who was now waiting in front of me, came back into focus.  
 
    “Is that all, then?” he asked bitterly, nodding at the table between us.  
 
    “Sure,” I smiled. “Let me know what I owe you for the nanites.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” he assured me. “There’ll be a bill on your desk by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Make sure it’s itemized per canister and a copy of the receipt from… MCorp, did you say?” 
 
    He scowled deeply at my reply while I swept up what I could carry. Shouting for Wolski and the others to come through and grab the rest of the gear. 
 
      
 
    We made it back to the Yem Co factory with no trouble arriving only moments before Raven’s Drone. It was the same one, or at least the same style as the one she’d sent to the Prestige. As it came to a halt in front of me, a storage compartment opened on its top.  
 
    “Place the keystones in the top,” Said Raven’s voice from a small speaker on the front of the flying disk. “I will return them when I get around to cleaning them, though it could be days.” 
 
    “That’s fine. When do you think you’ll make it to the Prestige?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know,” came the reply before the drone shot off into the gray sky. 
 
      
 
    I found myself watching it until it disappeared from sight, my mind working over the Raven problem. Every interaction left me feeling uneasy, and I couldn’t wait until Leo got out of jail to start building up my counter to her. I’d probably need more than just him, though. He was still young and if I was going to make this district work well for me, I’d need as many people with brains as I did brawn.  
 
    Inside, I was satisfied with the efforts the Yem Co. Goblins put into cleaning the unit. It wasn’t perfect, but for goblins… hell, it was perfect. Fear was a good motivator. I wouldn’t use it where I didn’t need to. Wolski, Bagri, Tenev, they were all in the plus numbers. Unara, she was a +10. As much as I’d happily kill a -10, I’d die for Unara. I didn’t see many people reaching that height unless I ever had children or made the effort to find a good orc wife. Right now, that was the last thing on my mind. Right now they’d be weaknesses I couldn’t afford.  
 
    These guys had done what I’d asked, and I was glad of that and moved them up to around a -3 on my personal scale. They still had a long way to go to redeem themselves. I’d send Bagri up to double down on what their place in the pecking order was, and, I had to admit, goblins in general had grown on me since working with that first tribe. I’d probably send him out to recruit more. There were plenty of them about living like rats on the borders of the Undercity and Artem proper.  
 
    

  

 
   
    45th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at the unit, I was intrigued by the partially deconstructed Banshee. Its entire fused spinal column had been removed and its eyes had also been taken.  
 
    I led the orcs up to the top of the unit, leading them into the back. It was the first time any of them had been here and they all looked around, impressed.  
 
    “Nice place. What was it used for?” Wolski asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but when we took it over, it was a base for mercs. They worked for Soba, though I don’t think they were directly employed.” 
 
    “What were they doing?” 
 
    “Harvesting mods from specters, and body parts from the monsters outside the city wall. The body parts they took back to the city so the nanites could be extracted and used in… well, everything. At least that’s what they were doing until the banshee killed half of them and we killed the rest.”  
 
    “So we gonna harvest nanites again? Seems like it would be good business.” 
 
    “Aye. It will be. I need to focus on Portolans at the minute, but we’ll need a steady stream of money coming in beyond the buildings. Nanites and mods are pretty much the best way to do it.”  
 
    “Weapons too,” he replied. “People always need weapons in Artem. 
 
    “One of the shops I own deals in weapons. I need to pay them a visit at some point.”  
 
    Wolski nodded, intrigued. “Where abouts is it?” 
 
    “I can’t remember if I’m honest. I know the business is owned by some old veteran called Harold. Not had too much time to study the buildings in any detail, but ex-military was marked on Soba’s notes and that stood out. I think it’s on Molan Street but I have a few shops there so I could be wrong.” 
 
    I stopped talking as I entered the medical room and Wolski had the sense to stop too. 
 
    Inside, Tenev and Igri were working on the huge spinal column which had been laid out on the table.  
 
    Igri looked up first as we entered. “We found the Nanoscalpel!” he announced proudly. 
 
    “They did,” Tenev added at with a wide smile, waving the narrow metal cylinder in my direction. “It was surprisingly well cared for, all things considered. Still in its original case and everything. Even the Banshee understood its true value.” 
 
    “I won’t complain. If I don’t have to spend money, I’m happy not to. Good work finding it, Igri.” 
 
    “Very much so,” Tenev replied as Igri beamed. “This would have taken me a week to peel apart otherwise. I’ve not seen anything quite like it before.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” I asked, leaning over, intrigued.  
 
    “The fusion is interesting enough. At first, I thought its range of movement was from cleverly placed connections — despite being poor quality tier one and tier two mods. But!” he declared excitedly, looking up again from his work, “and don’t get too excited, yet, but there’s an old, and by old I mean maybe a seventy-year-old, mod in here. That means it’s not really at the same level as modern cyberware technology…” 
 
    “You need to cut to the chase, Tenev,” I said as calmly as possible. 
 
    “It’s a tier four, Elite mod, Oshbob. I’ve seen about four in my lifetime. As I say, it’s not as good as a tier four now, but it functions as it should. It’s at the very top end of tier three. It might still be considered a low level tier four.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the thought of giving Unara a Tier four Mod. No one outside the central districts had tier fours. It was unheard of. 
 
    “What are its stats?” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Spinal replacement mod 
  
      	  Tier: Four  
  
     
 
      
      	    
  The Aelco-2 Spinal replacement is a multifaceted spinal mod providing both spinal strength and unmatched dexterity. This spine can support upward of 300kg. 
  Unlike any other spinal mod on the market, the Aelco-2 is fully multi-directional, meaning that it provides full strength and dexterity across its entire range of motion. 
  You’ll be bending over backward to retrieve that heavy load! 
  Warning. Just because your spine can, doesn’t mean the rest of your body can. Be warned.  
    
  Spine Stats: 
  Dexterity - 18 
  Strength - 16 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Durability: 95/100 
  
      	  Cost: four 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “That explains so much,” I mumbled, only half talking to the others in the room. “The Banshee really did move incredibly well. So what did it need all the other spines for? Just additional height?”  
 
    “As crazy as this sounds, I believe it was using the other spines to protect this one. From the whispers I’ve heard, Banshees are supposed to be incredibly intelligent and you seem to have found a very old one. Someone who perhaps started with this mod many years ago.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of Aelco before. Is that a company or what?” 
 
    “It was an old elven company that was absorbed into Living Earth around thirty years ago.” 
 
    “Typical,” I groaned. “If this fits Unara, maybe not tell her that… It will fit her, right?” 
 
    “I’m almost certain of it, and its history is safe with me. There is more news. You might have noticed I removed its eyes. They were tier three! They were a little damaged, but I’ve been able to repair them. They have thermal vision, Infra-red and they have an identification function. I would love to have them myself if you didn’t want them. But I suspect you will.”  
 
    “You suspect right,” I replied, surprised at the sudden feeling of discomfort that hit me as I thought about having my perfectly functioning eyeballs replaced. “Can we keep my eyes in case I don’t like the optics?” 
 
    Tenev smirked. “Of course we can. I understand it can be daunting to have healthy parts replaced when you’re not used to modifications. I should probably warn you the eyes will glow red when your infra-red is active.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Better’n fine,” Wolski interrupted. “You’ll look damn terrifying!” 
 
    I chuckled at his reaction, then felt uncomfortable as Tenev spoke again. “I can fit them now if you wish. I have them flushed already and you have plenty of fresh nanites.”  
 
    I shook my head. “You should do Unara first. Nothing but that matters right now.” 
 
    “It will take the rest of the day to free the spine and a few hours to flush it out completely. Fitting it with my Nanoscalpel will take at least a whole day on its own. I can have your new eyes fitted within half an hour.” 
 
    “What about this?” I said, pulling the knee brace from the box at my feet.  
 
    Tenev came over and inspected it with a wide smile. “Good work! Also from Aram?” 
 
    “Yeah, how long would this take?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Let me check it against your leg. Can you roll your trouser leg up and hop on the table for me, please?” 
 
    I obliged and once settled, he put it against my knee. It was a fairly thin chrome square with multiple movable joints. He lay it over my knee where it would be placed. Then lifted it off and held his Nanoscalpel to one of the joints. 
 
    I eyed him skeptically as a gentle whirring sound came from either the mod or the scalpel. 
 
    “It’s too small,” he said, hitting a few more of the joints on the brace. “I’m just adjusting to see if it even expands to a large enough size for you. Damn leg is thicker than a crowd control turret.” 
 
    I waited impatiently while he messed with it until I felt a twinge of pain. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Just making sure it’s compatible,” Eight more pain-inducing but delicate taps of the scalpel and a close inspection of the mod, my Keystone beeped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  AWF Ambi-knee fitted (One). Please fit paired mod to ensure no lack of coordination occurs. 
AWF will accept no liability for accidents occurring due to failure to fit partnered mod. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Tenev smiled. “Fitting the AFW Ambi-Knee will take approximately five.” 
 
    “Cheeky bugger,” I said, flexing the knee.  
 
    “I should do the eyes now. I think it’s important we get you fitted out. It will make me feel better after all you have done for me, then I will be able to concentrate on Unara’s spine and give it my all.”  
 
    I struggled with the decision, but if it could be done in half an hour, it was worth doing.  
 
    “Where is Unara?”  
 
    “She is sleeping,” Tenev replied with a hint of sadness on his face. “Her paralysis is not sitting well with her mind. She was becoming highly anxious.”  
 
    “Get the eyes done and then I’ll go see her. Does she know what you’ve found?” 
 
    “She does not. I did not wish to wake her, nor tell her about the mod until I was certain of what I’d found. I wanted to make sure I could install it as well. I am now confident in both areas, so you can inform her. But first. Tier three eye mods don’t come along for free very often, so let’s get them installed!” 
 
    Inspired by Tenev’s enthusiasm, I lay back on the table, ready to see things differently. Igri hit me with a sedative, and that was that.  
 
      
 
    I came awake with the usual dose of stim coursing through my system. Heart racing, I sat upright and panicked. I couldn’t see anything, which was not a good place to be. I was about to say as much when a notification appeared in red writing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	    
  Welcome to Aelco Optics. Please take the time to become accustomed to the operating system.  
    
  Loading Software… 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The words disappeared to be replaced with:  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	    
  Thermal imaging. Activation command. Three rapid blinks.  
    
  Infrared-Night vision. Activation command. Four rapid blinks.  
    
  Identification: Activation command. Focus on identifying your target of choice. The Optic will do the rest.  
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t activate Infrared,” Tenev said. “You will blind yourself.” 
 
    I immediately stopped blinking, cutting out at three, and activating thermal imaging instead of the night vision. The result was still a blow to the senses. Everything became a torrent of colors, from blacks to bright reds, where Igri and Tenev stood. For the first time since meeting Tenev, I realized he had a modded left arm which was all black, and a modded right hand which glowed much brighter than it should.  
 
    Curious, I abandoned thermal imaging with three quick blinks and activated Identify. I then focused on Tenev’s right hand. An identification box sprung up, and I was impressed.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Right-hand mod 
  
      	  Tier: Three 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  Milco, elven Precision – RH09 
    
  Put patients at ease with a deft touch and a warm hand with a mod created by Carvers for Carvers. Covered in synthetic stay-warm skin, this hand is a solid all-rounder for everyday activities mixed with a sublime addition to manual dexterity.  
    
  10 strength  
  10 toughness 
  16 Dexterity. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Durability: 100/100 
  
      	  Cost: Two 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Nice hand, Tenev,” I said with an appreciative bob of my head and a scan of his full left arm.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Left arm mod 
  
      	  Tier: Three 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  Milco, Left arm – LA04 
  An everyday arm for an everyday Elf or human. Covered in synthetic flesh for that natural appearance.  
    
  10 strength 
  10 toughness 
  10 dexterity 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  Durability: 100/100 
  
      	  Cost: Two 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “It cost me a great deal, but it is my pride and joy as far as my mods go.” 
 
    I nodded. “Hopefully we can get you something to bring that left arm up to the same level?” 
 
    “That is one of my dreams. Though I long since abandoned any hope of achieving that goal until very recently.” 
 
    I grinned and patted him on the back. “It’s good to dream. Thank you for these improvements. I’m looking pretty solid now. I’ll go check on Unara now.” 
 
    Tenev nodded, looking eager to get back to the spine. 
 
    She was lying on her bed when I entered. Completely still. 
 
    “Unara?” I said, softly. Wasn’t sure why as I intended to wake her up, whatever. She turned to face me and smiled a sad smile. She’d obviously been awake for a while. No vestiges of sleep plagued her eyes.  
 
    “How you doing?” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said fine?”  
 
    “Yes.” I knew it wasn’t the answer she was looking for. But I had perhaps more faith in her than she had in herself. “And you will be even better once Tenev frees the Tier Four Spine from the Banshee!” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She wriggled around onto her side and propped herself up on her elbow to hear what I had to say.  
 
    “It’s super durable, strong and very old, so it might not be at the level of a current Tier-four… but then Tenev said he hasn’t worked with many, as they’re rare outside the inner city.” 
 
    “How did a Banshee get hold of it?” she asked, wide-eyed. Her voice was clear as a bell now. “And who made it?” 
 
    “Looks like it had it before becoming a Banshee.” I said while working over whether I should tell her it was an elven mod. Then decided it wasn’t a secret I could or even needed to keep despite the irritation I knew she’d feel. “Tenev said the company was an elven one, Aelco. It was merged into Living Earth years ago.” 
 
    She frowned. “It’s an elven mod?” 
 
    “Yep. Seems they really do make the best ones and look on the bright side. You’ll be able to use their own technology to kill them.” 
 
    She smiled, a thoughtful expression on her face. “That does make it sound better.” 
 
    I grinned wide. “Tenev thinks it’ll be another day, at least, before he can start fitting it. I’ll stay with you now until you’re fixed up.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You’ve got too much to do and with the Banshee dead, I doubt there’s anywhere I could be safer. Go, do what you need to do above. I will be at your side the moment I can walk again.” 
 
    “No way. We’re doing this together. The above can wait.” 
 
    “And our enemies can gather. You think the Jackals and the other gangs will be idle while you sit here watching over me? Go work Oshbob. Protect what we’ve worked so hard to win. Make sure the people of Portolans know who you are. Make sure they understand what’s happening.” 
 
    I watched her for a long moment, warring with the decision, then finally nodded. “You’re right. But I want you better be at my side the moment you’re back together.” 
 
    “That, I can guarantee.” 
 
      
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    46th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Drowning. That’s what I was doing. Drowning in a sea lists and mundane tasks. I sat in the office under the Prestige, going over everything from the individual gangs of Portolans and their disposition toward us, to all of the financial information of the empire we’d lucked into.  
 
    The buildings themselves were legitimate businesses, but they came with a whole host of rates and taxes that needed to be paid, and that was just the tip of the spike.  
 
    There were bribes to ACE, to local politicians, plus the gangs. They didn’t work for free and all the mods and nanites Soba had running through his books went to pay for those. Now that source of income had all but stopped, it meant which meant they’d need to be paid from the legitimate business. I didn’t know much, but I knew that would leave a paper trail, and I knew that wasn’t a good thing.  
 
    I’d written a lot of it down on paper in the end as there was just far too much to keep track of on screens and I wasn’t good enough with the computer on the desk to make the best use of it. 
 
    I slammed my fists against the desk. It was as much knowing where to start as it was knowing how to start.  
 
    I still had to send money and goods to Raven, which I’d offered freely at the time. A trade I was regretting deeply as the coffers dwindled. The loss was slow, but at the current rate, if things didn’t change and I didn’t tighten up the financial side of things, we’d be broke in a year at most. Maybe sooner.  
 
    I pulled another list in front of me. Suppliers. Soba even had bribes going to people within certain companies to get favorable rates, but those were Soba’s contacts, not mine. I’d have to contact them and attempt to re-establish lines of trade. Then try to get the mods we’d been collecting, moving again. I still hadn’t even started in on the list of people around Portolans that I was supposed to be killing and our weapon situation was starting to look grim as well. I’d been free and easy with the distribution of weapons, ammo and medical supplies, making sure all the orcs and goblins had gear. That trend seemed to have continued in my absence. But now? We were almost dry of everything. I felt my head going fuzzy at the sheer scope of it. I’d been going for the entire day and most of yesterday too, and I was just getting more confused by the moment.  
 
    Unara would be here soon, though, like me, she definitely wasn’t cut out for this kind of work either.  
 
    I was right back to needing people. People I could trust. Fear was a wonderful way to get a lot of people to behave. But it didn’t breed trust. But who did I get? Where did I start? I didn’t even know what I needed. I rubbed my head and growled. Glowering at the stacks of information. I needed to get away from this desk. I should go get to work on bringing the gangs to my side. I didn’t get up though. I continued to look over what I had and continued to rank them in order of importance. 
 
    An hour later, a finger poked me in the ribs from behind. I lurched up, anger flaring, ready to attack. I must have been dozing to be caught so unaware. 
 
    Unara was standing behind me, grinning. Straight-backed, flashing a full, white-toothed smile. She even went to the effort of sticking her tongue out at me, before bending over backward, placing her hands on the floor then slowly moving her legs up and over in a movement that showed incredible control. Then she flipped back onto her feet.  
 
    “All fixed and ready to get to work! What’re we doing first?” She eyed the mess on the table skeptically. “Don’t we have a list of people to kill?” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed, then grabbed her in a gentle hug.  
 
    “Careful,” she half sputtered, half chuckled. “You’ll break my spine again!” 
 
    “Nothing’s breaking that spine, Unara,” I replied as I put her back down. “You look great, though.” 
 
    She was grinning again. “You think it’s an improvement?” she said, spinning around. “I think it’s what you wanted, so yes, it’s an improvement. I can hardly believe how tall you look now.” 
 
    “I feel a bit stretched out, if I’m honest. I think Tenev might have made the spine a little too long, but I’m not complaining.”  
 
    As she talked, I caught a flash of green light on the previously broken Physical Amplifier mod behind her ear. It was visible now, with her hair tied up neatly.  
 
    “The Living Earth Mod, is it fixed?” 
 
    She frowned. “No. it shouldn’t be. Why?”  
 
    “It just flashed and as far as I know, it’s never done that before.” 
 
    With a scowl, her eyes glazed over. I stood there waiting to find out what was going on. She looked relieved.  
 
    “Tenev said the mod was heavily linked into both my old spine and my brain. That’s why he wouldn’t remove it, but he had to remake all the connections to the new spine to make sure I didn’t end up with any mental impairments. So it has power running to it but still doesn’t work.” 
 
    There was a buzz on our security monitors that watched the tunnel approach to the basement. I looked over at the screen. Raven and her team were approaching. 
 
    “That was too quick,” I said sourly and pointed at Unara’s mod. “So, Tenev is sure that can’t be activated and used against you?” 
 
    “He sounded sure,” was her unconvincing reply. 
 
      
 
    Minutes later, Raven swept into the room and walked straight over to Unara, wrapping her up in a tight hug. “It’s so good to see that you’re up and about.” 
 
    The two women were now almost the same height, with Raven being a couple of centimeters taller at most. Unara looked to be a little uncomfortable with the hug at first, but soon melted into it. Raven did really seem to care for Unara and I couldn’t fault her for that. 
 
    “I can’t say I ever want to have my spine severed again,” Unara said as they pulled apart. “But I’m happy with the upgrade. Even if it is an elven spine.” 
 
    “Oh really! You never mentioned that before. Who is the manufacturer?” 
 
    “Aelco,” Unara replied, without a thought for how freely she gave away information. I really wanted her to stop her, but it sounded as though they’d already been talking over Keystone.  
 
    “Oh, that’s fascinating,” Raven replied. “That should be highly compatible with your Amplifier mod, which I can see now has a power supply. Are you intending to repair it?” 
 
    I felt a low, unintentional growl roll over my tongue at her very fast observations. It was almost as if she knew what she was looking for. As if she’d heard our conversation. 
 
    “Not at all,” Unara replied as I was pointedly ignored by Raven. “If someone was able to gain access like the elves in the lab, then I could be taken down with the press of a button.”  
 
    Raven laughed. “I wouldn’t have expected you to repair it to full function. That would be insane! Just the amplification aspect to give you access to full body boosts.  
 
    “Tenev never mentioned that it was a possibility,” Unara replied.  
 
    “Then he is a poor carver, indeed! A few tweaks here, ensure certain circuitry is removed in a few places and there should be no problems.” 
 
    “We are here about location disabling,” I said, growing impatient quickly. “And Unara doesn’t need or want that thing messing with.” 
 
    Unara looked at me with a sheepish smile. “I don’t know. If it can be repaired in the way Raven said, then would it be foolish not to do it?” 
 
    “We’ll ask Tenev about it later.” 
 
    Raven nodded and sat on the other side of the desk. “It’s definitely worth thinking about. When I first saw the mod, I thought it was beyond repair, but if you have power to it…” 
 
    She smiled at my intense scowl. “Keystone tracking!” she said, getting the point and moving on. “I will talk you both through the steps. There are quite a few, and you will have to delete some aspects of the Keystone software, before installing other software to cover for the functionality shortfall.” 
 
    She went through a series of steps, which Unara and I both followed closely. 
 
    “For the additional software, I will have to send it over as Unara doesn’t have access to the Keystone store yet, and these are not exactly standard upgrades.” 
 
    “Surely there’s an easier way to block tracking than all of this?” I said as Raven shared the files with us. 
 
    She shook her head. “This way removes the ability to track you. Turning off tracking within your Keystone just turns it off. A good hacker could easily turn it back on again should they need to.”  
 
    I listened as she spoke. But I also checked through what was still available without the software downloads she was sharing.  
 
    Calls and messages were still available. My Ident information was still accessible. Access to Aug World was greyed out, as was outbound data transfer. I also couldn’t make new contacts. After a deliberation, I found I was comfortable with that and would find my own workarounds later.  
 
    “Have you installed the new software?” She asked us both. 
 
    Unara nodded. “It’s almost complete.” 
 
    I grunted without commitment either way, and that seemed to satisfy Raven. I doubted she was screwing us, but until I could better understand what we’d just done, I wasn’t installing anything. 
 
    “They’re complete!” Unara said.  
 
    I stood up a moment later. “Well, thank you for your help, Raven. I wasn’t expecting you so soon after Unara’s recovery, but it was a pleasure to see you and that’s a good job out of the way. However, we have people we really need to kill for our deal with ACE.”  
 
    “Of course! I’m happy to help you both and yes. You absolutely need to get to work on that! We will catch up again soon as I have a couple of things coming up I still need help with.” 
 
    I suppressed my groan at the reminder that I still owed her. 
 
    “Just let us know,” I said simply, then raked through my papers until I found the kill list.  
 
    By the time I looked up, she had thankfully left. Unara watched me curiously. I could almost feel what she wanted to ask me. Our feelings on Raven at odds with each other. I think it said something about the trust we had in each other that we didn’t bother going over it. We both had good instincts even if they didn’t always align, and going over them would achieve nothing.  
 
    I prodded my finger on the list. “Nwyan Borden, 28 Molan Street,” I announced. “We own five buildings along there. A café, two clothes shops, a weapons shop and a charity shop, apparently. Let’s visit those and then take out our unwanted resident. Maybe kill a few rats with one fire?” 
 
    “What is a charity?” 
 
    I scratched my head. “I’m not entirely sure. We’ll pop our heads in to see what’s what. Hopefully, it’s lucrative. We need successful business putting money in our pockets with all the shit we have to pay out.” 
 
    “And clothes!” She yipped with excitement. 
 
    I eyed her and felt a rare pang of shame. She was in little more than rags that had once been someone else’s military gear. She’d changed out of the clothes the banshee ruined, but they were still old, worn and damaged.  
 
    “You’re right again. You need clothes desperately.” 
 
    She laughed and pointed at me. “Your clothes don’t even fit you properly. I think having your stomach on show is women’s fashion in Artem. Not men’s.” 
 
    “Well, it’s all I’ve got,” I grunted, feeling an emotion I had a hard time deciphering. From her laughter, I suspected it was embarrassment. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be wearing a dead man’s clothes, either. You’re one of the most powerful people in the outer districts now. What do you want people to think when they see you? Who’s that terrifying orc? He looks crazy in his little clothes and his big muscles. He’ll probably attack us for no reason. Let’s avoid him. Or, look at that impressive orc with his smart clothes. He obviously knows what he’s doing, and he’s powerful. I better not cross him.” 
 
    I smirked at her. “I’m not sure anyone will be thinking any of those things, but… I get it. If they have any that will fit, I’ll pick some up.” 
 
    “If they don’t fit, the shop’ll order them for you or have them made.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I sighed. “Let’s grab some weapons before we go, small and concealed for today’s trip. I think.” 
 
    “I’m already well armed.” She looked at me with a troubled expression. “You should be too. Even sitting in here, you’ll never know what’ll happen. Look at Soba.” 
 
    I patted my chest pocket. “I always carry a pistol.” I then grinned and patted the concealed pocket on my side. “And an EMP, of course.” 
 
    “You would go to prison if you used it, though. So why carry it about?” 
 
    “Because it’s small, and because, I dunno,” I said thoughtfully. I hadn’t really thought about why I liked having one with me so much, but now she’d asked, I considered the question fully. “I suppose it’s because I don’t feel like I belong in this world. It’s all too complicated. But EMPs, they take everything around you back to basics. Back to basics is where I do my best work.” 
 
    She chuckled again. “Just don’t throw one near me or I lose my tongue and my spine.”  
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    47th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wolski was becoming a near-permanent fixture at the Prestige. He jumped up from the table he lounged at as we entered the bar area. His eyes goggled at Unara for a long moment before he brought his surprise under control. “This cannot be the same runt you turned up at the Prestige with, Oshbob?” he said with a cheeky smirk for her.  
 
    She moved far faster than I could reply, leaping towards him, foot raised at an angle I could only dream of, looking as though she was going to kick him in the nose. 
 
    He covered up to defend against the blow, while Unara pulled her leg back in dropped low and through his legs in a fluid movement.  
 
    He removed his arms from his face, wondering what had happened, when Unara pushed a pointed finger to the back of his head.  
 
    “This isn’t a gun,” she explained. “And I am not, nor ever have been, a runt. Next time you, or anyone else, call me a runt, this will be a gun.” 
 
    He turned to face her, but she moved like the wind returning to my side while staying in his blind spot. That meant he had to do a full turn to finally land his angry eyes on her again.  
 
    The rest of the watching orcs and goblins were laughing at the display, which made his embarrassment worse. Yet when his eyes moved from her to me, and saw the questioning expression waiting for him, he bowed his head in defeat. 
 
    “I don’t think I need to add anything,” I said, keeping my voice calm and even. “But just so there’s no uncertainty. No one calls Unara anything other than Unara, or Boss.”  
 
    Wolski turned back to her. “Didn’t mean nothing by it, you know. I was just impressed wif how much you changed… Boss.” 
 
    She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “I know Wolski, but I really don’t like it. What I was when you first met me was what I became at the hands of others. What I am becoming now is through my own efforts. It’s not just you. The whole of Artem is going to respect that by the time I’m finished.” She looked around the club at all the watching faces. “By the time we’re finished, Artem is going to respect us all.” 
 
    Her words silenced the club. They had a strange quiet energy that cut through all the bluster and left us all, even me, thoughtful.  
 
    “Glad that’s all cleared up,” I said, breaking the spell of her well said words. “Wolski! I need you to take us along to Molan Street? We have work to do. Bring another in case we need backup.” 
 
      
 
    At Unara’s insistence, we took one of the hover cars stored in the garage unit at the back of the club. Wolski assured us he could drive hover, and while I was dubious, I doubt he’d risk crashing us especially after his run in with Unara.  
 
    Part of me was glad that it had happened. She was small, quiet and unassuming most of the time, but she was as much in charge as I was, and her display cemented that. 
 
      
 
    The ride to Molan Street was… bumpy. Which, considering we weren’t driving along roads was a cause for concern, but, true to his word, Wolski got us there in one piece. I let Attu, the orc Wolski had chosen, sit in the front, while I sat in the back with Unara. She seemed relaxed and genuinely happy as we flew, and I wondered what she was thinking. As the car descended, she pulled the hood of her tattered cloak up and turned to smile at me. I raised an eyebrow at her in question.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking a lot about how we work up here. Out there,” she said, nodding to the street. “I want to keep an air of mystery. I want people to see you and fear you. But me? I want them to overlook me. Discount me. Until it’s too late.” 
 
    I couldn’t fathom her thinking. She wanted to be tall and beautiful, so people respected her appearance, then she hid it so no one could see her. I gave up trying to work it out as soon as I started. “Whatever you think’s best. But you know everyone can still see you in the cloak, right? You’ll probably draw more eyes than me.” 
 
    “I’ll get better at it. I’m learning everything about moving stealthily.” 
 
    “Well, you’re amazing in the Undercity. Even in a building, but on a street in broad daylight you… hang on,” I said, my mind screeching to a halt. “How are you learning stealth?” 
 
    “I have a military manual installed on my Keystone that covers a wide range of stealth. Even types of mods. It’s pretty good.” 
 
    “And you got that how?”  
 
    “Raven installed it for me remotely while I was waiting for Tenev to get the spine ready. I asked her for something that would help me remain unnoticed.” 
 
    My hands began to clench, and I had to take a deep breath to stop them from forming into fists.  
 
    “She put a learn to read one on for me as well. Haven’t looked at that one yet. I mainly just watch the videos on how to move. We might not like the Artem military, but they do good training manuals! Apparently not standing out in the first place is most important. If no one even notices you, then they’re not watching you.” 
 
    “We should get you something in here that’ll help you look less noticeable. That cloak marks you as trouble.” 
 
    “Agreed. I didn’t really think about it, but I should probably only go out when it’s dark in the future. Or travel through the Undercity.” 
 
    I wrinkled my face up at that. “Nah. You need to get some sun on your bones.” 
 
    Her face split into a wide grin. “We have a very good rooftop for that!” 
 
    “I’ll bow to your judgment,” I said, getting out of the car.  
 
    We hurried across the street and made our way down to the first shop. Boudan’s Apparel. The street was fairly busy, and while we received the occasional mistrustful glance in our direction, most people were too focused on their own lives. 
 
    The shop looked clean and respectable from the outside. Not the kind of place I would have ever visited in any part of my past life. 
 
    Opening the door, I gestured for Unara to go in before me. She shook her head. “You first. Always.” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” I replied, turning back to her once inside. I was just in time to see her slipping into a tall rail of clothes. “I’m gonna speak to the shop clerk now. Are you actually looking for clothes in here or are you just hiding?” 
 
    “I’ll look,” she replied, then moved deeper into the clothes until I couldn’t see her at all.  
 
    It all felt a little surreal. Like something I’d have expected a child to do. But I respected her decision and headed to the front of the shop.  
 
    The clerk was a middle-aged woman. Half dwarven half human from her scent. She had wiry brown hair that seemed to sit on top of her head rather than grow from it. Thick-rimmed purple spectacles, with a strange tint to the lenses, framed her eyes. I found myself wondering what they did and as she spoke and activated Inspect: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Full Form Dresser Spectacles 
  
      	  Tier: Tier Two 
  
     
 
      
      	  These Indigi 360’s are a multi-purpose pair of dresser spectacles which provide full body analysis, with intelligent inventory and color matching as standard. 
    
  By linking your spectacles to both your own inventory and that of your suppliers, you can achieve near instant options to dress or order for even the most unusual body shapes and colors.  
    
  Leave every customer content with Idigi 360s. 
    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I was impressed with the glasses and the information. The woman’s irritated face not so much. 
 
    “I said, how may I help you, sir?” Her haughty tone and disapproving glare instantly set my hackles on edge, but I swallowed my irritation. I was hoping to make the best impression I could, as these people were the backbone of the district. I didn’t want to alienate them if I could help it. 
 
    “Afternoon. I was wondering if you could help me,” I said as politely as my gravely orc voice could manage. “Do you have any clothes for someone my size?”  
 
    She shook her head. “You’ll find nothing here. Try one of the shops downtown. We sell civilized sizes here if you follow my meaning.” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” I replied, somehow not reaching over the counter to pop her head off. She was very lucky. “Could you tell me where the manager of this shop is?” 
 
    “Why in all that is Artem would you need to know that information?” 
 
    “So I can speak to them and ask them about the treatment of paying customers. I will probably suggest that they should fire you if they have any hopes of staying in business.” 
 
    “Oh, I think losing the custom of orcs won’t cause too much financial hardship for Boudan’s Apparel. Furthermore, I can assure you he will not be firing me for sending you on your way.” Her smile was intoxicating in its smugness. Even my modded arm tingled with a need to reach over the counter, grab her bulbous face and squeeze until her head disappeared in a cloud of blood and bone.  
 
    Apparently oblivious to my inner war, she continued. “If you really do wish to lodge your complaint with the shop owner, then leave it with me. I will make sure he gets it.”  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll bother with the complaint after all,” I said, looking away.  
 
    If her self-righteous expression was a mod. It had been a tier three. As I turned away, it blossomed into a full Artisan rank, Tier Five.  
 
    I turned back to her as if I’d forgotten something. “I do have a message for the owner, though.” 
 
    “Do tell,” she said with a patronizing sigh. 
 
    “Just remind him he’s not actually the owner of this shop. Last time I checked, which was this morning, it was my name on the deeds for this entire building. So if you can just tell him, he has one week to vacate the premises. Any goods remaining will become my property after that date.”  
 
    She stood in slack-jawed horror at my words. It was only when I turned and waved goodbye that the apologies began to flow like a city sewer outlet. 
 
    I ignored her desperate pleas, sighing as her rapid footfalls followed me to plead further. I was very surprised when she grabbed my arm to make her point. She was either brave, or very stupid.  
 
    As her fingers touched down, a knife appeared at her throat from the nearby coat racks.  
 
    “I think I can handle this one alone, Unara. But thank you, it was expertly done.” She grinned and sunk back almost seamlessly into the shadows and fabrics. They rustled a little as she disappeared completely and under normal circumstances that would have brought a slight smile to my face. On this occasion, I fought it away to maintain my disapproving glare at the shopkeeper. 
 
    She was shaking with fear now as I loomed over her. “Please. I apologize deeply for my treatment of you. I co-own this shop with my husband and hadn’t realized who you were. Of course we can get clothes to fit you even if I have to alter them myself.”  
 
    “What about the casual racism towards orcs? Is that going to stop too? Do we not deserve to dress as well as anyone else?” 
 
    “Of course you do. Now, please. If there’s anything I can help you with, perhaps take a look around and once I know what you’re looking for, we can source what we can for you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said simply, then looked for Unara in the clothes racks she’d disappeared into. “Unara?”  
 
    Of course, she appeared behind me.  
 
    I didn’t jump on the outside, but my insides did. “Have you picked out any clothes yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You first.” Then she picked out a pair of black trousers from a nearby rack. “These look smart.” 
 
    I raised a pair up on the hanger. They had a plastic feel about them and a shininess I didn’t like. They didn’t look like something I could see myself in, but I trusted her. On this occasion, perhaps I shouldn’t have.  
 
    “Something like this?” I said to the woman. Her expression mirrored mine. “What look are you hoping to convey exactly?” 
 
    “Not an orc who looks as though he has been dragged through the Undercity backward.” Unara said. “We need to smarten him up so people like you don’t look down their noses as soon as they see him.” 
 
    The woman blushed at that and nodded. “Yes, well put.” At least the blood brought a bit of color to her previously pale, terrified face.  
 
    “Perhaps I can assist. Those trousers… they lend themselves to a more slender gentleman who is looking for eye-catching evening attire. Follow me, please.” She toddled off to the back of the shop, where suits lined the wall.  
 
    “Perhaps something more like this?” 
 
    I grimaced at what she was showing me. The kind of thing Soba wore. Though none of the colors here were as offensive to the eyes as his were. “What color do you suggest?” I asked, eyeing the blacks, blues and greys that filled most of the shelves.  
 
    “With your coloring, either a nice dark navy or grey suit would work very well. I would couple that with the alternate color shirt. So a dark grey shirt with the navy suit?” 
 
    She phrased it as a question and between her and her fancy spectacles; they had a lot more experience than me in this kind of area than me, so I just nodded. “Sure. One of each, I reckon.” 
 
    “Five of each,” Unara promptly added.  
 
    “Perfect! I’ve taken your measurements and if you pay today, they should be here in around ten days. The wait time is a little longer than usual due to the size needed. I’d just like to say again how deeply sorry I am for my earlier remarks. It has been a long day, and I honestly thought it was another push for security money at first. When I realized it wasn’t, I thought you’d perhaps lost your mind. We simply don’t get orcs in here, ever.”  
 
    All I heard in the sentence was that someone was pushing for security money. “When and who the fuck is asking you for security money?” 
 
    “It used to be Soba once a month, but since he died, we’ve been targeted every few days by the Jackals.”  
 
    I clenched my fists. “Those dirty bastards. I didn’t know this was happening, and that’s my failing. How often?” 
 
    “Every third day, one or two of their thugs comes by. I’m expecting one today.” 
 
    “Then you’re in luck that I’m here. Do they just target you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Every shop on the street.” 
 
    “That stops today.” 
 
    “And what do we owe you for that honor?” She said miserably.  
 
    “What did you pay Soba? I haven’t gotten through the full protection breakdown yet.”  
 
    “We paid him 1000 a month rent and 400 a month protection.” 
 
    “Hmm, he really was a sly bastard, wasn’t he?”  
 
    She refrained from answering.  
 
    “So the way I see it, this is my shop. You continue paying your rent and that’s enough for me. And mark my words, if I catch anyone trying to extort money from shops I own… let’s just say it won’t end well for them.” 
 
    A small glimmer of hope reached her eyes. “If that comes true, then all our dreams will be answered. We’re barely scraping by at the moment.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Focus on running your shop and order the suits. Can you get me something a little looser, and freer for me too? I think those will be too restrictive for me to wear most of the time.” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied happily, while I searched out her keystone. Apart from Unara’s there were two in range. Pellan and Nive. 
 
    “Nive?” I asked. She offered a polite nod. I gave her Keystone a knock, and she accepted the contact immediately. 
 
    “Let me know when the suits are in and, more importantly, let me know when you get a visit. I have a couple of shops to deal with along the street it might be that I bump into our mutual friends before they make it here.”  
 
    “Of course Kapar. I will make sure of it.”  
 
    “Oh, almost forgot, because she’s too busy hiding. We need to dress Unara as well. Something to help her with her passion for sneaking around.” 
 
    The woman paled again as she took in the hooded figure emerging from yet another surprising direction. I hadn’t actually seen her disappear again. 
 
    She offered her a bright smile, piercing eyes flashing out from under her hood. 
 
    “If you can remove your cape for a moment so I can look you over. It will only take a moment.” Nive promised. 
 
    Unara reluctantly dropped the cape. She was slim, but so much healthier than any time before. The weeks of good eating had filled her out, and she looked strong and lean. Corded muscles covered her arms. 
 
    “Oh my,” Nive said. “I don’t believe I’ve ever met anyone who looks quite like you before. What is your ancestry?”  
 
    “I have none. I am simply Unara.” 
 
    “Well, I can definitely help. Wait one moment, I have just the thing.” 
 
    I sat on the stool and waited, while Unara wrapped herself back up in her cloak and hunkered down next to me.  
 
    “I’m still gonna see if the weapons shop further down the street has some more combat gear that fits. I need some hard wearing stuff.” 
 
    “We do, but the suits will make a statement.” 
 
    Nive returned as we spoke, carrying a couple of one-piece black suits. “I don’t stock or sell many of these, but they are bought mainly by the more athletic type. Stretchy and durable, and I have been informed that they are extremely comfortable. Would something like this be any good for you?” she asked tentatively. Unara nodded, choosing not to speak. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll be giving them a go, at least. Bag ‘em up and charge me what I owe.” 
 
    As she carried the suits to the desk, the front door opened. Unara disappeared into the clothing. I was still sitting on the stool below the level of the clothes racks. I could see the shopkeeper, and from her expression, I could guess that our budding security force had entered the building. Her eyes flickered over to me, and I offered a relaxed smile, remaining where I sat.  
 
    Two men came swaggering up to the counter where I could see them. Both with guns tucked into baggy combat-style pants, both wearing vests, arms covered in tattoos around what shitty mods they had.  
 
    “Whatcha got for us today then, missus?” 
 
    “There’s some nice shirts in the back there,” I said from my seat. They both spun around to face me.  
 
    “Not cheap,” I continued rising. “But they’d tidy your scrawny carcasses up a little. Probably find some trousers that fit you properly as well. I’ve just ordered some gear, so if they can find stuff to fit me, you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You that fucking orc?” Thug one snapped, pulling his gun. The action was swiftly followed by thug two. They were sneering now. “You know what we’ll get for ending you?” 
 
    “Not as much as I will from killing you two.” 
 
    They looked at each other, confused. “Someone’s gonna pay you for killing us?” 
 
    I shook my head and scratched at my shoulder where the arm mod was joined. It occasionally got itchy for no reason. I could understand why.  
 
    “Satisfaction boys. Satisfaction. You see, I don’t like Jackals. Even went so far as to give your people an ultimatum. You’re supposed to stay in your neighborhood. That or I’d take you all out. Imagine my surprise to find you out here terrorizing my shops and my streets.” 
 
    “Let’s just fucking kill ‘im Dozzo.” Thug two shouted. 
 
    While, Dozzo agreed, with a, “Yeah.” Thug two had his throat silently opened with a hunting knife.  
 
    Hearing the slight gurgle, Dozzo turned to receive Unara’s tri-bladed dagger inserted under his chin and deep into his brain. She gave it a sharp twist, then slid it back out as cooly as if she’d just skewered a weasel grub for cooking. 
 
    Dozzo collapsed to the floor.  
 
    I motioned to the hunting knife. “Two knives now?”  
 
    “I decided I liked the utility after all.” 
 
    “Can’t say fairer than that,” I agreed, then turned to the white-faced Nive. “Sorry about the mess.” 
 
    “I…it’s okay. Thank you Kapar… Unara.” 
 
    “You let me know straight away if you have any more trouble, Okay?”  
 
    As she promised she would, I left the shop. Unara walked behind me again, lurking in my shadow. Which meant the two Jackals waiting outside didn’t see her. They did a double take as we walked out, but barely reacted as I crushed one of their skulls with a single blow from my arm mod. The other Jackal reacted to my attack and completely missed Unara, who buried her rondel knife deep into his neck.  
 
    When she yanked it out, blood spurted in a powerful jet from the wound. Not a drop touched her. It seemed to all hit my leg instead. 
 
    I eyed her, gesturing at my soaking trouser leg. She shrugged and smiled. “I’ll work on that in the future.” 
 
    With a sigh, I pointed down the street. “Gun shop next? We might see more of these arseholes before our work here is done.” 
 
    “Sure. But where’re Wolski and Attu? Weren’t they supposed to be watching us?”  
 
    I looked over the street to see the two orcs arguing with an ACE drone. None of them noticing the altercation that had just taken place.  
 
    I jogged over the street and the Drone turned on me. “Please state your business on Molan Street.” As it spoke, a red light flickered out to scan my face.  
 
    “We were shopping,” I replied casually. “These two are my security.” 
 
    “Identity confirmed. Kapar of Portolans. Have a nice day.” Then it just sped off without another word. 
 
    “That was odd,” Unara said. 
 
    “It was very odd. You two okay?” I asked.  
 
    Wolski was about to answer when his nose twitched, and he looked down at my blood-covered leg. “What happened?” 
 
    “While you two were chatting up that ACE drone, we were attacked by four Jackals.” 
 
    His face turned to thunder. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Unara killed them all. You can put them in the boot, though. Might as well strip them of anything worthwhile. You should probably get a few more people to come into the area. This might not be the end of it.” 
 
    “Sure thing boss,” Wolski said and the two of them headed over to the clothes shop to clean up our mess. 
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    The gun shop was an unassuming place. A plain façade that had guns and ammo written in green signage above the doorway. No bright neon lights here. No fancy gun displays in the smoky gray windows, which gave no clue as to what the inside of the shop held.  
 
    All in all, I wasn’t impressed. I doubted we’d get much of what we needed from here. Still, it was one of our properties, so with Unara, keeping tight up against my back I entered. 
 
    Stale and musty air hit my nose as I stepped into the reception area. A counter divided the visible shop area and on our side, it was as sparse as could be. Bare concrete floor and wooden wall paneling gave an idea of how long ago this place had last been decorated.  
 
    On the other side of the counter, everything was different. Everything looked very modern and well-maintained. A vast array of weapons and ammo covered the countless chrome shelves. Things were looking up. 
 
    Among the hardware on display stood an old human. Thick-armed, with a grey beard, he looked as though he was following the dwarven style, but he was definitely a human. “You Harold?” I asked. 
 
    “You think knowing my name’s gonna make the blind bit of difference?” He said in a gruff but confident voice. “I told you once, you ain’t getting a damn cred from me. Come in my shop a third time and you’ll be leaving through the drains after I kill you and chuck your corpses in an acid bath.” 
 
    I smiled, holding my hands out non-threateningly. “Might have to chop me up first. I’m pretty damn heavy. But this is my first time in your lovely shop and I’m just here to buy some guns and have a look around.” 
 
    His face darkened. “Ah, right! You’re an orc. That mean you with that Kapar fella who’s trying a take over the gangs?” 
 
    “You could say that,” I said cryptically. 
 
    His gaze intensified. “You are that Kapar fella who’s trying to take over the gangs, aren’t ya?” 
 
    “You could definitely say that,” I replied. “So Harold. What’s happening?” 
 
    “I’m standing in my shop waiting for customers, but it feels like only thugs who want to take from me are turning up these days. I’m not saying it was good under Soba, cos it wasn’t. But it’s been worse since you off’d him. So if you’re planning on running the rent up, you might as well kick me out now.” 
 
    “I’m not. Like I said, I’m here to do business.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it’s the gear you said you intended to buy, because I didn’t pay for Soba’s protection and I damn sure won’t be paying for yours.” 
 
    “No need to pay. It’s included in the rent. But How come you didn’t pay Soba?” 
 
    “Cos I never leave my shop. And you ain’t got no chance of killing me in here.” He prodded the air between us, and a crackle of energy revealed some kind of energy shielding separating the shop’s reception area and the goods area.  
 
    “Might all look like wood panels, but walls are all metal lined, so’s the counter,” he said, banging the wooden surface to prove a point as a faint metallic sound rang out. “No windows either.” I turned to the front of the shop and realized I’d missed that detail on the inside. The wooden paneling went straight over where they should have been. 
 
    Harold continued talking while I looked around again. “Then I gots my security features.” His hand dropped below the counter, and he hit something. Panels opened up all around the reception area, including from the counter and inside those panels were guns and they were all aimed at Unara and me. As worrying as all that was, a heavy steel panel dropped into place over the front door, sealing us in Harold’s murder box completely. 
 
    “They’re all rigged up on movement sensors, so they’ll track you. The only real problem with the whole system is that if you…” he looked at a terminal confused. Then back up to me. “If one person fucks up, everyone on that side of the barrier dies, which apparently includes a sneaky little friend of yours.” 
 
    “Impressive,” I said calmly. “And did Soba know about all this?” 
 
    “He did, aye.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t have you install something like this in the Prestige.” 
 
    “Like I said. I don’t leave here. I got me some enemies, so I do.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not one of them and I need to talk supplies with you. I have the name of Soba’s suppliers, but it’s through much bigger companies, and while I’ll test the waters with them, I don’t trust them.” 
 
    “Aye. You’re right not to. But if you want guns, I can get them for you.”  
 
    “We need a few things. I got a load of mods to sell as well. Mainly Trash tier, but there’s plenty desperate enough in the city who’ll pay for those still.” 
 
    “Right there is. I might be in the market for some low-cost mods myself.” 
 
    “What you looking for and I’ll look to cut you a good deal?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Legs, Spine, we’ll see. Can’t be proper trash. Nothing risky.” 
 
    “Of course not. Let me know what you need, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    He scratched his beard, grumbling something inaudible, then nodded. “Sounds good to me. I can probably put you in touch with a buyer for them as well. Traders and I still have a few military contacts. They sometimes pick up orders like that for experimenting and the likes.” 
 
    “As long as they’re trustworthy, I don’t mind who I deal with.” 
 
    “Except elves,” Unara said, moving to my side. “We’ll need combat gear too. There is no hiding Kapar here, so it will need to be durable for him, and for me, I need some protection, but movement and not being seen is most important.”  
 
    “We can do that. I’ll have to order in for you,” but for Kapar, he said, looking me up and down. “I’m almost certain I’ve got full riot gear that’d fit?”  
 
    “It wasn’t what I was looking for, but I suppose it might come in handy until I can get a grip on this part of town.” 
 
    “So you’re gonna clean up? We should probably discuss my rent before I agree to anything. You know, with me being a favored supplier and all.” 
 
    I let out an amused grunt. “Are you trying to bargain here?” 
 
    “Not especially. Just don’t want to be taken for a fool, either.”  
 
    “You’re paying $1000 right now?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he muttered.  
 
    “What do you want to pay?” 
 
    That brought a laugh from him. “I don’t wanna pay nothing.” 
 
    “Fair enough. How about I meet you halfway and you can pay five hundred?” 
 
    His bushy eyebrows shot up. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. If you supply all my weapons, ammo, and other military hardware, or arrange for it to be supplied and you keep the arrangement to yourself, you get half rent.” 
 
    He scratched at his beard thoughtfully. “That’s quite the job. Supplying all that gear. It’d cost you more than five hunnerd to pay me as a middleman, so I reckon I’m being robbed.” 
 
    “I’ll be paying you for the work you do, too. Keeping this quiet little shop of yours alive and thriving if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    His brows knit together in confusion for a moment, then the expression cleared to be replaced with a grin. “I was gonna ask why you’d offer that! I forgot I had the security system active. You’re scared I won’t let you out, aren’t you? Kill you dead in my little murder box?” 
 
    “No.” I replied simply, reaching into the side pocket of my vest and pulling out the EMP grenade. I tossed it up into the air and Harold’s eyes went wide. “What the hell, orc! You can’t be throwing stuff like that around.” 
 
    I grinned. “You see. Sure, this whole setup is definitely a butthole twitcher, and I’d rather not ruin our mods and keystones. But I’ve been through a lot worse, and I can get more fitted quickly enough. I’m doing the deal because I think you know what you’re doing. You were in the military, weren’t you? An officer at some point?” 
 
    His he nodded. “That’s true enough. And aye, I could probably help you out a fair bit.” He grinned and hit the murder box activation button again. Everything disappeared, and the door reopened.  
 
    “I like you orc,” he said wistfully. “But crawling about with those dead mods would be hard work.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” I said dryly. “Now speak to me. What can you get, and what can you do for me?” 
 
    In answer, he pulled up a big plastic box from the floor and slid it through the shield that ran across the counter. It was a demonstration. He pulled it back to him, then grabbed a bottle of whisky from under the counter. With a grin for me, he took a large swig, then opened the lid and put it in the box before pushing it through the shielding again.  
 
    I took it with a grateful nod and took a swig myself. It was harsh stuff. Not the best, not the worst, but it certainly took the breath away. I offered it to Unara, who wrinkled her nose up. “Smells like the cleaner in the medical room.”  
 
    I smiled, expecting as much, then passed it back through to Harold.  
 
    “So a plastic box can breach your shield? You shouldn’t be showing me that, Harold. We might fall out.”  
 
    “It’s not just plastic, there’s circuitry inside that parts the shield. And it wouldn’t matter either way. In ten years of having this set up, you’re the first crazy bastard to spot the weakness and threaten me with an EMP. I don’t much like that. So I reckon I’ll play nice with you.” 
 
    “Then,” I said, slowly. “I reckon I’ll play nice with you. You got a hell of a lot of stock in here?” 
 
    “I do. Got everything you could possibly need. Just probably not in the numbers you might need it, depending on your plans.”  
 
    I told him what I needed, and we spoke for an hour about supply issues, only stopping when the sounds of gunfire came from out in the street. Wolski contacted my Keystone a moment later.  
 
    “Jackals. In the street. Loads o’ the bastards.” 
 
    “We’re coming. Did you call for reinforcements?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re not far away now.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied and ended the call before bringing Bagri’s contact up. While I waited for him to answer, I spoke to Unara and Harold.  
 
    “It’s Jackals. Seems like they’ve decided to make a push against us. Seems like they want to end this one way or another.”  
 
    I held up a hand for them to hold on, replying as Bagri answered. 
 
    “Yeah, Chief?” 
 
    “We’re surrounded by Jackals on Molan Street. Check my location on the Keystone and get here as quickly as you can. Armed. Use the Undercity to get here.” 
 
    “We’re still at Yem Co. Might take a while.” 
 
    “Just do what you can, Bagri. Tell the others at the club to come too. They’ll get here quicker.” 
 
    As soon as Harold saw my eyes clear, he spoke. “What you guys packing? And don’t say grenades. The ACE don’t like grenades being used in the streets.” 
 
    That brought a grunt of bitter amusement from me as I pulled out the pulse pistol.  
 
    He scowled at it. “Utter Shite.” Then kicked something under the counter and two shotguns sprang up from the countertop, which he caught deftly, looking ready for action. He then slid them into the plastic tunnel to me. “These are loans. They’re mine. Treat ’em like they’re your babies, ‘cause they’re my babies.” 
 
    I picked them up, and Harold continued speaking. “One in your left is called Shish. Its rounds are electrified with a widespread, within fifteen meters it’d take even you out, Kapar. Between fifteen and twenty-five meters, it should drop most targets. Save your charges for anything beyond that range.”  
 
    “The gun in your right hand is Kebab. Kebab is very special,” he gazed at the gun lovingly. “The shot from that gun can be recalled. It just flies straight back into the barrel of the gun when you press that little red button. Only the last shot fired will be recalled. If you need to reload a fresh shot, press the green button. There’re ten shots in total. Each one costs five hundred creds. You’ll be paying for what you use. And before you ask. Yeah, it makes a mess on the way back out, too. Trigger the recall right, and you should never run out of bullets.” 
 
    I nodded and looked over them reverently. They looked as expensive as they sounded and were immaculately maintained.  
 
    Next, he pulled an assault rifle from the wall to his right and handed it to Unara. “Frail thing like you needs to get into cover. Strafe the bastards in short bursts. Don’t get too close.”  
 
    She took it, and though she said nothing, I could tell she was offended by his words. He either didn’t notice or care. 
 
    “I’ll head up top. I have a lookout and a mil-spec sniper rifle up there. One o’ the best back in the day. “I’ll pick some of the swine off, yeah?” 
 
    “We’ll take the help,” I replied, about to head for the door. He stopped me with a shout.  
 
    “Oh! And here!” I turned to see him shoving some kind of clothing through the plastic tunnel now.  
 
    “Bullet proof-antishock vest, and…” He moved over to a side shelf, flicking up a helmet from the bottom shelf with his foot. He caught it and threw it over, and it bounced perfectly into the plastic tunnel. Unara caught it and passed it to me.  
 
    “There’s your head sorted, Kapar.” 
 
    I looked at it skeptically, while he offered Unara a genuine apology for not having anything suitable in stock for her.  
 
    To me, it didn’t seem right wearing a helmet when my head had always done me proud in the past.  
 
    Harold must have seen the look in my eyes. “Don’t need to be a hero boy, and trust me, walking out shooting these scumbags to shit, you’re gonna look like a hero with or without the helmet. Might as well protect that bounce of yours.”  
 
    “Sure,” I grumbled and slapped the smooth black helmet on, surprised when it just about fit. Then, turning to Unara, I motioned to the door. “Time to go.” 
 
    I opened the door and ran for cover behind a parked van. She followed, but leapt over the railings and rolled behind a car.  
 
    Moving to the back of the vehicle, I peered around to assess the situation. Unara let rip with her rifle at the same time, alerting the Jackals to her presence. I watched as around half of the ones I could see turned their focus on her.  
 
    As they moved to attack her, I stepped out and started walking toward them on their blindside. Perhaps it was how I walked without urgency that they didn’t notice me, but I was able to get close to ten meters before I was spotted, and the first bullet tinged off my helmet. I fired Shish first. It seemed fitting and the electrified shot killed the thug closest to me, while stunning the three behind. 
 
    I raised my right hand and fired Kebab this time. Killing one and maiming two of those who’d been stunned.  
 
    As I recalled the bullets back from both the dead and injured thugs and they exploded out in a cloud of blood and further destruction, I fired Shish again. 
 
    By the time it had killed or stunned the next group of thugs, the countless sticky red balls had flown back into Kebab, ready to be fired again.  
 
    I’d found a devastating pattern, and I liked it. Head down to protect my face from the incoming attacks, I stepped forward, firing. Left, right, bullet, return. Left, right, bullet, return. I walked among my enemies. A bullet managed to tear into my cheek, smashing teeth, but coming to a halt inside my mouth without barely damaging my tongue. I spat out the bloody bullet and tooth soup. Both guns still firing. 
 
    A bullet to my new knee staggered me and I spun on the shooter just in time to see his head explode.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize that it was Harold from the upstairs window. Before leaving the shop, I’d decided I liked Harold. Now I considered him family, whether he liked it or not. Another head exploded nearby, and I continued on with a bloody smile.  
 
    “Behind you,” I heard Unara say at the same moment I felt her presence.  
 
    “Hope you don’t mind me using you for cover.” I smirked as she spun to my right and sent out a hail of bullets before returning to my shadow.  
 
    “Not at all. I figure that’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    “Funny,” she said, spinning left this time. I continued my own barrage. It was turning into a bloody rout.  
 
    Then everything changed.  
 
    Two Jackals appeared from nowhere, holding swords that crackled with energy. I raised my guns, and they charged. They were fast. Too fast by far, and as I fired, they dodged the rapidly expanding shot with an unnatural display of speed and agility. They came in at the same time, swords ready to strike. 
 
    Unara spun to my side and fired her rifle. Her appearance seemed to catch the leering blond guy by surprise. He staggered but shrugged it off and then I saw no more of her fight as the second thug’s sword slashed across my chest. The armor held easily, but he pulled the sword back so quickly to stab at my exposed face. I had no chance to avoid the coming blow, but I’d already thumbed the red button on Kebab.  
 
    The surprise on his face as countless bullets tore into his back while trying to return to the shotgun was priceless.  
 
    Then his twitching face disappeared from a well-placed sniper shot from above.  
 
    I spun to see Unara falling. Bleeding badly from a slash across the chest. I let Kebab go again. Too close for the speed freak to deal with. 
 
    He staggered from the shot and tried to react.  
 
    I recalled the bullets, and he died on his feet. Sword held high, he slowly toppled over. 
 
     “Arg oo argite,” I said, dropping to her side, barely able to talk. She winced, pale faced, a small Medi-Kit already in her hand. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. They were too fast. We need to find out how they moved like that.” She pressed the Medi-Kit into her chest and continued. “We can’t be that outmatched.” 
 
    I nodded as the color returned to her face, then stood back up to check on the rest of the Jackals and apply my own Medi-Kit. 
 
    They were running now and Wolski plus another ten orcs ran after them, firing at their retreating backs. Harold’s gun continued to ring out from above, too.  
 
    Once the nanites from the Medi-Kit healed my mouth, I shouted for Wolski and the others to stop their pursuit and come join me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    49th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’ve gone against the agreement and I’m glad of it,” I growled. “This ends now.”  
 
    Wolski nodded. But looked uncertain. “Middle of the day? It’ll bring ACE”. 
 
    “They’ll stay clear, but guns and blades only. Let everyone you haven’t already brought here know where we’re going. Tell them to meet up just outside of the Jackals’ Neighborhood. Unara, you do the same for the goblins. I’m gunna speak with Raven and then Detective Hersh.” 
 
    Wolski brought up his Datapad immediately and Unara’s eyes glazed over. I reluctantly called Raven. 
 
    “Hey. Sorry to ask for more help, but I need your expertise.” 
 
    “Of course you do, Oshbob. It’s the only time you call. At least Unara makes the effort to call socially on occasion.” 
 
    “You keep telling me it’s all business and I don’t make any social calls. It’s not really what I do. I’m calling now because I need eyes on the Jackals’ main base. And, if you can, drop any security they might have that’d help too?” 
 
    “I can do that, but the bill is getting high, Oshbob. I’m going to need to extract a price from you for this.” 
 
    “Come on then,” I replied, feeling a surge of distrust at the way she said it.  
 
    “I need something stolen from the headquarters of one of the smaller corporations. It needs to be done without leaving any trace of our being there. I don’t need the kind of heat getting caught will bring, but I really need this data-cube.” 
 
    “Sure,” I grumbled. “We’ll help you.” 
 
    “Not you. You will stick out like a sore thumb. It is Unara I need.” 
 
    “Of course it is. Are you forgetting I stealthed the shit out of you already?” 
 
    “I’ll give you your due. It was an impressive attack. I’ll certainly never be caught out like that again, but this is a very different set of circumstances. That requires actual stealth, not falling through a ceiling. Now she has that spine, with the addition of a little makeup she could pass for a human or an Elf. The two races that are actually expected to be in the Corpo sector.” 
 
    “I’ll ask her, but I’ve no doubt she’ll say yes. If she doesn’t, I’ll make doing this for me worth your while.” 
 
    “Deal,” Raven said with a face-splitting smile that felt predatory to me. 
 
    “If she does, you better make sure she comes back to me, Raven. There won’t be a place in this city that will be safe for you if she doesn’t come back.” 
 
    “Do you have faith in Unara?” 
 
    “‘Course I do,” I snapped.  
 
    “Then she will return to you with no problems. Now, contact me when you are ready to attack. I will get set up.” 
 
    “Until then,” I replied, and ended the conversation.  
 
    I brought up Hersh’s contact next. It answered immediately, but there was no video feed and the voice was distorted when it spoke. “I take it you’re making your move on the Jackals?” 
 
    “Hersh?” I asked, injecting the doubt I felt into my words. 
 
    “Of course it is, Kapar.” 
 
    “Okay, then how did I kill K-Dog?” 
 
    “Technically, you didn’t. You were hit by eight tasers before you could finish choking him out.” 
 
    “That’ll do I suppose,” I grumbled. “The Jackals hit me on Molan street. We kicked their arses, but that was the final straw. We’re gonna finish them off now.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of what happened at your location. Units have been put on high alert in case the fighting gets out of hand. So far, reports have been… subdued, so good work with that.” 
 
    “I’ll try to keep it as clean as possible.” 
 
    “We’ll be watching closely. And we’ll be there when we need to put a stop to it. Make sure all your people know to run at the first sign of sirens and we’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. Catch you later, Hersh.”  
 
    “Kapar! Before you go… the lack of progress on the hit list is concerning. It has been noticed.” 
 
    I really didn’t like being watched so closely, but I held back the anger I felt. “Nwyan Borden was supposed to be getting hit today. That’s one of the reasons we were here. We’ll have to come back now, but it’ll get done.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said, cutting the conversation dead. I found my fists clenching again. The orcs and Unara were all watching me, waiting for me to finish.  
 
    “All the fighting orcs are coming for this. They shouldn’t be too long,” Wolski said. 
 
    “Same for the goblins from the Prestige,” Unara added. “We should wait for them. Bagri is going to meet us there. As it’s closer for them.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, clapping my hands together, eager to get this over with. “So while we wait, does anyone know how the hell those last two were moving so fast?” 
 
    “Drugs,” Wolski said. “Not good either. A cocktail of different stims cooked down to make ’em more concentrated. Only seen one guy take one before. Was a few years back. He was a Jackal too. Still fighting Soba at the time. The guy who took it fought like that but after five minutes he just keeled over and died. Seemed like everything in his body just gave up. 
 
    “Yeah.” Attu said. “Those are last-chance pills.” 
 
    “Do we expect more of them?” I asked. 
 
    “Could be,” Wolski said uncomfortably. “This is as about as last chance as it gets for the Jackals. We’re killing everyone, right?” 
 
    I allowed myself a grim laugh. “No. We’re not. But I want everyone in that neighborhood and everyone who hears about this to think that we are. ACE are already watching. They have a vested interest in the Jackals disappearing, so they’re gonna turned up once we’ve killed all the remaining thugs. As soon as we hear them, everyone needs to run like hell. Once we meet up with everyone, we need to make sure everyone understands that. 
 
    “From there, just get back to the club as fast as your legs or cars can carry you. They shouldn’t give a proper chase.” 
 
    As I talked, a sewer lid a few meters away, slid to one side. A goblin head with a crazy eye, popped up. On seeing me, he leapt from the hole, an assault rifle hanging over his shoulder.  
 
    “Good of you to join us, Sig.” He still had the badly modded eye I’d witnessed Igri install in their original tribe cave. 
 
    He grinned. “Good to be out in the streets!”  
 
     The few remaining people on the street didn’t agree and soon disappeared. Clearly, the arrival of a full tribe of armed terrors pouring out of the sewers was just too much. By the time more cars screeched into the street, packed with armed orcs, the place was utterly deserted.  
 
    I could feel eyes watching from the windows. Blinds twitching, doors held open a fraction. It was time for Portolans to witness the march of their new gang lord. 
 
      
 
    We drove low and slow in the hover car at the head of the column. The cars the orcs brought followed behind, now adorned with goblins though many scampered alongside, easily keeping up with the slow pace we set. It gave the people still going about their daily business plenty of time to make a run for it once they clapped eyes on us.  
 
    By the time we made it to our rendezvous point with Bagri, the sun was dropping over the city rooftops. That didn’t lessen the spectacle and surprise of over a hundred goblins waiting for us there.  
 
    “Did we always have this many?” Wolski asked, nudging me in the ribs, after he started talking.  
 
    I looked back over my shoulder, checking the numbers behind me, in case I miscounted.  
 
    I hadn’t. There were over a hundred goblin hunters behind us, too. The numbers didn’t add up. 
 
    Neither did Bagri’s grin as we approached.  
 
    I jumped out of the car while it was still moving and jogged over to him. “Bagri?”  
 
    He sniggered. “Me be hearing you having trouble with the Yem Co lot. but you sorted ‘em out, like you did with my tribe.” He slapped his chest as if it was something to be proud of.  
 
    “They all being on their best behavior now, so I was thinking you be good at this. Then I was thinking, we get more tribes for you to shout at. You want more peoples, and this lot,” he said gesturing behind him. “Want more food and weapons, so I told three tribes I’m knowing of to come and help.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to be impressed or concerned. I couldn’t give him shit for trying to help, though, so I slapped him on the shoulder. “Well done, Bagri. This is good work. Are they all on board with what we’re doing?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I told them. You probably need to shout at them and maybe bash a few before they listen good, though. Right now they be here for trouble and food.” 
 
    I winced at his description but nodded. “We can work with that.”  
 
    I stood up straight and looked out over his little gathering. 
 
    “You wanna join the Portolan’s gang and get good food and weapons?” I shouted. 
 
    A little uncertain cheer went up in answer.  
 
    “Good! Well, we’re happy to have you. But, as the other tribes already working with me will tell you, we’ve got rules here. They’re simple rules, so listen closely. Unara and I are in charge. You cause trouble with us, you die. And that’s it. Do what we ask and life will be better than it has been.”  
 
    Another promising little cheer.  
 
    “We go kill yet?” one of the goblins asked. Clearly a chief judging by his fat belly and leery attitude.  
 
    “Soon. We need to talk first. You need to understand things.” 
 
    His face wrinkled up in irritation. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked.  
 
    “Puka. Me, the chief of over a hundred goblins. We are strong tribe.”  
 
    “Great. Then Puka, make sure all your people understand this. We’re going in to this neighborhood and we’re killing all the armed men with dog tattoos. No one else. Unless they get in your way or try to hurt you.” 
 
    “Kill dangerous people. Got it.” Puka said.  
 
    “Exactly. Stay in the street. Take cover and hunt like proper goblins. If you hear ACE sirens, you run. We can meet you in the Yem Co. unit, or the Prestige afterward.”  
 
    “Bagri says you boss. You boss for today. We talk more later. Yeah?” 
 
    “We can talk. But I’ll always be boss.” 
 
    Puka nodded. I just knew from his sly little grin that I was gonna have to smash more goblins before his tribe behaved themselves. He was looking like a strong contender to be first. It was a small price to pay… For me at least. Puka would regret his bullshit.  
 
      
 
    With nothing more to say, I signaled for everyone to move forward. We walked now, leaving the cars where they were so they didn’t get ruined in the fighting, and close enough to run to for when we needed to escape the area.  
 
    It was a full block of walking. The streets were eerily quiet as we moved, though there was no doubt eyes were on us.  
 
    When I finally saw our target, I was surprised to see they had really prepared for our arrival. Cars line the road on either side, which we walked between, but in the distance, I could see they had blocked the street off with a huge barricade.  
 
    I grimaced at the sight of it and questioned myself. Should I have waited for backup? I was beginning to think we should have just chased straight after them and catch them in the open. I swept the doubts over my judgment away. It was done and either way, the result would be the same. Today, Portolans would finally be stabilized under our control. After this, it would be a simple job of mopping up the other gangs. 
 
    “What do we do?” Wolski asked, at the sight of the barricade. 
 
    “Take it down,” I grumbled, then looked to Sig. “You take half the goblins into the Undercity and come up behind their defenses. Don’t make leaving obvious. Just drop to the back as we walk on and then disappear, got it?” 
 
    “Got it, boss.”  
 
    “The rest of us. We move on. Get ready to dive for cover when they start shooting, though. Then stay behind the cars on either side of the street until we can sort our own defenses out. Once Sig gets in behind them, we charge the bastards. Bagri, you keep in touch with him and you let me know how they’re getting on.” 
 
    He offered a thumbs up, so I looked around at everyone else to make sure they understood the plan. It seemed they had, so with a brief smile to Unara, who was now looking so much deadlier in her new, inky black outfit, rather than the raggedy old clothes she’d been in. Even the cloak looked almost as planned. Torn, dirty and bloodstained, sure, but now it looked like intentional camouflage in the dying light.  
 
    She remained in my shadow, but smiled back confidently. Content with the loose plan, we set off walking again.  
 
    When the first burst of gunfire came, one of our orcs in the front line was hit, but not seriously. But it did signal that it was time for us to take cover. The entire two-hundred-strong column split down the middle to hide behind the cars lining the street.  
 
    “What now?” Wolski asked.  
 
    “Simple. Make a barricade.” I replied, placing my modded hand on the back corner of the car we hid behind. Using my legs for the initial push, I stood straight and raised my arm to flip the car over onto its side. 
 
    As planned, it landed across the street on its side. I stood up behind in, and looked around for good options to increase the barricade while Wolski and the others, hiding behind that car with me, looked bemused.  
 
    I pointed to the car behind my position. “Wolski, Attu, that one next. Help me drag it into position. The rest of you fire back. Keep them busy.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing what we were doing, a few of the orcs on the other side of the road did the same and within five minutes, we had a decent barricade going.  
 
    “Still a bit far away,” Unara noted. “I’m firing, but I can’t really hit anyone at this range.” 
 
    It was hard to deny we were in a shitty position if we were going to end this anytime soon. “Bagri. Do we know how Sig and the other goblins are getting on?” 
 
    “Had to go deeper to get past them. Sewers and maintenance tunnels have guards.” 
 
    “Figures,” I replied, looking through the gap in the cars at our enemies. “Looks like we’ll have to close the distance.” I moved to the center of the car and eyed the dirt-covered mechanics of the vehicle. Gripping where I thought would support the weight of the car. Then I heaved it up, a foot off the ground, and ambled forward.  
 
    I’d gone a meter before it seemed every Jackal in the street opened fire on the car, preventing me from going any further. I stopped until Wolski and Attu came alongside me and took their own handholds.  
 
    We got another ten meters together. Before I told them to drop it. “Any better?” I asked, turning back to Unara. I noticed the other orcs along the line had followed our example and three to a car. They now carried the other four cars down to rejoin us and rebuild the barricade.  
 
    Unara was chuckling as she spoke. “Much better positioning!” 
 
    It was nice to see her happy, but her reaction was odd. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Just how you picked the car up. Only you would think to use them like this and only orcs would just shrug and join in.” 
 
    “Orcs get things done no matter what,” Wolski said proudly. 
 
    The gunfire intensified all around me. It seemed I was the only one not firing, as I didn’t have a rifle. Just the two shotguns Harold had loaned me. I loved them both and wished I could keep them. When I returned them to Harold, I’d certainly be asking him to order something like them for me. 
 
    As the battle raged on, I was relieved when Bagri finally got my attention, running over with urgent arm waving. “Sig is attacking from behind now!” 
 
    Finally, I could make my presence known. “Unara, tell me the moment they’re distracted. You stay here firing with the goblins.” 
 
    Then, in a louder voice, I shouted. “Orcs! You’re with me. Get ready to smash these Jackals into paste.” 
 
    A raucous cheer went up at my words. 
 
    “They’re distracted,” Unara shouted.  
 
    And that was it. We were off and running. I led the way, Harold’s helmet wedged on my head, the bulk of what little fire did come was aimed at me through the barricade of cars and sheet metal.  
 
    Taking aim at one of the holes they attacked though, I fired Shish. The Electrical charge spread out across the full metal barricade, bringing screams of pain from beyond. I doubted I’d killed anyone, but it gave me time to get up to the barricade.  
 
    I waited a moment before grabbing the car that the metal sheet in front of me was attached to. Then I flipped it over with a roar. 
 
    As soon as the gap opened up, our orcs raced past me.  
 
    I followed through with Wolski at my side into a scene from hell. At least for the Jackals. There were around fifty of them, all fighting for their lives against our overwhelming force of goblins and orcs who showed no remorse and no pity.  
 
    Before I even raised my shotgun, the remaining Jackals bolted. Then the grenade landed.  
 
    I was blown backward, into an orc who was following behind. Ears ringing, face shredded, I was lucky to have durable modded eyes and a helmet on, otherwise it would have been a lot worse. The orc behind me had been lucky he was behind me. Wolski lay by my side. His face a total mess, his breathing ragged, his eyes completely gone. I pulled out the small Medi-Kit I had on me and stabbed it into his chest. Letting the nanites flow. I followed it up with the one in his belt pouch. Luckily, the canisters that stored the nanites were tough. I hit him with it. His breathing evened out as he healed. Unfortunately, nanites didn’t rebuild missing limbs or organs. His eyes were gone, and I couldn’t do any more for him.  
 
    “Wait here,” I growled over the noise. “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    “I can’t see,” was his only reply. 
 
    A shadow appeared over me, but I sensed before I saw. It was Unara. Getting to my feet to stand next to her. She took one look at my mangled face and hit me with her own Medi-Kit. 
 
    We looked around together at the carnage. Three orcs had died in the explosion and over ten goblins. 
 
    The remaining Jackals were gone. Unara suddenly shot off from my side. She leapt high in the air. Then I saw it. The next grenade, thrown from an upper window of the Jackals base. She kicked it before dropping back to the ground.  
 
    The grenade exploded a second later, and Unara was hit with the blast, but thankfully, hardly any of the fragments reached her.  
 
    I thought she was going to look back, but she sprinted across the street. I ran after her, guns up and ready, then watched in dismay as she leapt onto a drainpipe and climbed up faster than I could run on flat ground.  
 
    “Unara!” I shouted as sirens reached my ears. There was still so much noise she might not have heard. Luckily, no one had yet noticed her movements.  
 
    I called her keystone, while shouting at everyone else. “Get out of here! Carry anyone who can’t carry themselves. 
 
    They thankfully did as I asked. While I followed Unara’s movement into a fourth-floor window in the next room to where the grenades came from.  
 
    “Here,” she said, finally answering.  
 
    “ACE are coming. We need to get gone.” 
 
    “Not until whoever threw that grenade dies,” she replied with cold, hard authority. “You go. I can escape easily, but you can’t be seen here.” 
 
    She was right, but it felt so wrong. I grumbled but accepted her words when she said she had to focus and ended the call. I searched for Wolski. That was something I could do, at least. I found him up on his feet, hand on Attu’s shoulder, while the other orc guided him back toward the Jackals’ barricade. I ran over and took his other arm.  
 
    “Attu. Go get the car. I’ll carry him.”  
 
    He grunted his acceptance and, after making sure I had hold of his tribe leader, he sprinted off.  
 
    I guided Wolski through the barricade. “Did we lose many?” he asked. His voice sounding lost.  
 
    It was hard to keep the anger from my voice. “Too many.”  
 
    “Bastards… Did we kill them all, at least?” 
 
    “No. But we will,” I replied, looking back over to my shoulder to see if I could spot Unara yet. I saw someone coming out of the window, but it wasn’t who I hoped. 
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    I slid in through the window. Oshbob was calling on my keystone. Couldn’t he see I was busy? That I needed to focus? 
 
    There was a distant wail of sirens now. If he didn’t run, he’d be caught. This had already gone bad enough, and I didn’t want him being taken in by ACE on top of everything else. I answered the call. “Here.”  
 
    “ACE are coming. We need to get gone.” His gruff voice held concern. 
 
    “Not until whoever threw that grenade dies. You go. I can escape easily, but you can’t be seen here.” 
 
    He grumbled unhappily over the line, but I continued before he could make an official complaint. “Look, Oshbob, I need to concentrate on what I’m doing, but I won’t be long. I’ll be back at your side before you know it.” Then I ended the connection before he could say anything else. 
 
    Taking stock of my surroundings, I moved around the empty kitchen I had dropped into. There were voices outside the room, shouting, panicking, babies crying, but no one shouting about my presence.  
 
    At the doorway, I peeked out from the darkness into the well-lit hallway. People were running around frantic with panic. This would be difficult to do without being spotted. Then a clear male voice from the room next door raised up above the rest. “Shut it back there! Tryn’a take a shot here. That big fuckin’ orc’s about to escape.” 
 
    His words removed any hopes I had of reaching the room with stealth. I walked out into the hallway, bathed in light. No one seemed to notice me at first, as they were focused on their own fears until I got to the door. A tired-looking woman stepped out from the room opposite. Her eyes widened, her mouth opened. I moved fast and slit her throat and the scream never came. 
 
    I charged into the room with the shooter. An old man with wispy white hair looked down the sight of a rifle. He turned around to shout at whoever had come in. No doubt expecting a family member or friend. Instead, he got me.  
 
    At the sound of a piercing scream behind me, I fired my silenced pistol. A bullet wound appeared in his forehead, and he staggered backward, his gun falling from his hands as his legs hit the windowsill and he toppled out. 
 
    I intended to follow when a gunshot clipped my shoulder from behind. I turned with the momentum to find across the hallway, standing over the body of the woman I’d killed was a small human pointing a smoking gun at me.  
 
    Knowing I’d get a bullet in my back if I ran for the window, I charged forward instead, burying my blade through the top of his skull.  
 
    The blade jammed solid and, try as I might, even leveraging a foot against his chest, I couldn’t pull the knife free.  
 
    More people were screaming. More gunshots in the hallway ricocheting around the door frame where I stood. I had to move deeper into the room and to something like safety.  
 
    As I closed the door behind me, my heart sank. There were no windows. Panic reared its ugly head as I scanned the room for options. The only answer was the ducting grill, though it looked narrow. Very narrow.  
 
    My Keystone was beeping again. It was Oshbob. I ignored him as I went to work on the duct cover, ripping it off with my fingers.  
 
    The space was as tight as I’d feared, but I was able to squeeze in and move along by wriggling and grasping at ridges in the metalwork. A dozen meters in and I got snagged. Something sharp biting painfully into my thigh. A fresh wave of fear washed over me when moving backward didn’t fix the situation.  
 
    With sirens now so close and wailing angry voices in the room I’d just left, I had no choice but to grit my teeth together and push on.  
 
    Clothes and flesh tearing the full length of my thigh, I’d be in trouble until I got Medi-Kit in to me now.  
 
    My Keystone started beeping again. I almost dismissed it again, assuming it was Oshbob. Until I saw it was Raven. 
 
    For some reason, I answered.  
 
    “Unara. What in Artem are you still doing in that building?” 
 
    “Had to kill a shooter. He would have killed Oshbob if I didn’t get to him.” 
 
    “But now you’re stuck. The place is swarming. ACE and the residents are hunting you for killing the woman and child.” 
 
    “Child?” 
 
    “The boy you killed.” 
 
    “Not a child. He shot me.” 
 
    Raven laughed. I couldn’t understand why. This was not a time for laughing. I ended the call to focus on what I was doing.  
 
    I came to a branch in the duct that went to my left and right and also down. Down seemed like the best choice. If I could get into the Undercity, I’d be fine. 
 
    Raven called again. I dismissed it immediately and wriggled around to the left first so I could go feet first into the downward duct. I wanted to be able to climb back up if I needed to, and if I fell for any reason, I didn’t want to land on my head.  
 
    “Unara!” Raven shouted. Her image suddenly appearing across my vision. It then dropped to a small box in the corner of its own accord.  
 
    “How did you do that? I didn’t even answer.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell you later. For now, you need to listen closely if you want to get out. I suspect your natural compunction will be to go down and either enter the Undercity or escape onto the street. Both will end in disaster. Find a duct that you can take to the roof. From there, I will guide you.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “I hacked the security, remember? The room you entered has no cameras, but the hallway does. The residents of the buildings have already broken into the room. I doubt it will take them long to work out that you’ve escaped into the ducting.”  
 
    I climbed back out of the descending duct and moved forwards heading towards where I thought the back side of the building would be. There were numerous off shots, but I kept straight on until the duct came to an upward turn. That was where it got really hard, as I could barely move. In fact, if it wasn’t for my new spine, I doubt I would have been able to get around the tight bend. Once there, I had to go up inch by inch. 
 
    Oshbob called again, and I answered. “I’m trying to escape. I’ll contact you as soon as I’m free.” 
 
    “Leave the line open. I won’t speak or distract you,” he said in his no-nonsense voice. I minimized his image, but I had to admit, I was glad I answered. His voice and his presence on the line gave me a sense if comfort and safety.  
 
    “Raven has called as well. I will link you so as not to cause confusion when I speak.” 
 
    “Very well,” Raven said. Oshbob grunted. A sound which carried all the depth and meaning of a ten-minute conversation about how he felt over Raven’s inclusion. 
 
    It took around ten minutes for me to wriggle up to the top of the duct. It felt endless, but once I felt the cool fresh air blowing down from above, I was inspired and doubled my tiring efforts.  
 
    “I’m almost to the roof,” I said as the duct curved again. 
 
    “Hold where you are,” Raven said. “There are drones and hover cars in the vicinity. I will tell you when it’s clear to exit. Once out, head directly forward where you can hide around the roof entrance. From there, once we’re certain you are safe, you must traverse the next five rooftops. There are some higher and lower, so take care.”  
 
    While I waited, I undid the clips that held the vent cover in place. Five minutes more and I still remained, stuck where I was. Oshbob lost his patience first. “What’s going on Raven?” 
 
    “They are searching thoroughly. That is not my fault. I wish only to get Unara to safety.”  
 
    “I still have goblins in the area. I’ll send them in to make a diversion.” 
 
    “That may be a worthwhile endeavor, Kapar.” 
 
     More minutes passed. I was starting to feel unwell. Light-headed from the loss of blood from the wound on my arm and the tear in my leg. It took everything in my mental power to stay focused and ready.  
 
    “Go, go, go!” Raven suddenly shouted. And go, I went.  
 
    The vent clattered to the floor, and I slid out, hands first, to the floor. I flipped over onto my feet and ran, keeping low and running like a Banshee was behind me.  
 
    I made the roof entrance enclosure and hid in its shadow, as Raven had suggested. When a drone passed by only meters away, I shrunk deeper into the shadows.  
 
    “Hold there. I will tell you when to move again,” Raven said. 
 
    “I have Hersch calling,” Oshbob added. “I might be able to get her to call off the search for you. Give me a minute.” 
 
    I felt a weight lift as he disappeared from my mind, confident that he could have ACE stop looking for me. He did well with people for being so intimidating. 
 
    “Go,” Raven said simply. 
 
    I sprinted to the edge of the building, then immediately cursed myself for not moving with stealth as the drone caught sight of me. It sent up a wailing siren and pursued.  
 
    Raven spoke again. Her voice calm and measured. “It’s okay. We can still get you free. But you’re going to have to hide again and see if you can take out the drone as it searches for you.” 
 
    I followed her instructions. Leaping down a full four meters from one flat roof to the next. I rolled along the gravel roof coating, back to my feet, and off I went again, sprinting full pelt toward the next rooftop. It was close to the same height as the one I’d just jumped from. So there’d be a bit of climbing involved, which wasn’t great with the drone following so closely.  
 
    “You need to take it out quickly, Unara. At the end of this next building, there is another drop. Stop when you jump down and see if you can shoot it as it passes above you.” 
 
    That seemed too long to wait, and I wasn’t convinced I would be able to do what she said. I also didn’t know how an ACE Drone would react to being shot at either. So I ignored her advice this time, and instead of climbing the next wall, I leapt high, pushing up and off the wall into a backflip that put me on top of the rapidly pursuing drone. I grabbed hold of it, my weight forcing it to the ground in a slow but inevitable descent, where we hit with a clatter. The thing still tried to fly away until I buried the rondel into it and silenced its ear-splitting noise.  
 
    “Okay, that was even better than my plan,” Raven said. “But there’s more coming. Move, Unara, move.” 
 
    I was off again, climbing unsteadily up to the rooftop. After my exertion with the drone, I wasn’t sure how long I could keep going. I needed a Medi-Kit desperately.  
 
    “Unara, I have a drone incoming. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “I do,” I replied, without a doubt in my mind.  
 
    “Then I need you to leap off the back of the building and grab onto the drone as it arrives.” 
 
    I suddenly doubted whether I really did trust her. “We’re fifteen floors high. Will the drone even be able to carry me?” 
 
    “Not quite. But it will get you to the rooftop across the lane. From there, you’re a short run from Turan, where Portolan District ACE has no jurisdiction unless they apply for it. The drone is arriving now! Go. Jump! I have faith in you.” 
 
    I angled my run to the back of the building, threw caution to the wind, and jumped.  
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    “You can’t be fucking serious!”  
 
    “She’s been identified, Kapar. She killed an eleven-year-old boy, his mother, and his granddad. Threw the grandad out the window.” 
 
    “The window the old bastard was throwing grenades out of,” I growled.  
 
    “Maybe. We’ve yet to work out who threw the grenades.” 
 
    “Why don’t you count the bodies?” I snapped. “Hersch. You’re not fucking taking her in. She’s not… she’s not really like your average criminal. If she ends up in a prison, she’s gonna kill a lot of people and you’ll end up having to kill her. That’s not something I’m going to be okay with.” 
 
    “Grenades and the deaths of innocents, Kapar. I’ll do what I can but, I can’t call off the hunt for her. You’ll have to keep her well-hidden, so don’t let her come back to the Prestige, or any of your buildings. They’ll be watched closely for a couple of weeks until I can make it disappear. On the plus side, the story that you killed the families of the Jackals will be easier to pass off, seeing as civilians saw the old man fall from the window.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Can you get her cleared?” 
 
    “Once all the people are across the city in witness protection, I should be able to make it disappear. Keep her in the darkest depths of the Undercity until then.” 
 
    “I will do. And I’ll double this month’s payment if you can make it disappear sooner.”  
 
    “I’ll do what I can, but I can’t take any more money. Even I have eyes on me more often than not. But I’m sure there’s something we could work out over time.” 
 
    “Isn’t there always,” I replied without humor, my mind firmly on Unara.  
 
    We ended the conversation, and I switched back to Unara. She didn’t answer at first. And when she did, her face was a mask of horror. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, fearing the worst, about to jump out of the parked hover car and run back to the building. 
 
    She took a few deep breaths while running. “I just flew a drone. I never want to do that again.” 
 
    “It was executed perfectly,” Raven added. 
 
    “It fell too fast,” Unara said, still clearly shaken. 
 
    “I calculated the rate of descent with a generous estimate of your weight. It fell at exactly the right rate. Now Unara, take a left behind the next roof building and enter the doors. The stairs there will take you all the way down into the basement where you can enter the Undercity. You are very close to Turan now. You should be able to escape.” 
 
    “Don’t go back to the Prestige,” I warned. “I’ll come and meet you, and we’ll go to the unit. ACE will be crawling all over our buildings looking for you. Hersh said we can clear you soon, but for now, you need to lie low.” 
 
    “Come to me tonight,” Raven said. “You’ll be completely safe here and it’s better than trekking all the way through the Undercity right now. The police and any Jackals left will be looking for you down there.” 
 
    “For tonight I will. But I will come to the unit tomorrow, Oshbob.”
I didn’t like it, but I didn’t have a good enough reason to tell her no. I don’t fucking trust Raven wasn’t really good enough when it made sense to hide there while the search blew over. 
 
    “If that’s what you think’s best. I’ll come and get you tomorrow.” 
 
    “We can bring her,” Raven replied. “You will most likely still be busy cleaning up the debacle from today.” 
 
    I felt my anger rise until Unara spoke, “I am quite capable of making my own way back alone. I am probably safer than if I have an escort, slowing me down and making too much noise. I can outrun Specters, I can hide better than any of you and I can move silently. I’ll meet you at the unit tomorrow, Oshbob. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll meet you at the unit, and I’ll worry about you. If you encounter any problems, you call me immediately.” 
 
    “I’d worry about you, too. I’ll call if I need you.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask.” 
 
    I stayed on the line for a while longer as she traversed the building and the Undercity until she met up with Raven. We arrived at the Prestige around the same time. When I ended the call, I was troubled. Not just by the number of ACE patrol cars outside the club, or that Raven had somehow whisked Unara away for the night, but also by the losses we’d suffered. There really weren’t that many orcs in Portolans and I almost felt as though I’d betrayed them by not considering the Jackals would use grenades on us. It was a foolish lack of foresight and one which I wouldn’t repeat.  
 
    The problem also demanded that I gather the other gangs together sooner rather than later. I was much more comfortable with humans and half-breeds dying than I was with any of my fellow orcs.  
 
    I got out of the car and moved around the back to help Wolski out. “You stay here tonight. Get some sleep and once I’m finished with ACE, I’ll get you down to see Tenev. We’ll have your new eyes before you know it.” 
 
    As I led the tribe leader down into the basement from the rear entrance to the club, I turned to Attu. “Make sure all the injured orcs are at the Yem Co. building around noon tomorrow. I’ll make sure they’re all repaired as best I can. I am gonna need you to stay here, though. I don’t think a trip through the Undercity will be a good idea with Wolski at the minute, so I’ll need you to drive us.” 
 
    He nodded, his expression serious. “I wasn’t planning on going anywhere, boss.” 
 
    I directed them to one of the bedrooms in the basement, so they could hold up there for the night, then headed up to the club. 
 
    Frank was there talking with a couple of the Enforcers. They turned to me when I walked in. I sighed when I saw it was Maloney. His eyes lit up with delight when he saw me. He dropped the conversation with Frank while the bar owner was still talking to approach me.  
 
    “You really fucked up this time, orc. Killing innocent women and children, that’s a new fucking low, and I’ll make sure everyone knows about it. You’re done in Portolans.” 
 
    I wondered if he knew about the bribes and that spreading the fear factor was exactly what I wanted. His words felt skewed and awkward. He wasn’t even supposed to be here.  
 
    “Interesting take. You got evidence on that, Maloney?” 
 
    “Oh, we got evidence alright. Eyewitnesses saw your shadow running around slaughtering anyone who got in her way. She in here?”  
 
    “Shadow? Dunno what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “The weird looking one. Wears a cloak now. She was seen, you dumb fuck.” 
 
    “So,” I said slowly. Drawing out each word. “What you’re saying is that you’re here to take me down, for killing innocents that were killed by some random person running around in a hooded cloak? Did anyone actually see me killing anyone? Cameras on the street? Drones?”  
 
    “You were seen damaging public property. Smashing up vehicles.” 
 
    “Fuck off Maloney. Your words are like flies on shit.” I walked past him to speak with Frank, but he grabbed my arm.  
 
    I turned deliberately slow, and looked down into his sunshades, face calm but projecting all the hate I had for him through my modded eyes.  
 
    “You don’t get to walk away from me, orc. This badge means something. It has…” 
 
    “Maloney! What the hell are you doing in here? You’re supposed to be checking the perimeter!” 
 
    Maloney paled as none other than Detective Pell, the enforcer who’d brought me home from prison, stalked over.  
 
    “It was all clear, Sir,” Maloney replied quickly. “I thought I’d offer a hand inside.” 
 
    “If you’re done outside, then move on to the next location like you were ordered to do.” 
 
    He looked back to me, “Until next time, orc.” Then he marched out of the club. 
 
    “Sorry about him,” Pell said once he’d left. “He’s a damn nuisance, but he’s alright most of the time.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to have him killed,” I said seriously. 
 
    “Yeah, the paperwork for that would be a nightmare,” he looked around the place, making sure no one was near, then back at me. “What the fuck happened? A kid?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wasn’t there, but I know all of my people well. No one would have gone against my orders unless they had no other choice.” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose up like he’d smelled something bad. “It’s not great. The higher-ups are asking questions. If we find her, we’ll have no choice but to take her in, and she will go down for it.” 
 
    “There can’t have been that many witnesses to silence,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Oh, it’s not the witnesses that’s the problem. It’s the knife that was left in the kid’s head, covered with prints and DNA all over the handle that’s the problem. Shit like that doesn’t come here. It goes to central forensics. Her prints and DNA will be on a permanent file. No one in our district can make that disappear.” 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. “Thanks for telling me.” 
 
    “Sure. You should keep your head down for a week or two as well. Public opinion is gonna be pretty low for a good while.” 
 
    “Will do. I got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    He nodded and then walked off, calling the other enforcers to leave with him. 
 
    “Frank. I’m gonna need a drink or ten.” 
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    “People at the front door!” Bagri said, bursting into my bedroom in the Prestige. I groaned and rubbed at my eyes. If I’d slept a couple of hours, I’d have been lucky. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
     “Don’t know.” He offered an exaggerated shrug. “Thugs for sure. Tattoos and weapons, but not the dog tattoos.” 
 
    I jumped up from my bed and went to the security cameras in the office.  
 
    Ten men waited there, looking suspicious and nervous. One of them hammering at the door. I saw his tattoos belonged to the Incinerators. One of the larger portolans gangs who hadn’t chosen a side yet. 
 
    I pressed the intercom. “Whaddya want?” 
 
    “Let us in, man,” the knocker said. “We need to talk, but too many eyes watching out here.” 
 
    “How many goblins we got here, Bagri?” 
 
    His face took on a thoughtful expression, then he looked at his fingers and I sighed. “Is it more than how many people are outside?” 
 
    He nodded vigorously at that. “Many more.” 
 
    “Right, go get ’em, and head upstairs to greet our guests. Don’t start any trouble, though. Just tell them I’m coming up.” 
 
    He ran off immediately, and I hit the intercom again. “Come in. Don’t cause any trouble or you won’t be leaving.” 
 
    “No trouble,” he said as the door buzzed open.  
 
    I watched them for a moment as they entered nervously. 
 
    Then I went and gave Attu a shout. He was still asleep, but I wanted a strong presence when I spoke to those above, so I woke him without remorse. 
 
      
 
    By the time I got up there, the ten thugs stood near the door, surrounded by around fifty armed goblins. 
 
    “Bagri?” 
 
    “Yep?” 
 
    “This isn’t what I had in mind when I told you to greet them.” 
 
    “What then? We didn’t bash ‘em.” 
 
    “Never mind. Right, gentlemen. What brings you to the Prestige?” 
 
    “Last night,” the man I’d spoken to on the intercom said. “You made a hell of a mess. We heard about you killing K-Dog in prison, but it all seemed up in the air still. Last night cleared that up.” 
 
    “So what? You’re here to join us?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nah, just offer peace. Didn’t much like working for Soba, don’t want to work for an orc either. But we’ll be nonaggressive. We’ll go back to our own territory like the old days.” 
 
    I listened and nodded. “Sounds good to me,” I finally replied. He looked relieved. He should have waited. 
 
    “But Portolans is one territory, and it’s mine,” I continued. “You want to keep working the area without stepping on my toes? You need to join up. You need to understand. I’m gonna reclaim each gang or remove them permanently. If there are any Jackal thugs left, I’ll hunt them down.” 
 
    “The other gangs can still join together if you go that route. We can take you then.” 
 
    I walked away from him to the bar, leaning over to grab a glass and pour myself a glass of weak beer. It was more for thirst than for medicinal purposes.  
 
    “Well?” the thug asked, growing irritated.  
 
    I drained the glass, then turned back.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. “On Soba’s notes, the leader of the Incinerators was a human called Rida. That you?” 
 
    He clenched his fists, looking around nervously, then nodded. “I’m Rida, yeah.” 
 
    “You had a deal with Soba. I won’t discuss it openly, but I’ll give you fifty percent more for being the first outside gang to join.” 
 
    That gave him pause. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    “Shit. That changes things, I suppose. I’ll have a think about it and get back to you later today.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No isn’t on offer here. You don’t join, then none of you leave here.” 
 
    “What’s stopping me from just saying yeah, then changing my mind once I’m outside?” 
 
    It was hard not to laugh at Rida’s idiocy. “What do you think happens if you do that? Is your gang stronger than the Jackals? Right now I have no enemies, just a bunch of thugs who haven’t decided whether they’re with me or against me. There’s no middle ground. There are no truces. You can have an hour to think it over. Talk among yourselves.” 
 
    “Can we have a drink?” One of Rida’s men asked, receiving a scowl from the gang leader. “Say yes. You can drink as much as you want. I don’t waste beer on dead men.” 
 
    “We don’t have any fucking choice!” Rida said, red-faced like a child throwing a tantrum.  
 
    “Might as well have a drink to soothe the transition. Look at it this way. You came over first. You get special treatment.” 
 
    “Will you pick us first for the decent jobs?” he asked, suddenly curious. “Soba always kept the best work or handed it off to the Jackals.” 
 
    Rida wasn’t making a good impression on me. He was fickle and weak. But he had come here to deal, and I wanted to show the other gangs that I could be… decent. 
 
    “Sure I will. As often as I can.” 
 
    The ‘as often as I can’ was loaded, but Rida didn’t seem to pick up on it. He looked around at his gang members, who all nodded, then he turned back to me. “Fuck it. We’re in. I’ll definitely need a drink now, though. This did not go how it was supposed to.” 
 
    “It never fucking does,” I agreed.  
 
      
 
    As the drinks started to flow, I contacted Unara. I’d spoken to her last night once she was safe in Raven’s den, but her being there was playing on my mind.  
 
    She answered, smiling, as if she wasn’t currently one of Artem’s most wanted. “Hey, how you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good. Totally safe here, but I have something important to tell you.” 
 
    My heart sank at the way she said it. “Why does this sound like I’m not going to be happy?” 
 
    “You should be. I’m one hundred percent certain it was the right decision, especially if I need to keep out of the hands of ACE.” 
 
    “Out with it, Unara,” I said more harshly than I intended.  
 
    Her eyes widened a little in surprise, but she came out with it. 
 
    “Raven has repaired the Physical Amplifier mod. When I activate it, I’m faster, stronger, and more agile than you’d ever believe.” 
 
    “She did what?” I yelled, storming off toward the basement so I could have a full fit out of the view of everyone else. 
 
    “What the hell Unara. She can fucking switch you off with that thing. Why would you let her?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Oshbob, the part designed to lower my stats is still broken. No one can affect it and no one can hack into it.” 
 
    “And you trust her? That she did what she said?” 
 
    “I do. So don’t worry. Raven is good to us.”  
 
    “I will worry. It’s my job. When are you leaving? I’ll come and meet you.” 
 
    “There are a few more tweaks on the mod to make, then I’ll be coming home.” 
 
    “Let me know when you leave.” I replied, fighting with all my strength not to rage and rant.  
 
    “Oh, Raven wants to speak with you. She asked if now a good time?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a very good fucking time.” 
 
    “Be nice, Oshbob. Remember, we need her, and most of this wouldn’t have been possible without her.” 
 
    “See you soon Unara.” 
 
    As one call ended, another began. Raven’s face appeared in my vision. She was smiling the smile of someone who had just won a great victory. 
 
    “Oshbob, my favorite orc. Did Unara tell you the good news already?” 
 
    “You fucking know she did, Raven. Quit the shit with me. Can you drop her stats with it?” 
 
    “Even I’m not that skilled. To access the mod remotely, one would need to have access to the partnered remote access module. The only people likely to have that are her original keepers at The Living Earth. From what I understand of her story, it’s been over ten years since she escaped, so I am doubtful they even remember her existence.” 
 
    “She told me the part of the mod that reduces her stats isn’t active. Is that right?” 
 
    Raven nodded. “Trust me, Oshbob. The Unara I am returning to you is greatly improved. You should be rejoicing. Don’t you realize how rare and powerful that mod is?” 
 
    “It means nothing if it’s a death sentence,” I growled. 
 
    “I assure you, if well used, the mod will cause her no harm. Now, I have some more potentially good news. Burrell, the gang lord of Turan, wishes to speak with you. News of your victory against the Jackals has traveled fast.” 
 
    “Hardly a victory,” I said bitterly. “What does he want?” 
 
    “It was a great victory. Even if it came at a high price. You finished off most of their remaining gang members. And with Unara’s handiwork at the end there, you have cemented your notoriety among the surrounding districts. As for what Burrell wants, He wants peace, but I’ll let him tell you. I think you’ll find what he has to discuss interesting. Are you okay for me to pass your details on?” 
 
    The whole conversation left me feeling even more on edge. As if people I hardly knew or didn’t know at all were organizing events with me at the center and I didn’t know anything about it. “Why is Burrell coming to you to contact me, Raven?” 
 
    “What better way? He knows we have links. You don’t think he doesn’t know I helped you bring Soba down?” 
 
    I grumbled to myself, wrestling with the situation. “It won’t leave my Keystone vulnerable if you pass him on, will it?” 
 
    “Not at all. He will be a contact in your list and you can delete him afterward if you’re uncomfortable with it.” 
 
    “Pass him on then, and…” I had to take a deep breath for my next words. “Thanks for looking out for Unara. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Why did that sound so hard to say, Oshbob? Honestly, I appreciate your paranoia, it’s healthy in this line of business, but haven’t I proved myself yet?” 
 
    “We’ll see. You always seem to know too much, and it makes me feel uncomfortable, but if nothing bad happens with this mod on Unara, I’ll consider it proof.” 
 
    “Excellent! I look forward to fully earning your trust. Now, Say hello to Burrel for me.” She grinned, then disappeared from view. A few moments later a box sprung up across my vision.  
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    I accepted. Then answered the call from Burrell. 
 
    A lean, sinister-looking human with a black mustache appeared in my vision and I instantly mistrusted him.  
 
    “Always human, isn’t it?” I grumbled. 
 
    “That is the way of things, I’m afraid!” The gang leader laughed. “There is no doubt we are an insidious species. It often amuses me that orcs and goblins are considered scum in the city. We’re all scum, but humans and elves, to a certain extent, excel in one area. We are good at masking our selfish motives with flowery language, smiles, and subterfuge. You people are a victim of your own directness! Imagine if orcs learned how to lie convincingly instead of punching someone who disagrees with them. Why, I think your race would have more towers in the Corpo district than anyone else!” 
 
    “Cut the shit, Burrell. What do you want?” 
 
    He paused, putting on an exaggerated, sad face. “Ah, how disappointing. I had heard you were an anomaly in the attack first, chat later, regard. The stories I have heard coming through the cybervines suggest you are a barbarous wretch. But you have a rare intellect among your species, which makes you a true concern for most of us on your borders.” He finished with a creepy snigger. I didn’t like him. 
 
    “The next words out of your mouth better be a reason for contacting me or I’m deleting your contact and we’ll speak again when you cause trouble on my borders.” 
 
    “Direct it is then. Though I warn you, the truth makes me nervous. It stresses me out when I look for the hidden meanings and find nothing! I assume I have missed something vital! Yes, the truth is a hollow thing. No depth, no intrigue.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Burrell.” 
 
    His eyes widened as he understood my meaning. “Wait! Do not be so hasty. I want peace between us! A truce!” 
 
    “Finally, we get somewhere. So if that’s the lie, what do you really want? Or do you expect me to work it out? Because right now I’ve got too much going on to be spending brain power on puzzling out the flapping tongue of an irritating human trying to sound like a Corpo. Right now, all I want to do is rip your head off. But I’m running a business here, so spit it out.” 
 
    “Ah, there’s the intellect I’ve heard about, so smoothly coated in the true orc hostility. I am going to cut to the chase. You have removed the Jackals from my border. I hated the Jackals. In many respects, I hated them more than Soba. Everywhere they were causing trouble in my district. Their demise is a wonderful sight for my people. I hope I can dissuade you from causing trouble along my borders. I also have enough to deal with.” 
 
    “What are you dealing with?” 
 
    “The district to my East is technically called Forlay, but the gang lord of Newton took it over, along with a couple of other smaller districts. His name is Grant, and he is a monster of a man. Imagine, if you will, wrapping K-Dog and all his muscle up with Soba’s extra mass. But Grant is much smarter than either, and far wealthier, too. I can stop him from taking Turan, but if I have you to fight on my western border, then it becomes much more difficult.” 
 
    His words caught me by surprise, and I was glad to have continued the call. News of Grant, while anger-inducing, were certainly welcome. He was my own personal target, after all. Sure, Unara’s long-term goal was to hurt the elves, and I was all in on that. But I would definitely be dealing with Grant along the way. Of course, I told Burrell none of this.  
 
    “I can agree to no violent action toward you.” 
 
    He grinned widely. Gold teeth sparkling. “Excellent! And what about an alliance? Perhaps push Grant back and take what is his between us?” 
 
    So the truth finally arrived. It was exactly what I would want to hear. It was almost too good to be true. And I still didn’t trust Burrell. “A truce sounds good. But no alliance. I’ve got no interest in a district, not even on my border, and I need to consolidate Portolans first. Get everything running smoothly.” 
 
    What I didn’t say was that it worked in my favor for Turan and Newton to fight against each other and burn through their resources. Then I could come in and smash Newton. Possibly even Turan, depending on how things went with Burrell. But that was all in the future.  
 
    “I understand your reticence, but there will be benefits. How about we discuss an alliance at a later date rather than an outright no?” 
 
    “We’ll see. For now, I’ll make sure none of my people fuck about on your side of our border. Make sure you do the same.” Then I ended the call. The truce came as a surprise. Neither looked for, nor expected, and while it did take a little pressure off me, it also got me to wondering how my other two district neighbors were viewing my power grab. I hadn’t given them much thought before now, but that was an oversight I couldn’t afford. Ignorance was dangerous.  
 
    It was something I’d have to look into. Another damn job! Throughout the conversation, my feet had carried me back to my office again, where my paperwork piles sat staring at me with painful judgment.  
 
    I had more gangsters now with the Incinerators and the goblin tribes Bagri had brought in. But I continued to have a lack of useful people to manage all the other things and I had no idea how to find competent people I could trust.  
 
    Raven, as always, was the best source of information for this. But the trust wasn’t there yet. If Unara was fine and continued to be fine, I could see myself coming around to trust her, but right now, I could just imagine her planting spies to watch me. Information was her business, after all. It would be a perfect opportunity to get people in my employ that were loyal to her first.  
 
    No, Raven wasn’t the answer, and I knew it in my bones. 
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    It was midday when we left the Prestige. I sent the Incinerators off, drunk and pleased with their deal with me, and contacted Tenev to make sure he had replacement eyes ready for Wolski.  
 
    I sat in the back of Attu’s car with the subdued orc. I couldn’t blame him, and the silence was welcome as it allowed me to think, even if my thoughts were a mess. 
 
    My Keystone beeped again, and I groaned. If it wasn’t Unara, I didn’t want to know. I focused on the Call ID and was surprised to see it was Harold. I cursed. I’d forgotten to return his guns. I answered and apologized immediately.  
 
    “Hey, Harold! I still have your guns and they’re in good condition still. I promise I’ll get them back to you tomorrow at the latest.” 
 
    “An honest gang lord! Well, I never,” he chuckled. “I’m a decent judge of character Kapar and I wouldn’t have loaned ‘em to you if I didn’t think they’d come back. But that’s not why I’m calling. I’ve got a buyer for the trash mods you’re selling. He’s working prices out for me, but he said he said he’d send a list over later today. If you’re still interested, I’ll send it over to you?” 
 
    “Huh. Another list,” I chuckled tiredly. Harold scowled at my tone. “Apologies Harold. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. Thanks for sorting that out and yeah, send it over. I’m just drowning in paperwork. Sadly, the life of a gang lord is not all cracking skulls and breaking legs.” 
 
    That brought a raucous laugh from him. “I can only imagine with all those properties and protection rackets to run.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the bribes, the gang leaders I’ll need to convince to join, then pay. I could go on forever. Every damn penny needs tracking, or it’ll sprout legs and wander off, never to be seen again. Then there’s all this gear we’re trying to move.” 
 
    “Get someone else to do all the money stuff. A rich orc like you can afford accountants, some administration staff surely.” 
 
    “Yes, I can. But I don’t know anyone, and I need to be able to trust them. That’s just another fucking job to do. I can’t just pick up randoms. I thought about looking through the merchants and financiers around Portolans but… Bah, don’t listen to me, Harold. I’ll work it out. It’ll just take time.” 
 
    Harold laughed again. “I ain’t ever met an orc like you before, but I knew lads in the military. Too clever to be fighters, too impatient and erratic to be anything else. You need steady heads around you. You need someone to organize by the sound of it and… maybe I can help. But! You gotta make me a promise before I do.” 
 
    I eyed him with suspicion. “I keep my promises, so I don’t generally make them unless they’re death threats. Tell me the promise and I’ll tell you if I can make it.”  
 
    “I could suggest someone I trust with my life. But I’d give my life to protect ‘em. If I put you onto them, you gotta promise me you won’t ever hurt em. Even if they double cross you or fuck up badly someday. I have faith they won’t, but ain’t nothing in this life is certain. So I’d need your word you won’t ever harm ‘em or have someone else harm ‘em?”
I was intrigued, but I needed more information. It didn’t seem like a promise I could keep. 
 
    “That’s a tough one Harold. Who is it?” 
 
    “Bah! It doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    I nodded. It was probably for the best. I was about to let it go, but I needed genuine, trustworthy help with the organizational side of things. Hell, I needed that more than anything else. “I need options here, Harold. Say if whoever you suggested killed Unara or intentionally caused her death, that would conflict with an earlier promise I already made, you see?” 
 
    He looked pained, but nodded. “What is she to you? Unara? You didn’t seem romantic, but I don’t know a lot about orc romance.” 
 
    “She’s my brother,” I said seriously. 
 
    Harold nodded. “Understood. Anything else?” 
 
    I thought hard. “They intentionally ruin the business.” 
 
    He shook his head. “They won’t, otherwise I wouldn’t put them forward. That’s the exact thing I want the promise for. Unara, I’ll agree to, but some things are worth more than money and this is one of em, lad. Make the promise or let’s move on.”  
 
    I grimaced. “Fuck it, I’ll make the promise, but you better not be playing with me here, Harold. If they do turn the business over, I’ll come and kill you instead.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” he agreed easily, and that made me really interested.  
 
    “We’re here, boss,” Attu said from the front of the car.  
 
    “One minute, I’m on a call.”  
 
    “Hit me with it, Harold. You got me on the brink here.” 
 
    “I have a niece. Love her to tiny little bits, I do. She’s as bright as the sun when it shows its face and she’s clever, too. Real clever. There’s not many opportunities for her round these parts. She’s wasting away in her mother’s launderette, and it breaks my heart to see such a brilliant mind being put to waste. She’s got a real head for numbers, and she’s… organized, like more’n you could imagine. It’s like a game to her. She’d love the paperwork and making patterns from it as much as you hate it.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect. I’m still a bit suspicious after all the talk of her betraying me one day.” 
 
    He grinned and shook his head. “I honestly don’t believe she ever would, probably not even if you mistreated her, which I know you won’t. But I need to protect her.”  
 
    “Okay. I’m sold. Send her over to the Prestige and we’ll get her started if she’s up for it.” 
 
    He winced. “Rough neighborhood around the Prestige. Not really a safe place for a young lass to be walking around.”  
 
    I sighed and thought it over. I was actually starting to hate the place myself, anyway. It was feeling claustrophobic. “Tell you what. I have a coffee shop on the books which I still need to visit. It’s over on Main Street. Tell her I’ll meet her there tomorrow at noon. It’s called… er… Daly’s place or something.” 
 
    “You mean Daisy’s place,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. I got a notification from the account the rents get paid into that they didn’t pay, so I’ve been meaning to pay them a visit. 
 
    “Okay. Well, I’ll send her there.” 
 
    “I appreciate the help.” 
 
    “You got it. And you too. If this works out how I hope it will, then you’ve done me a favor, too. Speak soon Kapar.”  
 
    I jumped out of the car, feeling a surge of positivity about the prospect of some help with the administration side of things. It was a mild counter to the worry I felt over Unara. I wanted to see her, though I knew it wouldn’t make any difference. It wasn’t like I’d be able to look at it and see what Raven had done. I hated it and felt powerless when it came to things like this. All the more reason to get Leo out of prison.  
 
    I moved alongside Wolski and helped Attu guide him into the building. Inside, the goblins were all sitting around behaving themselves. It was odd to see them not scampering around causing trouble just for the sake of it.  
 
    There were a lot more of them as well and it took me a few seconds to remember the other tribes Bagri had found. He had clearly put them here, too.  
 
    I searched for the tribe leader I’d met the day before, searching through the injured goblins with a few missing parts. Two arms, down from the elbow had been lost and another had suffered bad damage to its face, eyes missing but unlike Wolski, it hadn’t been given a Medi-Kit. I felt a rare pang of sympathy and threw the small one I carried,  over to the goblin by his side. Unfortunately, we had no Medium kits left now, and I rued some of the careless usage off them. Times when we used a Medium when small would do.  
 
    I’d replace the mediums, but in future I’d carry two smalls and keep mediums for genuine emergencies.  
 
     We had three badly injured orcs as well. One had a missing leg, another with a missing hand and the third who was missing an ear and an eye, though they’d at least had a Medi-Kit. We could replace the eye, but I wasn’t sure about sure if we had any ear mods. 
 
    After my look over the injured, I finally found the tribe leader who had said he wanted to discuss things about leadership. He stood there saying nothing. I eyed him, waiting for him to say something. When it didn’t look like he was going to, I pushed the issue. I didn’t need things like that festering behind my back, jumping out when I least expected it. “You wanted to talk about leadership?”  
 
    “Nope, not me boss,” he said, shaking his head with a frantic desperation. 
 
    Sig walked over from the crowd, half looking at me, half looking at the ceiling. “He heard what happened to last two tribe leaders who crossed you. He not wanting any angry Oshbob.” 
 
    “Two?” I asked, confused for the briefest of moments before remembering the death of the original Kapar at Unara’s hands.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter, Sig,” I said before he could go into details. “I got it. I think it’s time we headed down with everyone who needs replacements.” 
 
    “Yep, everyone ready to go.” 
 
    “That eye is a mess, Sig. It irritates me every time I look at it. Might be a good time to get yourself a new eye?” 
 
    He shrugged. “But no one is creeping up on me from above. I see more things.” 
 
    I had no words, so I just turned and set off down to the entrance to the Undercity. 
 
    
We got Wolski up to Tenev first. That much was never in doubt. What was in doubt was where Unara had gotten too. She still hadn’t turned up. I brought up her contact to call her, then I winced as something thin and hard jabbed into my ribs.  
 
    I spun around, barely keeping together, to find Unara standing there in a long gray cloak, blowing on the end of her finger as if it was a smoking gun. 
 
    I wanted to be angry that she’d tricked me, but my stupid face betrayed me and broke out into a wide smile. “You damn sneak!” I growled. “Good work, though. Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    She pointed upward with a proud grin on her face. Hiding in the ceiling space. “I learned that one from you, though the tiles are really fragile. I had to climb on the cabling to move around and get above you.” 
 
    I grabbed her shoulder and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “It might not even be a day, but it’s damn good to have you back. Well done on getting out.” 
 
    “If I had this active, I could have gotten out much easier. You wanna see?” 
 
    “I suppose I do yeah. In the main unit?” 
 
    She grinned and nodded, and off we went.  
 
    The moment we reached the gantry, her movement changed, suddenly faster, smoother, and more certain. She leapt over to the nearest shelves and, even though she disliked running on all fours, she was at it again. Much lower than I’d ever seen before, making full use of the Tier-our spine. She left the shelf she was on and sprang across the aisle to another row of shelves, then practically ran up to the top of them, where she sprinted back toward me. She leapt from the top, with another somersault, kicked off the wall behind me with the deftest of touches, to land easily next to me. She wasn’t even breathing hard. 
 
    “So, where do I get one of those?” I asked. “I mean, hell Unara. If there’s no danger to having that activated, then it’s a hell of a thing. 
 
    “It really is. I can’t use it all the time, because it puts a huge strain on my body, but five-minute bursts and I can keep it up for ages.” 
 
    “Good, because we’ve got plenty of work to do. I’m going to meet a potential new employee tomorrow. Harold’s niece. It’ll probably be better if you’re there for that one. Less intimidating than me.” 
 
    Her happy expression dropped, and so did my stomach. “What now?” 
 
    “The job you promised Raven I’d do for her, it’s tomorrow.” 
 
    “I promised no such fucking thing,” I said, though barked would be closer to the truth.  
 
    “She said you’d check with me and I kinda agreed to it after everything she’s done for us.” 
 
    I clenched my fists and closed my eyes. “You’re wanted by ACE, Unara. Really wanted. You can’t be wandering about in the central district, stealing stuff for her.” 
 
    “She thinks it’s a perfect time, because they’d never be looking for me there. Only our district is looking for me.” 
 
    “No. Your DNA went to the Central Ace headquarters.” 
 
    “Maybe, but they’re not looking for me. I’ve promised and I’m going to do it. Then we won’t owe her anything for a while. Hopefully never? Then we can just be friends.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer. What to say. The urge to tell her no was strong. But I wasn’t her keeper. What we did together, we did because we each chose it. I had no fucking power over her. Not putting my foot down was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do, but if I stopped her… it changed everything. 
 
    “Be safe. If it seems too hard, or too dangerous, promise me you’ll back out. Nothing in that building, nor Raven’s friendship, is worth your life.” 
 
    “I can do it, Oshbob. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do trust you, but pull out if it’s too hard. Put it this way. If you die on this job, I’m going to tear Raven apart limb by limb.” 
 
    She looked uncomfortable with my words, but nodded. “I’ll pull back if it’s too risky. For you.” 
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    Main Street was nice. Wolski and his new Tier two eyes drove me there, dropping me off right at the front door. 
 
    We weren’t alone, though. I had goblins and orcs posted all over the street, watching out for any kind of aggro. If anyone did make an attempt on me, they’d be hit so fast and so hard their heads would be spinning. Before being removed. 
 
    When I walked in through the front door, I found a very busy, very pink, floral themed room full of clinking cups and chatting mouths. Mouths that silenced as one by one, all heads turned to stare at me.  
 
    Apparently, I didn’t fit the regular customer type. Elderly human women, mainly, with the occasional human male looking as though he’d been brought here against his will.  
 
    “Nice place you got here,” I said, directing my voice to the servers at the back of the café. That seemed to break the spell of my arrival and most of the customers got back to their steaming mugs and fancy cakes, but the atmosphere had changed.  
 
    I was early for my meeting with Harold’s niece, so I headed over to the counter to sort out my business when a young woman in a wheelchair pushed out in front of me. She was blond-haired, with a serious expression, though there was no real fear evident. She was dressed smartly in a well-ironed suit, but I’d been around poverty enough to notice it was well worn. The colour had faded and there was fraying around the edges and the occasional repair here and there.  
 
    “You must be Kapar,” she said in a very flat tone. “I am Asala, Harold’s niece.” 
 
    I offered a smile. “Ah! Asala. You’re early!”  
 
    “I make it a habit to always be early. There are countless hours in which you can be early, yet only a second to be on time. Yet lateness stretches on forever, as does the stain it leaves on your character.” 
 
    “Well said,” I replied, moving to take a seat at the table she’d chosen. “So how are you doing, Asala?” 
 
    “I am well. A little uncertain about what this job opportunity involves. But my uncle assures me it will pay well and challenge me mentally rather than physically, which, as you can see, is an issue.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can see. Why can you not walk? You not get some legs?” 
 
    She smiled. “Even the lowliest of leg mods is beyond my reach at the moment, though my uncle is kindly working to help me. But I’m afraid the problem runs deeper than his pockets stretch. Even trash-tier legs and spines come in at a price even he cannot afford. His business has been quiet for some years now with Soba’s suppression of the area.” 
 
    I nodded over her words, and could see the truth of them. If Harold didn’t pay for security and Soba’s people just left the shop alone to rot, then Harold probably hadn’t done decent business in years. I also remembered him trying to get a deal with me for legs and a spine when we spoke about moving gear. The pieces fell into place now. 
 
    “Yep, that’d run you some creds. I reckon I know why he risked you working for me now as well. You know who I am? What I am?” 
 
    “You are the new gang lord of Portolans.” I noticed the hush as she spoke too loud. “You killed the one named Soba, and you are consolidating his criminal empire through what I hear to be quite ruthless methods.”  
 
    “You’re well informed.”  
 
    “I am. Though that is in no small part due to my uncle preparing me for this meeting. What I do not know is what you could possibly want from me? I am very limited in a gunfight and even worse with my fists. I may make a good shield in a battle, though I’d be a onetime use in that capacity.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not as her expression was so… expressionless. I chose not to laugh and treat the statement with the seriousness with which she spoke. “I don’t want you to be used as a shield. Do you want something to eat and drink while we talk?” 
 
    “I am afraid I have no extra credits for such frivolities. Let Information be my sustenance.” 
 
    “I’m buying,” I said. Chuckling this time. “Order whatever you want.” 
 
    “If you insist.” She turned and looked over at the counter. There was so much to choose from, but Asala picked almost immediately. And told the serving girl behind the counter of her choice.  
 
    “I will have one of your deep-fried dough balls with the synthetic cream inside, please.”  
 
    “A cream donut?” The server asked, looking unsure.  
 
    I noticed the older woman who had been watching me nervously had suddenly disappeared while I spoke with Aslala. I sighed. Who did these people think they were dealing with? “I’ll have the same,” I told the server, who nodded without making eye contact.  
 
    “And to drink?” 
 
    “Tea for me please,” Asala said.  
 
    “You got any beer or whisky?” 
 
    “We do not, sir.” 
 
    “Eh, just a water then,” I said disappointed. “And tell your boss I want to see her before I go, so there’s no use hiding in the back.” 
 
    The server looked uncomfortable with my demand, but wisely nodded. I turned back to Asala and spoke quietly.  
 
    “So, I don’t want to go into too much detail here, but running a district requires a lot more than just hitting people and threatening them. It’s kind of a business all of its own. Or, rather, ten different businesses and I’ll be honest with you, I’m not equipped to deal with it alone. I need some to help with organizing things.”  
 
    “I see. That is something I could definitely help with. You understand I have no experience with this line of work? Other than a penchant for being meticulous with my own living spaces and work spaces in the laundromat?” 
 
    “All I know is your uncle said you were smart, and I could really do with some of those smarts.” 
 
    “You are not… smart?” She replied so neutrally that it was hard to take offence at the question. 
 
    “I know my strengths and my weaknesses. When it comes to figures and managing all the aspects of the legitimate side of business, then I suppose no; I’m not smart.” 
 
    “Hmmm. What is your mental power?” 
 
    “That, Asala, is a little personal to be shared across a cafe full of strangers. Let’s talk some more and see if this would be something that would suit some more. If we both decide to go ahead with this, then more specific details can be discussed somewhere else.” 
 
    She nodded. “I see. This was just a safe, open space to meet and see if I was a potential candidate.” 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah. Are you still interested?” 
 
    “I’d still like more details, but it is a strong plus that the work will involve data rather than violence. Providing you can pay me a wage that meets market average for the work I carry out, I will be satisfied.” 
 
    I smiled at her response. She was odd, but I really liked her direct style and complete lack of fear. “Let’s enjoy our donuts and chat while we wait for the lady of the establishment to return.”  
 
    She nodded mutely as the trembling server appeared, placing the tray of cakes and rattling drinks down on the table. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, trying to catch the woman’s eyes. “Is the owner coming.?” 
 
    “Sh… she had to dash away on business. She said that hopefully she will catch you next time you visit.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” I replied sadly. “Let her know that I most likely won’t have time to talk next time I come by, as I’ll be extremely busy re-modeling the place. She can expect me and my people here first thing in the morning to get started on the work.” 
 
    She blanched. “I will let the lady know.” Then ran off like a startled cat while I took a large bite from the Donut ball thing. It was sweet and sugary and set my stomach on edge as soon as it touched down. I tried not to pull a face of disgust and put the other half back on the plate before looking disappointedly at my glass of water.  
 
    Yeah, I didn’t like the place at all. The volume of voices blurring together into a constant drone irritated me. The food was horrible and the lack of something decent to drink was a crime against decency. Yet Asala, seemed to cherish every small bite and sip of the tea. Lost in her own world and not even noticing my reaction.  
 
    Once she’d finished the donut, her eyes widen when she saw I hadn’t eaten mine. “Did you not like the cake?” 
 
    “Not my sort of thing,” I replied, rubbing my stomach. “I feel queasy after that one bite I had.”  
 
    She looked at me incredulously. “A cake makes your stomach uncomfortable, but whisky wouldn’t? Perhaps you are lactose intolerant.” 
 
    “Perhaps I am. I don’t know what lactose is, but I am intolerant of quite a lot.”  
 
    “Milk. It means you can’t eat anything with milk or anything with milk in it.  
 
    “Can’t say I ever remember even seeing milk before, but I’ve heard of it. Where do you…” 
 
    Our aimless conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the business owner. I smiled to put her at ease. It seemed to make matters worse as she paled. 
 
    “Is everything okay, sir?” 
 
    “It is yes. My friend here enjoyed her cake a lot and I see you’re doing a roaring trade. Is it always this buy?” 
 
    “Ah, er no. This is a busy day. It’s normally much quieter.”  
 
    I nodded and picked up the menu to look over the prices. “Not cheap either, huh? Five creds for a cup of tea. Eight for a cake. Hell, I could get a full meal in some places for eight creds, and it’d fill me up for the day.”  
 
    “All of our cakes are hand baked in store with skill and love. The tea is specially prepared and requires patience and a keen sense.  
 
    “Wow. Sounds impressive. Your staff must be highly skilled then. How much are you paying them?” 
 
    She stammered, looking around with a hunted expression. “I… it varies depending on their experience.”  
 
    I waved the nearest server over. “Heya, how much do you get paid?” 
 
    She looked horrified by the question and looked nervously at the owner.  
 
    “Zala is one of our newer members of staff and only serves at the moment.” 
 
    “Ah! So no specialty skills for Zala, then. Still, I’d love to know how much you get paid Zala. Don’t worry, I can guarantee you’re not going to lose your job for telling me. “ 
 
    “Twenty creds a day, sir.” 
 
    “Twenty creds a day? That doesn’t seem like a lot to live on. Hell, that’d wouldn’t even buy you three cakes in this place. Does that sound like a reasonable wage to you, Asala?” 
 
    My future paperwork shuffler shook her head. “I earn fifty creds a day in the laundromat and that is considered a poor wage.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t imagine being able to survive comfortably on that.” I turned to the server. “Zala, you need to learn quickly so you can do some of the specialty stuff and get paid more. Go tell the baker to come out here for me. Tell them the owner of this building wants to talk to them.” 
 
    Zala ran off and I gestured for the owner to take a seat at our table. The café had begun to empty quickly now. I suspected they sensed trouble brewing.  
 
    “So, it’s Mrs. Durarh, is that right?” 
 
    “Y… yes,” she said, sitting in the chair I’d pointed at like she was sitting on a landmine.  
 
    “You want to give me an honest answer as to how much the baker is being paid?  
 
    She was white as the cream on her cakes and sat there with her mouth moving but no sound coming out. I suspected she couldn’t actually speak. It didn’t matter. The chef had arrived.  
 
    He was a thin, scruffy man who smelled of sweat and baking ingredients. His apron was covered in an array of different stains, with particularly heavy streaks where he clearly regularly wiped his hands. He had a scruffy beard and greasy hair that draped down under his dirty white hat. His eyes darted from me to the owner. 
 
    “Hey, relax and look at me. You see, I’m thinking about running my own café, and this place is doing so well. I need some pointers. How much of the food do you cook here?” 
 
    “All of it,” he replied, apparently relaxing as he scratched at his crotch. 
 
    “No help?” 
 
    “Nah. Don’t need it.” 
 
    “What time do you start cooking to be ready for the day?” 
 
    “‘bout five in the mornin’ most days.” 
 
    “And what time do you finish?” 
 
    “When the cafe closes. Five.” 
 
    “Twelve-hour shifts then. So what do you get paid for a day’s work?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that’s private information, sir.”  
 
    “You’re probably right. But this is my building, which puts you in an awkward position if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “I get fifty a day.”  
 
    “Fifty a day and you do all the cooking. How often do you work?” 
 
    He grinned, “Every day! Money don’t earn itself, ya know.”  
 
    I nodded and eyed Mrs. Durarh again. “So, you have two serving staff and one chef. That’s Ninety creds you spent today on staff. You have thirty tables. I don’t know the math but…” 
 
    Asala jumped in, interrupting me. As she spoke, I didn’t mind at all. 
 
    “Almost everyone here was in pairs and if two people each have a cake and a hot drink that comes to thirteen creds per person, so twenty-six creds per table. As the café only serves cakes, and they are a luxury item, it is unlikely the majority of people will buy more than one cake or drink at these prices. With the serving time included it’s unlikely the average visit time will exceed one hour.” 
 
    “The shop is open for ten hours, so each table should make two hundred and sixty creds if the tables are emptied and refilled once an hour. Multiply that by thirty gives you seven thousand-eight hundred. Minus ninety creds for wages…” 
 
    Mrs. Durarh opened her mouth to interrupt Asala, but I held my hand up to stop her and my new assistant continued.  
 
    “There is likely more staff, so to be safe, double that to 180 a day.” She looked at me. “What is the monthly rent?” 
 
    “One thousand a month.” 
 
    “So, that’s approximately thirty-three creds a day. Which brings the outgoings for those things to two-hundred and thirteen creds at the upper end of my estimates. Utility bills are unlikely to surpass two hundred, so let’s put daily outgoings at a generous five hundred a day for the sake of easy to follow math. Obviously not every table will always be filled every hour of every day, so I wouldn’t find it unreasonable to halve my overall turnover estimate to around four thousand a day.” She turned to Mrs. Durarh. “I do pass here regularly, and it is always busy. I know individuals often spend more than thirteen credits per visit as well. So that would leave us with three and a half thousand creds a day. I do not know your base ingredient costs but even if we were to half the turnover again, that would leave you the same again as profit which is fifty-two thousand, five hundred creds a month.” 
 
    “There are more costs and expenses.”  
 
    I raised a hand again. “I have no doubt there are. But what Asala has done is to lay out a rough guide for us both. For me it tells me how lucrative this business is, even if you only turnover a quarter of the profit she suggested. It also tells you that you’ve made a very grave mistake for not paying your rent. You are now eighteen days overdue.” 
 
    “An oversight!” Durarh said. “I can transfer the money to you. It should reach your accounts in the next few days.”  
 
    “You could do a direct transfer immediately,” Asala said, then looked at me. “What kind of interest and late fees are you charging?” 
 
    And damn if I didn’t grin at that. “Interest? Go on.” 
 
    “Well, if I was to loan money from someone, I would be expected to pay interest. For instance, if you were to miss a loan payment from the bank, that would be considered an unauthorized loan and generally carries a heavy penalty. It’s one reason many people struggle to get out of debt once they are in it.” 
 
    “Sounds entirely fair. Consider me intrigued. So what do the banks charge?”  
 
    “For late payment, 20% of the outstanding.” 
 
    “So I’d need 1200 from Mrs. Durarh?”  
 
    “Oh no. That’s a daily charge. With the banks, if I went ten creds overdrawn, I would have to repay twelve on the following day. That would then go up to fourteen the following day and so on. The increase is only ever in the original sum. Not on the interest accrued.” 
 
    “Still sounds like a sensible business strategy. So if we were to do things by the official method, what does Mrs. Durarh?” 
 
    “Eighteen days late? Three thousand six hundred in interest and one thousand for the original rent. She will certainly have the capacity to pay you by direct transfer, assuming you’re in possession of a cred chip?” 
 
    “How did you know?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I didn’t. But they are not so uncommon,” she said, taking my words literally. “I avoid the central banking system as much as I possibly can. Did you know that they use the money you deposit with them for their own purposes? Investing and loaning out at high interest rates to make ridiculous sums.”  
 
    “The thought that what little money I possess was being used to make our oppressive corporations and government even more money fills me with a sorrow so deep I can hardly explain.”  
 
    “I didn’t really ever think about it, but yeah, that’s a pretty fine scam they got going on.” I turned to Durarh and pulled out my cred chip. “As for you, it’s time to pay up. Standard charges apply. Four thousand six hundred credits.” 
 
    “I… that’s preposterous! No interest charges were ever stipulated in our rental contract, and you are most certainly not the Central Bank. I will pay you the one thousand as per our contract, and I will speak to the law if you decide to push this matter of interest with me.”  
 
    “Make sure you call them to your home address,” Asala said. “Because understanding Mr. Kapar as well as I think I do, you’re about to be evicted.” 
 
    It was a strange feeling to have someone else deliver the threat for me and in such a calm, measured way. In some respects, it was even more effective than what I’d been about to say. Harold had already sold me on giving Asala a chance, but now I’d met her, and even though she was a human, I found a strange sense of kinship with her. She was as direct as an orc, and clever as hell. I couldn’t sense any subterfuge in anything she said or did.  
 
    Looking from her up to Durarh, I had to fight the corners of my mouth turning up as the woman cringed as if about to be punched. “Give me until tomorrow to pay, please.” 
 
    “The payment will increase to 3800,” Asala said without emotion.  
 
    “And I’ll still permanently close the shop. Honestly, I don’t know why people in this district think they can weasel tongue their way out of everything with me. Do I look like the type?” 
 
    “I don’t have that kind of money,” she pleaded.  
 
    “You definitely do,” Asala replied. “Unless you’re in some other financial difficulty we don’t know about, or perhaps you just have an incredibly lavish lifestyle.” 
 
    “I… I…” 
 
    “You’ve got until I drink this glass of water to have your payment device out and the correct money ready to transfer. Otherwise you lose the shop.” 
 
    “I’ll pay, I’ll pay. Wait!”  
 
    I started drinking, and she frantically pulled out her own credit chip, typed into it quickly. Then held it against mine. A notification came up.  
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    “That’ll be all. Make sure you’re on time next month.” 
 
    “I will,” she muttered and stood to leave.  
 
     I turned my attention back to Asala to speak when the chef, still loitering a few tables away, spoke again. “What about our wages? Aren’t you gonna sort them out as well? They’re bloody criminal!” 
 
    I scowled at him for interrupting. “I take care of my money. If you’re not happy, ask for more, or leave if you think you can do better elsewhere. What you shouldn’t do is interrupt me again.” 
 
    He got the message and ran off back to the kitchen, with Durarh watching him angrily. That would be a fun conversation. One I wasn’t the least bit interested in. 
 
    Instead, I looked down at the funds deposited notification and smiled and turned my attention to Asala. “Let’s have a look at your Cred Chip.” 
 
    “It’s not customary to hand cred-chips over. Especially not to notorious gang lords.”  
 
    “True. But if you’re going to work for me, we need to trust each other and… do you have any money in it I can steal?” 
 
    “I have one hundred and twenty credits, which while may not seem like much is all I have, and I too have rent to pay. But, if you are intending on employing me, then perhaps…” I wasn’t sure what changed in her mind, but she removed a black metallic cred-chip from her pocket and handed it over.  
 
    I placed mine against hers and transferred three thousand six hundred creds into it, then handed it back. 
 
    She watched me with serious uncertainty, then looked down at the chip, her eyes widening. “Why?” 
 
    “You earned it. I would have just taken the rent. Now, when do you want to start working?” 
 
    “You’re just going to give me this money?” 
 
    “It’s your money. You don’t work for me yet. You earned that yourself.”  
 
    “How much will you pay per day?” 
 
    “How much do you want?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know. What will I be doing exactly?”  
 
    “Come on, let’s go somewhere else, and don’t worry. You’re safer with me than you would be alone or with anyone else in this district.” 
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    I had considered taking Asala to the prestige where my current, most feared enemy, paperwork mountain, waited for me. But as I stepped out into the street and the sight of the office district caught my eye, I had a better idea.  
 
    Bringing up the address of the office block I owned, I gave Wolski the address and told him to take us there instead. Then opened the door for Asala to enter the car.  
 
    Luckily, Soba liked plenty of space in the back, so it was easy enough for her to wheel straight in.  
 
    I got in alongside her and got straight to business. “Here’s the long and short of this, Asala. I can’t build this district back up alone. I need good people to keep the business administration side working smoothly. And right now, you are that people.” 
 
    “Work with me, work hard and help me make sure my grip on this district is absolute, and you’ll be well looked after. I promise you’ll be one of the most powerful people in the district. Hell, in any district, if we do this right.” 
 
    “Power isn’t something I’ve ever aspired to. Is that your ultimate goal? To be more powerful than those around you?” 
 
     I thought about her question for a moment before answering. “The first of my part life was at the mercy of others. The Same for Unara. We made a decision to never let that happen again. We made a promise to each other that we’d make the people who screwed us over pay. So yes, the goal is power. Power to never be fucked with again.”  
 
    “And Unara is your bodyguard, yes?” 
 
    “Nope. She’s my partner.”  
 
    The car rocked a little as I replied, and I looked up, surprised to find we had landed on the roof of an office block already. 
 
    “Roof?” I asked Wolski. 
 
    “This is the address, and it had a parking bay for hover cars up here, so it seemed like a good place to land.” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s go have a look, then.” 
 
    “Have a look?” Asala asked. “Where are we?” 
 
    “This is an office block I own. But I’ve never been here yet. If it’s any good, I’ll probably have you work from here. The Prestige is no place for legitimate work and this place has a solid security system, as far as I’m aware.” 
 
    She was looking around in awe as I spoke. “I can’t believe you actually own this. I didn’t realize you had such a reach.” 
 
    I shrugged as we came to the rooftop entrance, bringing up the keycodes for the building. It went easier than I expected and within a minute, we were walking through the luxury penthouse offices.  
 
    “Do you own the full building?” she asked, wheeling alongside me. 
 
    “Yep. I should probably rent it out, but we’ll keep some floors for whatever we need to do. I haven’t advertised it yet. That’s another thing I wouldn’t know where to start with.  
 
    “Can I work from this floor? I like the view,” she said as we looked out on the city.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a nice place, actually. I’d rather be up here than in the basement. And after we took Soba out down there, it doesn’t seem nearly as secure as he thought it was. Have you thought on wages yet?” I said, changing the subject to stay on course. 
 
    “I haven’t. But I am happy to start on fifty a day until I have proven myself.”  
 
    “Bah. Don’t be daft, Asala. You’re going to be in control of a lot of shit. I want you well rewarded for what you do and loving this. I want you loyal and to know you’re appreciated. Go through everything I need doing, plus anything you think I should be doing that I’m not, and we’ll have a talk from there. I don’t expect you to handle all this alone, either. If you need to hire any help, do it. Just let me know and make sure they’re vetted and trustworthy. Keep them away from any of the less savory stuff if you’re unsure.” 
 
    She grinned. Wider than I would have thought possible from the near emotionless expression she had maintained almost the entire time we’d been talking.  
 
    “I hardly know how to express my gratitude. I am also uncertain as to whether I am dreaming. You intend to give me, a complete stranger, a penthouse office to run the financial and administrative side of your business… with the power to hire and fire whoever I need?” 
 
    I chuckled. “It does sound foolish when you say it like that. But your uncle hasn’t steered me wrong yet and he recommended you. From our meeting in the café he was right to do so. But let me ask you, Asala. You’re not going to screw me over, are you?”  
 
    She met my eyes with  a fierce intensity. “Never. This is an opportunity I shouldn’t be getting. But you can be certain I will take it with both hands. I won’t employ anyone who isn’t needed, and I will make sure everything is running smoothly.” 
 
    “Perfect. See if you can find out what someone doing a similar role is getting paid, then let me know. I’ll let you choose what gear you need to get started and I’ll have all the paperwork sent over. Let me know when you can start, and I’ll talk you thorough what I know.”  
 
    “I will start tomorrow. I am excited to work for you, Mr. Kapar.”  
 
    “Ah, there’s something you should probably know, Asala… though you’ll need to promise what I’m about to tell you goes no further.” 
 
    “For three-and-a-half-thousand credits, the promise of a good starting wage and a nice office in the centre of the business district, you could tell me you eat human babies and I wouldn’t breath a word of it to anyone.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Was that a joke, Asala?” 
 
    She frowned. “No. I don’t believe it was.” 
 
    “Shit. Well anyway, my name is actually Oshbob. There are people who, if they heard that name would probably come to cause trouble for me. It doesn’t actually matter so much now, but I like the anonymity the name Kapar gives me. Not many but my growing inner circle know my real name, but you’re shoulder deep in my inner circle now. You good with that?” 
 
    “I am more than good with that.” 
 
    “Then, Asala,” I said, sticking out my fist. “It is a pleasure doing business with you. Let’s build this district into a gold mine.” 
 
    She looked at my fist, confused for a moment, then worked it out and bumped her little fist against mine with a smile.  
 
      
 
    After dropping Asala off back at her home, and feeling like a great burden had been lifted with her coming help, it seemed to bring in my own focus. It was time to bring the other gangs into my control, or kill them trying.  
 
    I would have liked Unara at my side, but she was still with Raven working on her job, and I didn’t feel like it was something I could leave any longer.  
 
    Up first were the Oka. They weren’t the biggest gang after the Incinerators, but they seemed to me to be the most competent and dangerous.  
 
    We dropped down outside their compound on Wainstone street, and I waited for the traditional cars to catch up before I headed out.  
 
    Ten smartly dressed thugs stood behind the large metal gate. They looked at odds with any other thug I’d seen from their clothes, more suited to the business district than here, though their faces told a different story. Hard, cold and, in most cases, showing signs of battle scars. Each of them carried a submachine gun and a sword at their waist.  
 
    “You know why I’m here?” I shouted through the bars.  
 
    No one answered. Not a good start, but then I never expected this to be easy.  
 
    “I need to speak to Thorn. Will one of you get him out here for me?” 
 
    When no one answered again, I felt my rage rise quickly, until an older suited man trailed by four others walked out of the building behind them and headed over to us.  
 
    “You finally came with your demands then, Kapar.” Then he gestured at the men who’d ignored me. “Don’t let their silence sully the start of our conversation, they are ordered not to engage with those who come to the gate. The tongue can cut deeper than the knife and be harder to heal from.” 
 
    He spoke slowly, and purposefully, and his words made about as much sense as a goblin riding an Elf, but he didn’t seem to be hostile. “Sure. So you’re Thorn?” 
 
    “Indeed, I am.”  
 
    “Have you heard that I expect the gangs of Portolans to follow me as they did Soba?” 
 
    His face wrinkled up at that. “I have heard many things. From your amiableness to your brutality. I do not know which one is true or if they are both true. I will tell you that I had a strong dislike for Soba. He was sly and dishonorable. I was rather hoping that, as an orc, you might not have those two qualities, at least. And that our gang relationship with you might flourish rather than stagnate, as it has under Soba.” 
 
    I was very surprised that he wasn’t intending to fight over the right to stay independent. But I decided it was best not to show it. 
 
    “I hope I have both qualities when I need them. But, they don’t define who I am, and they’ll be reserved for those who are low on the respect scale. If I’m honest, I didn’t know what to expect coming here, Thorn. But you’re coming out here and talking to me, bumps you up on my respect scale. If you’re willing to join freely, then I have no demands or threats. Only to say, I need good people around me and if you’re those good people, I’ll see to it that you’re rewarded and treat with the respect you deserve.” 
 
    “And our monthly fee?” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. “I know what Soba was paying you. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Double.” He said flatly. 
 
    I wouldn’t have actually minded paying them double if what I’d heard about their abilities with the monomolecular swords were true. But, purely on the basis that if I agreed to everything the first time, it would make me look weak, I countered. “Half again.”  
 
    Thorn smiled then. Much like everything else about the gang leader, his actual reply was odd. He pulled out his sword and bowed low. “Then we are at your service. Call when you need us, and we will inform you of any plans we might have within Portolans.” 
 
    As surprising as it was to me that the Oka joined up so easily, I visited three more gangs that day and they all followed suit. It seemed what had actually happened in the Jackals neighborhood had taken on a life of its own. The story had changed to that we had gone in and systematically wiped them all out.  
 
    I only brought my Portolans gang tour to an end when Unara contacted me. Then the final bit of stress I was holding in my soul disappeared.  
 
    “All done. I got the Datacube for Raven easy.” 
 
    “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Back at the unit in hiding! And having Tenev add extra data storage. My Keystone is full of information. Apparently it’s standard.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled. I have the same problem. “I’ll finish up for the day and come see you. You can tell me all about it, and I’ll tell you what’s been happening today.” 
 
    “You sound… happy, Oshbob.”  
 
    “I am. I shouldn’t be. I know it probably means everything is about to go horribly wrong again. But I feel like we’re moving in the right direction again. Just need to wrap up the rest of the gangs and complete that list for Hersh. Then we should be good.” 
 
    “I want to come for the hit list. Don’t you dare do it without me.” 
 
    I sighed. “Huh, yeah, you’ll probably be best suited to it. I’ll speak to Hersh again, see how we’re going with clearing your name.” 
 
    “Thank you. And I’m sorry for leaving with you when we fought the Jackals, but the man who threw the grenades had you in his rifle sights as you walked away.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry for anything. You did what you thought was right, and you did good.” 
 
    I called Hersh straight after ending the call. Eager to keep things moving.  
 
    “Kapar?” the detective said drily. Irritation barely suppressed. “I fucking hope this is about progress on the list. People around the office are getting edgy that moves haven’t been made yet. Especially after the fuck up with the Jackals.” 
 
    “It kind of is about that. I can’t move on the list until Unara’s free to help.” 
 
    “I told you two weeks to clear her. Come on Kapar. We don’t care how you do it, but you need to sort your shit out and get it done. There’ll be no more favors until you do, and if you think any of your people are getting out of prison before you clear that list, you’re kidding yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t start that shit with me, Hersh. I told you I need her. Now I either take her and your guys stay the fuck away, or you get her cleared.” 
 
    “You’re treading dangerous ground here. I’ll see what I can do, but if I can give her breathing space, you get it done. You hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” 
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    I didn’t hear from Hersh for three days and I refused to call her back after how the last conversation had gone. I spent the time making sure Asala had everything she needed and bringing the remaining gangs together. Though I sent Wolski to do the smaller ones. I also had a storage device installed, similar to what Unara had gotten, to store all the information I’d filled my Keystone with. Tenev showed me how to back up my contacts to it, ensuring to only transfer information rather than programming, in case there were any bugs or hacks that could corrupt the new drive.  
 
    We learned that the company Unara had stolen from was an elven company, which brought her great joy to tell me. She’d almost been caught by a security drone that hadn’t been disarmed and had attempted to scan her, but she’d activated her repaired amplifier and managed to escape it. 
 
    I sat watching her as she raced after the goblin children in the Undercity Unit. She carried a paint pellet gun one of the goblins had discovered. The shots hurt, but the little bastards loved it and Unara was relentless in her hunting of them. Leaping from level to level, swinging and jumping. Activating and deactivating the Amplifier at need. It was good practice for her. 
 
    But then the call from Hersh came, and it was time to leave. “She’s off the high priority targets. She’ll be fine to work. Sort this out Kapar.” 
 
    “Happily. I’ll call you when it’s done.” 
 
    “You do that.” She cut the connection abruptly. 
 
    “Unara!”! I yelled across the floor. “Time to clear the list!” 
 
    She came over so fast she was almost flying, landing right next to me. “We’re finally going to take out Nwyan Borden. I was looking forward to that one. Raven said she thinks he’s an Elf looking to start his own little empire.” 
 
    “Then he sounds like a good place to start. I wanna plot out a route so we can get them all done as soon as possible. Cheer ACE up a bit and we might be able to get Effa and Leo out of prison. I could do with them both out here, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Leo is the young hacker?”  
 
    “He is, but seriously, don’t tell anyone else about him. Especially not Raven. I’m gonna sneak him down here and keep him secret until he’s competent.” 
 
    “I won’t, but I thought you were coming around to Raven?” 
 
    “I am. But that doesn’t mean she needs to know everything. Especially not her competition.” 
 
    She didn’t look happy with me over it, but not enough to make a thing of it.  
 
    We entered the living area, and I pulled up maps on the display there. We had six in total to hit, so I made a route that started with Borden and ended with someone who lived right on the northern border of the district. It was where I’d promised Tenev a shop. I put that one last so I could have a little scout of the area while I was there.  
 
      
 
    As the hover car descended into Molan street, Unara pointed to a roof. “Drop me off there. I’ll run along and go in from the top. You can go nock on the front door.”  
 
    I smirked at her. “So I am just going to be a distraction today?” 
 
    “Exactly!” she said with clear joy. “You’re perfect at it. Everyone is distracted by you.”  
 
    Wolski brought the car in close, though Unara must have activated her amplifier, slipping out with incredible smoothness, before he was even in position. I looked out the back window as we moved around to the front of the building to see her, but she’d already disappeared.  
 
    Once in the street, I told them to stay in the car and only get out if any trouble showed up. As I headed to the front door, Unara’s icon flashed. Answering it, her face blossomed up on my Keystone. “Have you buzzed to be in yet?” 
 
    “Whaddya do you think I am? A stim head? I’m just about to enter the building and find the elevator.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I’m in the ceiling void. Hurry up or I might just kill him myself and you’d have come all the way up for nothing.”  
 
    “Just kill him then. He’s an out-of-place Elf. I don’t think he’s gonna be too much trouble.”  
 
    “I might just take you up on that.” 
 
    The elevator was straight across from the entrance. It was a slow, rickety thing that seemed to take an age to take me up the four floors.  
 
    “You haven’t killed him yet,” I asked Unara as I exited onto the corridor. 
 
    “I can’t actually find him. If he is in here, he’s very quiet. Try the front door. Hopefully that’ll get him moving. 
 
    I came finally made it to his door. “He better be in,” I said, before banging on the door. There was a bell, but there was something more urgent about the knock and I wanted to move on quickly. 
 
    Even with the addition of the bell, there was no answer.  
 
    “No movement inside,” she informed me.  
 
    “Ah shit, that’s embarrassing. We need to work out how to check people’s movements if we’re going to be doing a lot of this stuff.” 
 
    “Might be a good idea,” Unara said, the door suddenly opening with her standing there. “Might as well have a look around still.” 
 
    I nodded and headed in, immediately impressed. “He’s not doing half bad for himself, is he?” I said, looking over his high-quality furniture, immaculate white tiled floor. He had plants all around the place, and all kinds of tech.  
 
    “He’s doing very well for himself,” Unara agreed, but for different reasons. “He’s avoided death at our hands twice now.”  
 
    “We’ll get him,” I promised. “Come on. Let’s move onto the next one. We’ll swing back here on the way home.”  
 
    “Why not have Raven watch the apartment? She can save us a wasted journey if he’s not in.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’re asking her for too much. I got Leo coming out soon. We can use him for things like this.” 
 
    “When is he coming out?” she asked.  
 
    “Once we kill all these people,” I mused.  
 
    She gave me a cheeky grin. “So not much used to stake out Nwyan’s apartment, then?”  
 
    “Well, no. But I’d still rather not use Raven again unless we really need her and right now we really don’t.  
 
    She shrugged and said no more about it as we left the apartment block. 
 
      
 
    Jumping in the car, I noticed I had a beeping notification I’d not seen before. I clicked on it and discovered it was a message from Burrell of all people.  
 
    “Hey, Kapar. I’m curious as to how you’d find the idea of sending me a few boys to help with a little problem on my eastern border. Grant’s making more and more excursions into my territory, and I want to make a show of strength. Not an alliance, of course. I’m looking to hire.” 
 
    “Send me more details of what you need and what you pay, and I’ll think about it.” Now I had all the gangs aligned in Portolans. I was interested in a little push back on Grant.  
 
    A message came back immediately.  
 
    “They’re just there for show. No danger. Send me fifty men. Orcs and humans, no fucking goblins, mind. I’ll pay you 500 creds for their service for a night.”  
 
    I looked over the numbers and shook my head. 
 
    “Are you looking to insult me Burrell, or do you think that shit will fly with me because I’m orc? Either way. Fuck off.” 
 
    No message this time. I got a call. His sinister face looking extra shifty. “No insult meant. How about a thousand for the night?” 
 
    “Eight thousand for the night and ten thousand creds each for any that die while they’re with you.” 
 
    “Fuck Kapar. You trying to bankrupt me? Okay, eight thousand for the night, but no way can I pay 10k for each death.” 
 
    I shook my head at his words. “But If you don’t expect em to die, then the price doesn’t matter, does it?” 
 
    “Bastard,” he hissed, looking from side to side as he tried to think of a comeback. He failed. “You got me on that one, you damned mercenary. Deal.”  
 
    “When for?” 
 
    “Tonight, if you can pull it together.” 
 
    It was just before noon now. I thought it over, then nodded. “I should be able to sort it.” 
 
    “Let me know if you can’t, I’ll get my boys ready just the same.” 
 
      
 
    I called Rida as soon as I was finished with Burrell. “ 
 
    “Heya, boss.” 
 
    “I got a job for you in Turan.” 
 
    “Turan? The fuck we going there for? You know they don’t like us, yeah?” 
 
    “They didn’t like Soba or the Jackals, and I have a truce with them. I’m gonna send you with a bunch of orcs as well, just so you know I ain’t selling you down the river here.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’ll help. We all know who the favorites are.”  
 
    “You were my second favorite until you said that,” I replied without humor. 
 
    His face creased into a smile. “I’m happy with second favorite. So what’s the pay like?” 
 
    “A hundred creds a man for a night’s work. Burrell promised me it was just a show of force and that there shouldn’t be any danger, but if any die, they get five thousand to their families.” 
 
    He whistled at the number. “That’s not half bad. How many d’you want?” 
 
    “Gimmie fifteen. I’m sending twenty-five orcs, and then ten from the Okas.” 
 
    “Fuck the Okas. Just let me take the twenty-five spots. I could do with the money and then at least there’s less likely to be any confusion or in fighting.” 
 
    “D’you not like the Okas?” I asked, genuinely interested in the interplay between the smaller gangs. 
 
    “Buch of pricks, the lot of them. Think they’re better than everyone with their fancy fucking swords.  
 
    I shook my head in disappointment. Rida was an idiot. “I need you all to get on. The numbers stay as I’ve said them. Meet me at the club at 7pm.”  
 
    “Sure. Oh, and while I have you, we got a bunch of boosted cars need shifting. They’re untraceable. We do solid work here with new registrations full of clean out and repair. I’ll give you first refusal before we go to the dealers.”  
 
    My instinct was to say no, but it could be a good deal. It was something I’d have to think about. “Send over a list of what you’ve got, and I’ll look over it.” 
 
    “Will do. When you’re sorting the price, we could really do with some Medi-Kits.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” I muttered. “I’ll see what I can do.” I cut him off after that. I couldn’t take any more of his incessant talking.  
 
    Thankfully, the conversation with Thorn went much simpler. He was strange, but he was straightforward, which I appreciated. 
 
    “I need men to go to Turan and fight with Burrell against the Newton gang. You’re there for a show of strength, nothing more. I’m paying a hundred a head with a 5k death payment, though Burrell assures me no one will die.”  
 
    He rubbed his chin. “One hundred a man is acceptable, but I want ten thousand death payment and even that is pitifully low for the life of one of my soldiers.” 
 
    That would leave me with nothing, which wasn’t good business, so I shook my head. “I’d be paying out my own pocket then. I’ll give you eight?” 
 
    “Done, but only because you have promised there is limited risk to life.” 
 
    Finally, I told those in my car what was happening as we descended toward our second hit location.  
 
    “I can tell Attu to sort it while you’re busy.” Wolski said as he edged his car to the rooftop.  
 
    I slapped him on the shoulder, though I probably shouldn’t have as he was maneuvering Unara closer. “That’d be great. These keystones are great, but I’m sick of the endless calls.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. The wife is never off it. Asking me where I am, what time I’m coming home and if I can pick stuff up from the shops. I swear it’s enough to drive an orc wild.” 
 
    I laughed at his complaints while Unara leapt from the car, shouting, “hurry up this time.” Which did nothing for her stealth. I smiled again as we moved down to street level.  
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    Knocking. That’s what I was doing. Abaile Galoa was the unlucky target this time. She was on the second floor this time, so I managed to make it to her door around the same time as Unara infiltrated her apartment.  
 
    I rapped on the door and pressed the intercom at the same time.  
 
    Success. Abaile was in. Her smooth human face framed with short, pink streaked blonde hair appeared at the intercom video feed.  
 
    “What do you want?” She asked with concern. “I don’t know any orcs.”  
 
    “Delivery?” I said with about as much conviction as a Deater at their first landmine. 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply around the same time as Unara opened her throat.  
 
    She had the front door open before the woman had even hit the ground, greeting me with a wide smile. “Excellent distraction work.” 
 
     I offered a mock scowl, then stooped to grab the body, throwing it further into the apartment so the blood didn’t leak out of the front door.  
 
    We spent ten minutes raking around to see if she had anything worth taking. I drained her bank accounts, using her thumbprint, and grinned at the incoming amount. Thirty-five thousand creds wasn’t bad at all for ten minutes’ work. 
 
    Unara came sweeping out of another room in a long black coat that reached the ground. “It’s not grey, but I like it a lot,” she said, spinning around effortlessly.  
 
    “Looks good. But didn’t you tell me not to wear dead people’s stuff?” 
 
    “That was different. You were making do. I’m recycling perfectly serviceable clothing.”  
 
    “Sure,” I replied, taking a fancy-looking handgun with a red print and extended magazine from one of the drawers. “Think that’ll do us nicely. You all done?” 
 
    She nodded, and we swept from the place a little richer and, in Unara’s case, a little cooler.  
 
    “This next place. It’ll have solid security,” Wolski said, leaning on the passenger side chair. “You sure you want to go all the way in the car?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” I asked. “Because it’s Central square. Government accommodation around there.” 
 
    “There’s government buildings in Portolans? Why am I only learning this now?” 
 
    Wolski shrugged. “Not much to say, really. They don’t come out of central square. It’s like its own little world.” 
 
    “Yeah, but… it sounds like a bad idea to be killing anyone in there. A really bad fucking idea. Pull over.” 
 
    Wolski did as I asked while I mulled it over, then rang Hersh. 
 
    “One of these targets is government?” 
 
    “Yes. Horace Barrick. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “That’s big leagues. I get caught there, you can’t help me, can you?” 
 
    She laughed. “Don’t fret. If the government didn’t want him gone, you wouldn’t have the job. Just drop the security on his house and do the job. There’ll be no repercussions providing you don’t get caught.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there’d be heavy security to deal with.” I realized she didn’t care. And why should she? It was my plan to get this done in one night. Not hers. They’d given me weeks, and I’d be expected to hack into places as part of the job. Hell, I should have researched each of the targets thoroughly myself. I didn’t know why I hadn’t. It wasn’t like it was one of Wolski’s shopping lists. 
 
    “Never mind Hersh. I’ll see it done.” 
 
    “That’s what I need to hear, Kapar. Good luck.” She cut off, and I was left scratching my head, knowing what I’d need to do.  
 
    Unara was watching me intently. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Nothing really. We’ll maybe come back to this one.” 
 
    “Why? I thought we had a plan.” 
 
    “The security will be tight. Need to bring a hacker in on it.” 
 
    “So call Raven! I know she’ll help. I bet she’ll do it straight away, too.” 
 
    I blew out my cheeks, feeling stupid and defeated. I had no choice, really. “Go on then. See what she can do. You speak to her.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably as I waited, trying to let my irritation get the better of me. It was my own fault, but it emphasized the need for more hacker options. Leo, when I did get him out, wasn’t going to be able to match up to Raven for a good while yet. 
 
    Unara spoke again, and I filed the problem away for later.  
 
    “She already has backdoors into a few of the networks in Central Square. She’s sending some kind of signal jammer to me in a drone. Once she knocks out the cameras, I need to take it in without being spotted. It should kill everything else and stop anyone off the specific property knowing what’s happening. That’s when you come in, though if I can get the kill without you, I will.”  
 
    “Don’t. It’s not worth the risk. Wait for me.” 
 
    She nodded easily, then we waited for the drone in a comfortable silence. Once Unara had gone.  
 
    “I’m getting out. I told Wolski. I’ll have a slow walk around to see what I can see.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” He replied, jumping out at the same time as I did. Can’t have you walking around alone.  
 
    “Come on then. But stay out of sight once we get close.” 
 
    The pair of us got some strange looks from people passing by. The muttered offense that orcs shouldn’t be in this area, drifting to us on the breeze. I reckoned as I hadn’t been in this part of the district yet and we hadn’t caused any trouble, that many of the people wouldn’t even know who I was. Hell, if they might not even know who the gang lord of the area was. Some people lived sheltered lives, only meters away from the true pulse of the district, yet oblivious.  
 
    I watched them as I passed, but felt nothing for their looks of disgust and dismay. I was more concerned about Wolski, who was bristling and looked ready to pop.  
 
    “Don’t sweat it. They mean nothing.” 
 
    “Stuck up bastards,” he grunted. “I’d love to just go on the rampage through them all.” 
 
    “And give them what they want? Just ignore them and if we ever do decide to cause a little mayhem here and shake them out of their quiet little lives, then we’ll do it smart.” 
 
    He side eyed me skeptically. “You’d attack here?” 
 
    “My district. I think at some point it’ll serve my purpose to make sure they understand that.” 
 
    “Huh. I like the sound of that. Make sure I’m involved.” 
 
    I grinned and slapped his wide shoulder, speaking loudly. “Sure thing. We’ll do it together and we’ll smile the entire time.”  
 
    My increased volume and enthusiastic back slap drew more eyes, more frowns, and more laughter from me. 
 
    I calmed it down once we approached the Central Square. We took a seat on a planter full of struggling vegetation, and I felt a certain amount of sympathy for it. I wouldn’t like to be a plant in Artem. We’d be lucky to see the sun twice a year. 
 
    My Keystone beeped. Unara was contacting me.  
 
    “I’m in. So if you set off, I’ll set the device off when you’re at the gates.” 
 
    “I’m close. Stay on the line and I’ll walk around now.” 
 
    “Will do. Hey, Oshbob, this house. We should try to get something like this. It’s fancyyyy!” 
 
    “Is it nicer than Abaile’s?” 
 
    “It’s in a completely different league.” 
 
    I smirked as I walked into Central Square. It was an experience, and I realized that if I stood out in the streets around here, I was like a shit on a dinner plate pretending to be Schmeat in here.  
 
    There was less hostility and more shock at my appearance. “Hey Unara, I don’t think I’m going to be able to get in the front gates without being spotted. Was there anywhere else that I could get in?” 
 
    “Undercity is your best bet. The house is walled off.” 
 
    “Okay. Bear with me. I’ll work it out.” 
 
    I scanned all around me as I walked, searching for places to hide. It was all bright. Light-gray concrete walls and buildings. I finally found a small alley only a street away from my target location, so I slipped down into it, feeling elation as I found a sewer entrance. With a quick look around, I yanked it up and climbed in, replacing the lid above me. Plunging myself into darkness. I almost forgot about my infrared, and with four quick blinks, I activated it. Green light flooded my eyes and allowed me to descend the ladders with ease. Into the shallow stagnant water below. I headed toward where I thought the house was and spoke to Unara again. “In the sewer. Can you find a way into the house for me?” 
 
    “I can’t move downstairs until I set this jammer off or I’ll trigger the alarms. Let me know when you think you’re really close, and I’ll just do it.” 
 
    “Will do. I…” there was a noise further down the tunnel. Shuffling.  
 
    “Speak to you soon, Unara.” 
 
    I turned my full focus down the tunnel. There was a turnoff to the left. “Who’s there!” 
 
    No answer, but more shuffling coming along that tunnel. “If you understand, you need to stop.”  
 
    Then they came. Specters. Dozens of them on their determined march for my nanites and my mods. I fired the gun three times. In quick succession. It was like punching rats in a barrel. I couldn’t miss.  
 
    But it also preceded the sound of an alarm and an alert going off above. The sound feeling all too close as it filtered down through the rainwater drains. 
 
      
 
    
     Alert…Alert:  
 
     Firearm discharge in area. Everyone, please take cover until the perpetrator is arrested.  
 
   
 
      
 
    “Ah shit.” I grumbled and tucked the gun in my belt and raised my fists, eyeing the approaching Specters. “Looks like we’re gonna have to do this the old-fashioned way, boys.”  
 
    The sight of their approach was horrible. Terrifying for most, I guessed. But had little beyond strength and determination to kill. I was stronger, and I had more determination to live. I used my left hand to jostle and defend, while my right hand popped out. Not fast, but there was an inevitability to each blow as skull after skull was cracked, and Specter after Specter was dropped. Sirens now blared above and Unara’s voice spoke over the Keystone. “What are you doing, Oshbob?” 
 
    “Killing Specters that decided to show up between me and you.” 
 
    “I’ll set the device off,” she said, panicked. “I’m coming.” 
 
    “No! Don’t I’ve only got four more left. Give me a minute and I’ll be right along.” 
 
    “Forty seconds later and I was trampling over the remains of seventeen Specter corpses on my way to the target.” 
 
    It didn’t take me long to realize that I wasn’t going to be able to get into the house from the sewer. I climbed a set of ladders I thought would be close.  
 
    Shifting the sewer lid, I peered out of the opening. The smells of fresh grass and flowers hit me first. I was in a garden, of all things, but it gave me some decent cover. Sirens were still audible in the direction I’d come from, but not seeming to be an issue for me right now, I climbed out, then checked my map again. 
 
    “Unara? I’m in the garden of the house next door. I’m coming over the wall, but now might be a good time to hit that thing and knock the alarms off.” 
 
    “Done! I’m going to go and kill the man now. See you soon.” 
 
    I set off at a crouched run toward the three-meter-high gray wall separating the houses and launched myself up. I wasn’t Unara, there wasn’t going to be any flips. It wasn’t going to be pretty. I collided with the wall with a mighty thump, but all I needed was to get my fingers over the ledge, and with that, I succeeded. From there, it was all about the strength, and I had that in abundance.  
 
    With some ungainly movements, I rolled off the top of the wall and into the bushes on the other side, then set off again, keeping low.  
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked Unara.  
 
    “Fine,” she said in a quiet voice. I picked up on the hint that she was busy and shut up.  
 
    Reaching the doors, they were big and heavy with studded seal bands across them, and they were shut. “I’m at the front door, but you’ll have to let me in,” I said, pushing at them frustratedly.  
 
    The door I pushed swung open. “Doesn’t matter, Unara. I’m in.” 
 
    She still didn’t answer, then the alarms started going off. “Sorry!” I shouted. “Not sure how I tripped him. Let’s just get the bastard another time. This isn’t working out.”  
 
    “He’s dead,” Unara replied, across the Keystone, though she was also running down the stairs above me. “The alarms went off when I killed him. I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here, then.” I replied, turning back to the door.  
 
    Hersh contacted me at that moment, and my mind was spinning.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I take it you’re in Horace’s house?” 
 
    “You take it right, and I don’t like how closely you’re watching me.  
 
    “I’m not. It was a lucky guess. The alarm is linked to the precinct. There’s back up for the police already there after the gunshots in the street. You’re making a right scene, Kapar! At least tell me he’s dead.” 
 
    “He’s dead. That’s what set the alarm off. We knocked all the other ones out.” 
 
    “Ah, a heart monitor. Sorry, we didn’t know he had one.” 
 
    “Bit late for fucking sorry,” I growled.  
 
    “Just get out of there.” 
 
    “ACE are here,” Unara said, looking out the door.  
 
    “Back door then”, I said, running into one of the rooms. It turned out to be a kitchen. 
 
    Despite the urgency, my nose twitched and my eyes landed on four slabs of meat laid out on the kitchen counter, salted, and peppered, blood red and smelling fucking delightful. The scent drove me crazy, even though they weren’t cooked. The hob was on ready for them, but the smell told me that wasn’t necessary. They were good to eat as they were.  
 
    As I ran past, I grabbed one and took a bite. It was sublime. I couldn’t remember ever having tasted anything like it before, but then the only real meat I’d ever eaten before was rat.  
 
    Unara flew past me to the door at the back of the long kitchen, but I’d already stopped, running back to grab the other three slabs. I knew it was ridiculous as I stuffed them in my pockets, but it happened almost subconsciously. The wild orc in me taking over. Thankfully, I still had some wits about me, and grabbing a bottle of clear alcohol from the side, I hurled it at the hob to cause a fire.  
 
    The electric hob didn’t set alight. I winced, turned, and ran. Unara was by my side with her pulse gun out. Understanding my plan, she shot the hob top.  
 
    Fire burst to life. A small distraction but a much needed one after my detour.  
 
    I led her to the wall I’d clambered over only minutes ago and soon we were jumping down into the sewer, running for our lives, amazed we’d made it out in one piece. 
 
    “What a total fucking mess from start to finish!” I said, shaking my head as we came to a stop at a sewer exit. One that was well away from Central Square.  
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    Wolski picked us up a few streets over as we loitered in a back lane. The sound of sirens rang through the air, ACE cars flew past, heading to the scene of our most recent crime.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” He asked as we jumped in. 
 
    “Everything,” I replied, sitting on something squidgy. 
 
    “But we’re away and that should be enough.” 
 
    “Are we continuing with the list?”  
 
    “Give me a minute to think. We need to find out the situation from Hersh. If we’re being hunted, then we just need to hide.” 
 
    “Fair.” He replied, then began tapping on the steering wheel as he waited.  
 
    “Unara, you want to check what the hell happened with Raven’s jammer?” 
 
    “Already have. She said it must have been a sensor on the guy’s heart. The flesh must have protected it from the jammer.” 
 
    I grunted in agreement, shifting to pull my coat pocket around. “That’s roughly what Hersh said.”  
 
    Once my coat was free, I nudged Wolski. “Hey, try this.” 
 
    Wolski’s eyes widened as I was pulling one of the raw steaks from my pocket. “Is that real?” 
 
    “As far as I know. I’ve never tasted anything like it in my life. You know what it is?” 
 
    “Mooki meat!” he said, snatching a steak from my hand. 
 
    “And a Mooki is?” I asked, wanting to know for my own future diet.  
 
    “Comes from specialized farms outside the city. It’s a real animal, not the processed shit we eat. They eat grass and make milk. This is worth a fortune he said”, before inhaling the meat.” 
 
    “How much, you reckon?” 
 
    “More’n I could ever afford. And it’s not just the price, it’s the supply. You gotta know people in the Centre to get hold of that.” 
 
    I passed a steak back to Unara, and she took it eagerly. “I’ve eaten raw plenty of times, but if it’s that special, shouldn’t we wait and cook it?” 
 
    I was busy eyeballing the last steak now. “I’m eating it now. The last one was delicious.” Wolski was busy chewing away on his making groaning noises, which was all the encouragement Unara needed. She took a bite. Her eyes widened, and she set about scarfing the lot. I joined my two friends, sitting in a back lane eating raw steaks while hiding from the enforcers was one of life’s rare treats.  
 
    Once I’d finished, I made the dreaded call.  
 
    “How we looking, Hersh?” 
 
    “You were spotted.” She said in a flat, emotionless tone. “Or at least an orc was spotted in the area.” 
 
    “I expected as much. Didn’t exactly fit in around there.” 
 
    “Pell’s there now. He cleared you. It was a good move. Setting the sprinklers off was a good move. If you did leave any evidence, it’s gonna be a nightmare to find now.” 
 
    “How did he clear me?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know. But I wouldn’t make too much noise right now. What’s your plan?” 
 
    “First, I want to find out how Pell cleared me,” 
 
    She chuckled. “Fine. You asked for it. He told them: ‘How could a stupid fucking orc stroll through one of the best security systems in the district and slit someone’s throat without being caught?’” 
 
    “Yeah. That’d work. You lot are always eager to underestimate us, aren’t you?” 
 
    “We are,” she agreed. “But I didn’t, did I, Kapar?” 
 
    I ignored her question. “We have three left to kill on the list. I wanted it clear today.” 
 
    “You have Edgar Tyrene, Raphe Jenno and Kanno Kirios. Nwyan Borden has left the district, so he’s off the list now unless he comes back. Kanno Kirios is strongly connected, and the most difficult to get at, so I would wait a while for everything to cool down there. Edgar Tyrene hardly matters. That’s a push down from Moonstill. Another rogue Elf upsetting them for some stupid reason. Those fuckers can wait. So here’s the deal, Kapar. You get Raphe Jenno for me. I let Effa and little Leo walk free. I’ll still need the others picked off in the next few weeks, but… yeah. How’s that?” 
 
    “Sounds good. One Raphe Jenno coming right up.” 
 
    Finishing with Hersh, I told my two companions what was happening. Unara looked thoughtful.  
 
    “Cred for your thoughts?” I replied.  
 
    “If it’s an Elf from Moonstill I want to kill them. You never know, we might even find out something useful before we kill him.” 
 
    “I wanted a little look around that area, anyway. Tell you what. We’ll go check it out after we kill Raphe?” 
 
    She nodded, then lounged back in the seat, looking incredibly relaxed considering what we’d done today. Even more amazingly, the only blood on her was a small dribble down the side of her mouth from eating the Mooki steak. 
 
      
 
    Raphe lived in one of the super complexes like the one I now owned. Wolski pulled into the carpark underneath, which meant we could access the elevators without walking through reception or being out on the street.  
 
    There were thirty elevators altogether, which I thought was overkill until I saw how well they were used over the ninety-one floors we had to travel up. It took close to ten minutes with people coming in and out on each floor. A procession of food, perfume and body odor ebbed and flowed, creating a noxious cocktail of scents that made me feel ill. 
 
    It was a relief to get out of the metal box, stepping out into a long corridor. A red-tiled floor stretched out in either direction. “Which way?” Unara asked as I tried to make sense of the numbers. The floor itself was 90, but there were five hundred apartments on each floor. I pointed to the right. “That way. Its number 90386” 
 
    His apartment was actually on the first stretch of corridor. As we walked, Unara looked for ducting and maintenance access panels, for her own stealth approach. We walked past his apartment before I boosted Unara up and into one of the ceiling vents. It was awkward and we were exposed for too long, before she finally got the vent removed. I looked around as she slithered into the opening, it didn’t look as though we’d been noticed. So I headed slowly back to the door. We needed to give Unara time to get into position. Then I heard a distinctly feminine scream followed by gunfire from inside the apartment. 
 
    “Unara!” I yelled. Possibly out loud as well as across the Keystone.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she gasped, clearly in pain. “Bastard had the duct above his apartment electrified. Soon as I hit it and yelped, he shot up. Hit me in my side… I’ve taken a Medi-Kit though, it’s working.” 
 
    I set myself for a kick at the door. “I’m coming in!” Then I booted it with all the force I could muster from the metal leg. The door, which looked much like any other door, was not impressed with my kick. A small dent was all I managed, and a horrible jolting pain in my standing leg.  
 
    “Might as well make this easy on yourself,” I shouted through the door while I recovered. “We’ll get you one way or another.”  
 
    “Not before I spill the beans to ACE central headquarters about all the shit going on. Yeah, that’s right. I know why you’re here.”  
 
    “That won’t help anyone. Why not talk it out?” While we spoke, I moved to the side of his reinforced door and tapped on the wall. It was solid construction but not reinforced metal. As he started to reply with a string of curses, I punched. 
 
    “Gah! What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t take no for an answer. I’m coming in there one way or another.” 
 
    “Stop, stop.” He yelped as I delivered another blow to the wall and a chunk of the lightweight block construction fell away.  
 
    I stopped to listen, and the bastard shot me through the fucking hole. It hit my chest armor right at the top, causing me to stagger back with the power. An inch higher and it would have been my head off.  
 
    I roared and pummeled the wall again, making a much bigger hole this time. Two more blows and I’d be able to force my way in if Unara could distract him from behind.  
 
    “Wait, wait. Fuck. I won’t shoot again. I can help you. I know things — blackmail, bribes and… I think I know who you are now. You should listen.”  
 
    I hit the wall again, still enraged. I could see him clearly now. An out of shape middle-aged human in a dirty white vest, boxer shorts and a pair of brown slip-on slippers. He and the stink from his dirty apartment offended my senses and made me want to kill him all the more. 
 
    “Seriously. What’ll it take for you to stop?”  
 
    I hit the wall again and again. He pointed the gun at me. “Talk to me and this next bullet doesn’t go in your head.” 
 
    I stopped. The hole was big enough to get through now, but I didn’t go through. Instead, chest heaving from the exertion, I spoke. “What can you do for me that’s better than screwing my deal up with ACE?” 
 
    “Names of all the bent coppers!” 
 
    “You mean the ones I’m paying bribes to now?” 
 
    He slapped his balding head. Fuck, yeah. “Well then, I know how to find their dodgy bank accounts. I have dirt on them as well, in case they ever cross you.” 
 
    “Sounds a shitty deal to me.” 
 
    “Look man. I know things. Trust me. I bet they sent you after the Mayoral candidate as well.” 
 
    “Mayoral candidate,?” I asked with a sneaking suspicion.  
 
    “Horace Barrick. Is he on your hit list?” 
 
    “He was,” I replied, wondering if he realized my telling him that was a death sentence in itself. 
 
    “Aye, probably for the best for most of us. He was one of those crusading, clean–up-the-streets, kind of mayors. Nobody needs that kind of bullshit, am I right?” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, stepping through the hole. 
 
    He raised the gun again. “Steady. You willing to deal, then?” 
 
    “I’ll need more than that, but I’m listening.” 
 
    He nodded and relaxed a little. “I bet they gave you Borden to kill as well, did they?” 
 
    “They did. How did you know?” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, good luck with that one. Everyone in the damn city wants that bastard dead. He’s like a ghost, though. Most don’t even know what he looks like. They call him the Badger for some reason. I doubt it’s because of nocturnal activity.” 
 
    “Why is it then?” 
 
    “I just said for some reason, didn’t I? Meaning I don’t fucking know.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “I don’t think I like you anymore.”  
 
    The gun twitched in his hands again as Unara walked in through the front door. I guessed she’d struggled too much trying to access the room from above. 
 
    “Ah yeah, sorry about that,” he said, once she showed no sign of attacking him. “Always let my tongue get away from me when I’m dealing with idiots… not that I’m calling you an idiot, you get me.” 
 
    “Sounded like he was to me,” Unara said.  
 
    “It did, didn’t it?” I replied.  
 
    “Hey!” he protested. “I didn’t mean nothing by it. You know, orcs are known for being a bit, you know, not too quick in the old thinking can.” He tapped his head. 
 
    “Can we just kill him?” Unara snarled. “I don’t like him at all. He makes my skin itch.” 
 
    “Wait! I bet I can give you something good. Who’s your contact in the force?” 
 
    “Detective Hersh,” I replied coldly. 
 
    “Ha! Well, there you go. Her husband is Chief Superintendent Hersh. And she’s having an affair with Pell. You know Pell? Well, if they ever piss you off and you leak that to the husband, he’d go orc shit and cause a lot of damage. See, info like that you can use, right?” 
 
    He was watching us both in case we went for our weapons. He wasn’t expecting me to lunge forward and smashed him in the face. 
 
    His head disintegrated.  
 
    “Yes, I can use that information.” I said, as his body slumped in the dirty armchair. “And now I know why she wanted you dead so much.” I kicked the body, bringing a crunching squelching sound from it. “Piece of shit.” I spat at him, then turned to Unara. Let’s get his computer and any other data devices, then let’s get the hell out of here. I feel dirty just being close to this scumbag. 
 
    By the time Wolski pulled out of the carpark it was growing dark.  
 
    “Last one huh?” Wolski asked.  
 
    “Yeah. Might as well. It’s only a few blocks North.  
 
    “Hopefully this one goes better, huh?” he said, nodding at the damaged chest armor. 
 
    “Yeah. Real lucky he didn’t hit me in the face.”  
 
    “Hard to aim at that face,” he chuckled. “Mean’s you’d have to look at it and nobody’s gonna do that willingly.  
 
    “I’m sure I pay you to drive, not insult me.” I replied, smiling while Unara kicked him in the shoulder from the back seat.  
 
    “Oshbob is a very handsome orc. I have to look at a lot of you, so trust me, I know the difference.”  
 
    We all laughed at that, but Wolski wasn’t wrong either. I was many things but handsome wasn’t one of them. Even for an orc, and that suited me just fine. 
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    The last target was the owner of the Perfect Pout. A shop which was obviously closed for the night, judging by the dark windows. I didn’t know what a pout was, and neither did Unara nor Wolski, so I was curious as to what the shop sold. 
 
    Unara had jumped out of the car on the roof and was now making her way inside. 
 
    “I can hear snoring on the top floor. You want me to just kill him and be done with it?” 
 
    “Sure. As long as it’s safe to do so. Then let me in. If I can find the deeds, this might be a good place to set Tenev up.” 
 
    “Will do.” Came the reply before she fell silent.  
 
    “Osh,” Unara hissed. “This man’s a human. There’s a full family here. The man, his wife and two kids. But no elves in sight. All I can smell is human. You sure you want me to kill them all?” 
 
    I growled, low and angry. “No. It’s only Edgar we kill. Not the kids Unara. You know the shit we’ll get into if we keep killing kids?” 
 
    “Don’t see no difference,” she muttered. 
 
    “And that’s fine, but the rest of the world does. Come down and let me in. You can still make the kill, but let’s see if we can find out what’s going on first.” 
 
    I headed over the street, arriving at the door at almost the same moment Unara did. She scanned the door for any alarm wires first, then jammed her knife somewhere at the top of the door before swinging it open wide enough for me to enter. Then she closed the door again and removed her knife.  
 
    “What was that?” I asked, impressed.  
 
    “Learned it from the stuff on stealth I’ve been watching. They had a bit about breaking in past basic contact alarms.”  
 
    “I would have thought a shop along here would have decent security.” 
 
    “There were motion sensors as well, but I was able to knock them off with Raven’s Jammer.” She pulled the small rectangular box from her coat pocket and waved it at me. 
 
    “Huh, that makes more sense,” I said, following her to the stairs.  
 
      
 
    I considered it a huge feat for me to make it all the way upstairs without raising anyone from sleep. Unara waited patiently on the top stairs before leading me into the parents’ room. Both human husband and wife were sleeping peacefully.  
 
    I grabbed the human around the face, clamping it to his mouth to muffle his cry of surprise. My hand was big enough to get a good hold on his small head. With my other hand, I grabbed the one spindly leg that stuck out of the covers and slid him out of the bed before carrying him downstairs.  
 
    I sat him on a sofa in the shop. I guessed it was a comfortable spot for people to wait before they bought whatever was on offer here.  
 
    Before I let go of his face, I growled a low warning close to his ear.  
 
    “Make any loud noises and I’ll have to kill your entire family as well.”  
 
    Then I let go of his face. He gasped a lung full of air. Trying to choke and breathe as quietly as he could. I hadn’t even realized I’d been suffocating him. Once he recovered, I clicked my fingers in his face to get his attention. 
 
    “I’ve been sent here to kill you.” 
 
    His head dropped. “I wondered when my time would come.” 
 
    “Why do they want you dead?”  
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No Idea. Now hurry up and get to it.” 
 
    “I am a disgraced son from the Fasada clan.” 
 
    “Which is?” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral but losing the battle. 
 
    His eyes widened. “You don’t know who the Fasada clan is?” 
 
    I glared at him, which prompted him to get to the damn point.  
 
    “One of the elite elven families.”  
 
    “You’re human,” Unara snapped. 
 
    “No, I’m elven. I’ve just had a lot of work done. My wife is an amazing Cosmetic Sculptor. One of the finest in the city.”  
 
    Suddenly, the place around us made sense. I still wasn’t sure what ‘pout’ meant, but I guessed it was appearance related. It didn’t really make any difference, but it was nice to have a mystery solved. I pushed on with my mini-interrogation.  
 
    “If you’re a son. Why don’t they want you back?” 
 
    “You missed out the disgraced part. I married a human.” 
 
    “I take it that’s not allowed for you?” 
 
    “Not at all. Is it ACE who sent you to kill me? They’ve been sniffing around for the last few weeks. I thought they were going to try and get me on some crime, but this doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s shitty, especially if that’s all you done. But, well, I’m afraid I still gotta kill you. I just didn’t want to do it around your wife and kids. No point in them getting hurt if they don’t have to.” 
 
    “Will they be left alone once I’m dead?” His voice was resigned to his fate, which made it harder for some reason. Easier when they fought or begged, I mused. 
 
    “No idea. You know your family or clan better than me. 
 
    He sagged further. “You’re right. They probably won’t.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I won’t touch ‘em. This is a closed-end deal with ACE in exchange for a few favors. I don’t much like how it’s gone so far.” 
 
    “Killing innocents?” he asked with a dour expression.  
 
    “Not at all. Nearly dying myself is my only issue. Do you own this place?” I asked, suddenly changing the direction of the conversation and putting Edgar off guard.  
 
    He swallowed heavily. “I… uh, no. My wife owns it. I’ve been keeping my name off everything.” 
 
    “Damn it. That makes things… difficult.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked.  
 
    I was surprised when Unara jumped in before I could reply. “Do you know much about the inner workings of Moonstill and Living Earth?” 
 
    “Have lived there for much of my life and my family has shares and employees in Living Earth. I haven’t worked for them, so… why are you asking me all this?” 
 
    I looked to Unara for the answer to that question too, though I suspected and did my own plotting while she answered.  
 
    “We have business in the future with them and inside information will help. I’m also interested in your wife’s skills.” She turned to me as she finished speaking. Maybe it was because we’d spent so long without her being able to talk, or maybe I could just see the possibilities, but I knew what she was suggesting. 
 
    “Edgar. I need you to be dead for the deal I have with ACE. But you have two things.” 
 
    “Three,” Unara corrected me. 
 
    “Three things that we want. Information in the future about Moonstill and the way of things there, the deeds to your property here and your wife’s skills. So here’s my plan. It’s not a great plan for you… hell, maybe it is a great plan for you, considering the alternative. I take you and your family somewhere you won’t be found. You stay there until there’s no one looking for you. We’ll change your identity. Your wife can change your appearance if you want. You’ll have everything you need and so will I.” 
 
    He looked at me like I was mad. “Where will you hide us?” 
 
    “I have a place in the Undercity. Noone’s gonna find you. It’s well stocked. It’s well supplied. It’s not forever as well, but you’ll be safe. Hell, it’s the only place I’d put you if I let you live. So that’s your choice. Deeds and moving into my unit where you stay until I say it’s safe, or I break your neck now. Then I go tell your wife to get the fuck out of Portolans and leave the deeds with me. And let’s be clear. I won’t give her a choice either.” 
 
    “I don’t have any choice, do I?” 
 
    “None at all.” 
 
    “And you promise you won’t hurt my family if we move to this secure location?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “I kill, I take what I want, but when I give my word, I stand by it. Mostly. I promise you will be safe with me.”  
 
    “Can I bring my wife down to run this by her?” 
 
    “No. But I can,” I replied. “Do you have any big bags? Big enough to fit a body in?” 
 
    His face turned to horror. “No, I’ll do what you say. I’m doing what you say!” 
 
    I sighed. “You and your family are going out to the cars in bags or Ace will no doubt see what we’re doing. We’ll bag up anything else you need from here, then I’m going to burn the place to the ground.” 
 
    He put his head in his hands and began to rock. “I don’t understand. I don’t…” 
 
    “I’m thorough and I don’t want no trace of your continued ability to draw breath.” 
 
    “But I thought you wanted the shop?” 
 
    “I want the land. The shop can be rebuilt.” 
 
    I stood up. “Unara, make him help you find bags. I’m gonna call for help.” 
 
    She grinned, then practically pounced over to Edgar. “You heard him. Let’s get busy.” 
 
    On my way up the stairs, I called Wolski. “Get more of our boys here. We need vehicles that can carry gear. We’re stripping this shop.” 
 
    “You know we sent some to Turan, right?” 
 
    I’d completely forgotten with how the day was going. “Of course I do, just get who you can here as quick as possible.” 
 
    “Will do, Boss.” 
 
    Back on the top floor, I entered the bedroom and was whacked in the face with a metal bat. I heard my nose crunch under the well-aimed swing.  
 
    I’d had my fair share of pain in my life, but a good solid nose shot always moistened the eyes. Except this time it didn’t. I could still see perfectly well, and I caught the next swing with Dressed to Press, while grabbing the curly, blond-haired woman around the throat with my more delicate left hand. She opened her mouth to scream, so I applied a little extra pressure, which cut the noise down to a panicked choking sound. 
 
    Then I spoke, low but clear. “Listen very carefully to me. I’ll ease up on your throat if you don’t scream again. We need to talk.” 
 
    She couldn’t answer or give any indication of her agreement as her eyes bulged and her legs dangled in the air. So I put her down anyway and eased up on the pressure. She immediately attempted to attack me again, so I reapplied the pressure. I wasn’t particularly angry with her for trying. I respected it. That’s how a mother and a wife, attempting to defend her family, should act. Even against a monster like me. I spoke low and slow again. “Your kids are still alive next door. Now we’re gonna try to talk again, and it needs to go better this time.” 
 
    I loosened my grip again. She choked a little longer before regaining her composure. Red-rimmed eyes glared at me. “Talk then, orc bastard.” 
 
    I backhanded her across the room. Then stalked after her, placing a foot on her back as she tried to rise.  
 
    “Call me a bastard, call me whatever you want. But you don’t get to use orc as an insult. Now you can stay down there and listen. I’m here to kill your husband. His life is currently in your hands. As are the lives of your children. One more fuck up and I put my full weight on this foot, and you’re done. You understand?” 
 
    She mumbled something I took for assent as she didn’t move. “ACE has employed me to kill your husband. They’ve been asked by some fucker in Moonstill. They’re not the type to let things go.” 
 
    “Pleassh… no. He’s…” she gave up in clear agony. I suspected I’d broken her jaw from the slap. My nose was still pissing blood as well. I took out my small Medi-Kit and straightened my nose out with a wince of pain. Then I pushed the Medi-Kit into my neck, tapping the injection button for the barest of seconds. Then I stabbed it into her neck, giving her the major share of the available nanites.  
 
    “Better?”  
 
    “Yes… why?” 
 
    “If you’d fucking listen, woman, I’d tell you. Me and my partner, we don’t like elves. We’ve got a grudge against them, so the information your husband will have will help us in the future. I also want this shop. So, in exchange for the shop and his life, I’m going to tell Ace I killed you all and took the deeds to the shop. Then I’m going to put you in my safe house until I’m sure no one is still looking for you. During that time, you can work whatever magic you want on yourselves, and I’ll arrange new identities. Your husband had a hard time understanding this until the end, but the choices are simple.” 
 
    “You don’t need to go on.” She paused to spit blood from her mouth. “I understand. How can we trust you?” 
 
    “How can you not? Now I’m going to let you up. The first thing you’re going to do is get the deed and sign it over to me. Then we’re going to pack up everything that’s important to you.” I took my foot off her back. “If your kids are still asleep, leave them there. If we’ve woken them, Tell them everything is fine and let them sleep some more. We’ll get them once everything else is done.” 
 
    She was on her feet now, trying to take calming breaths as she glared hateful daggers at me and Artem be damned if I didn’t like her spirit. She was twice the orc her husband was.  
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    Two hours later we had four cars loaded up with gear and the bodies of a terrified family. I let them out of the bags once inside the car and made sure they were all together. I knew the woman, Clara, would be trouble if they weren’t all together.  
 
    For the grand finale, the fire, I set Bagri and a group of goblins who’d come along to help the task of making sure no inch of the building was spared from the fire.  
 
    If goblins were good at one thing, it was wrecking things. I drove away, confident there’d be no comebacks from tonight’s adventure.  
 
    Halfway to the Yem Co. factory, I got the call I’d been expecting. “Hey, Hersh.” 
 
    “You wanna explain the fire on Main Street North?” 
 
    “Well, I killed Edgar. Then I told his wife if she doesn’t sign the deeds for the shop over to me and get the fuck out of Portolans, I’d kill them all.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “She signed them over to me, but the place needed a good clean, so I torched it.” 
 
    “Where did the wife and kids go?” 
 
    “Where do you think? I just told you the place needed a good clean.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment until she filled in the blanks and got the wrong answer. “Oh Kapar, you’re a horrible bastard. But thorough and effective. I didn’t want to be part of asking for kids to be killed, but it’s probably better that way.” 
 
    “Saved you a job then, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did, and I’ll consider the deal sealed. I’m releasing Leo and Effa tomorrow. Well done.” 
 
    I grunted my own thanks as she ended the call. The day had come together much better than I thought it was going to after the Central Square fuck up. I had a new building, I had intel for future endeavors, and I had shit on Hersh, which was welcome. I liked her as much as I could, but she was ruthless and dangerous. I had no doubt a day would come when we went head-to-head, and I wanted to be prepared for it.  
 
      
 
    We descended toward Yem Co. the goblins inside opening the loading bay doors as we approached so we could fly straight into its depths. I was about to let the family out when I felt a phantom itching sensation like I was being watched.  
 
    I made them stop, then I spoke quietly to the current chief of the warehouse. “I want every camera and visible speaker or microphone in here smashed. Get everyone on it.” 
 
    You think I’d told him he’d won the Artem Lottery as he scampered off to rally his troops. I contacted Tenev straight after and instructed him to have the goblins in the unit do the same there. I wanted no one to see what we were doing in any of our units. Once I had my own security team, I’d reinstate the camera, but I felt this was good practice for any prying eyes. 
 
    Taking my cue, Unara spoke quietly. “Why are they smashing the cameras?” 
 
    “I’m worried about ACE having access to our stuff.” I should have known what her response would be.  
 
    “Have Raven check it all over again.”  
 
    “I will, but we need to be sure now. Also, will you do me a favor and not tell Raven we have these people here? Don’t tell her about Leo either.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. “Really?” 
 
    “Really. Do it for me, please. She’s a friend, and I trust her up to a point, but she’s not us.”  
 
    “Fine. But I hope you accept her at some point. We should make her one of us.” 
 
    “Maybe. But that’s not today. Let’s get our shit in order first.” 
 
      
 
    Once the cameras were all destroyed, I pulled Edgar, Clara and their two, wide-eyed, pale-faced, half elven children from the back of the car. “Follow me. I’ll have all your stuff brought down over the course of the night, but it’s a bit of a walk.” 
 
    They followed mutely down the long, poorly lit tunnels of our Undercity route. The kids and Edgar were silent. Clara… she was not.  
 
    “Are you sure this is safe? We have heard the rumors of the monsters down here.” 
 
    “You’re walking with them.” Wolski replied, and Unara let out a laugh. I attempted to be a little more sensitive. “There were Specters and a huge Banshee around here. We’ve killed them all now. Most of the tunnels onto this route have been blocked off apart from the ones we’re certain are safe. Which means the route between Yem Co. and the Unit is about as safe as can be. Short of a monster from outside of the wall suddenly appearing in here, there’s not much we can’t handle.” 
 
    She surprised me by being almost pleasant in her response. “Thank you for putting our minds at ease.” 
 
    “You seem to be taking this and the loss of your shop and life awfully well,” Unara said.  
 
    “We’ve been hunted for nearly five years,” Edgar said. “The shop was one of many, though normally were able to sell them at some point later. We’ve never had one pilfered quite so efficiently from us before.” 
 
    “So you have money to buy another?” Unara asked. 
 
    “Money isn’t really a prob…arggh!” 
 
    I grinned as I watched what had happened. As Edgar was just about to divulge their healthy financial situation, Clara booted him in the calf. 
 
    “We don’t want or need your money,” I assured them, “but it’s probably best if you don’t go shouting about it.” 
 
    That was the last we heard from Edgar for the remainder of the trip. Clara still fielded the occasional question but mainly soothed the children now. 
 
      
 
    “This is it?” Clara asked as we entered the main factory floor. The resident goblins came bounding over to see us. Jabbering and hollering their welcome. “Yes, and no. This is the goblins part of the unit. Follow me.”  
 
    The goblins with us split off to talk to their own. Unara, Wolski and I walked up to the gantry and into the back section and the much less pungent living quarters beyond.  
 
    Tenev and his wife were still up, waiting for the new guests. I’d warned them of the arrival of Edgar and his family. 
 
    Typical, I thought. For the month they’d been living here, I’d seen Amilee, Tenev’s wife, three times. Now she was out, all dressed up, full of smiles for our guests. There was gratitude for you. It was lucky I liked Tenev.  
 
    Edgar’s family looked both comforted and overwhelmed by the greeting.  
 
    “They’ve had a rough night,” I warned. “They may just want to rest.” 
 
    “Rough!” Clara half shrieked. “You choked me twice, battered me across the room, broke my jaw, threatened to kill my children and husband, and then threatened to stamp me to death!” 
 
    “He did what?” Edgar said, puffing his chest up as he spun on me. 
 
    “Like I said. Rough night. You forgot to mention how you hit me in the nose with a steel bat and that I gave you a Medi-Kit to heal your jaw. And if I’m not mistaken, you’re all still alive and safe from the assassins you’ve been running away from for…how long did you say?” 
 
    She ignored me and focused on Tenev’s wife. “Are you here for safekeeping, too?” 
 
    Amilee stammered in answering, but Tenev was quick. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you being kept here for safekeeping by this orc?” 
 
    “Oh no. He saved me from a horrible situation not entirely dissimilar to yours. Though we both look forward to returning above, life here has been surprisingly good.” 
 
    Clara nodded, then looked back to Amilee. She had looked full of self-righteousness until Tenev spoke, then she deflated. “It’s been okay. My husband is incredibly happy in the orc’s service. We have been safe, well fed and want for nothing. I imagine that as long as you do not cross him, you will have no issues beyond lack of fresh air and natural light.” 
 
    Clara looked back at me with a softer expression. I thought she was going to say something meaningful. Maybe even a thanks for not killing them.  
 
    “Are there rooms for us?” 
 
    “Sure. Tenev will give you the tour and show you what’s available. I need to sleep too.” 
 
    With that I left them and plodded to my own room down here, Unara bouncing along beside me. “You know I’m going to get her to do work on me?” 
 
    “I guessed.” I replied tiredly. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say anything?” 
 
    “What’s there to say? You’re my Unara, my cave flower. Your appearance makes no difference to me. Do I think you need to have unnecessary operations? No. But then I had my perfectly fine eyes replaced with mods. So who am I to judge? Hell, even if I didn’t have my eyes taken out, who am I to judge?” 
 
    “You really don’t care one way or the other, do you?” 
 
    “Nope. You could get a leg mod attached to your arse and it wouldn’t make the slightest bit of difference to me. I might worry about your future as a stealth assassin, but it wouldn’t change what I think about you.” 
 
    “I think it would help. I can imagine it now. I might even get an extra arm on my head, too.” 
 
    I nodded as we walked into my room. “You do that. I need a good laugh.”  
 
    I dove onto my bed, and she walked through the hole in the wall into her room, chuckling to herself.  
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, a wide smile on my face. Today had been a good day. Perhaps five minutes had passed. My mind had begun to whirl and slip into sleep when a ping, ping, ping rang in my mind. My eyes shot open, though it made no difference to my ability to answer Attu’s call.  
 
    “Everything okay?”  
 
    “It’s a cluster fuck boss. We lost one of our boys but two Incinerators and one of the Okas.” 
 
    I was furious. Yet still had to stop myself from thinking of the financial gain from their deaths. Even I could see that was probably insensitive.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “The Newton gangs. They came for trouble, and they weren’t leaving without it. We were well outnumbered, and they had better gear. Better than Turan, anyway. But then, most of the Turan boys were out of the fucking way. We were where the biggest push came from.” 
 
    “You think we were set up?” 
 
    “I dunno, but… maybe. Seems like a big mess up having us in the front line otherwise.” 
 
    “Right. I’m coming back up. I’ll see you all at the Prestige.” 
 
    “See you there, Boss.” 
 
    I rubbed at my face, an exasperated growl escaping my mouth as dried blood flaked away from my nose injury. 
 
    “What’s up?” Unara asked, appearing at my side, still looking wide awake. I envied her endless energy.   
 
    “The fight in Turan went bad. I’m heading back up now. You can stay and sleep if you want.”  
 
    “No way. We go together. I’ll go wake Wolski.”  
 
    She looked far too happy with the task as she bolted from the room.  
 
    I felt bad for the older orc. He must be sick of driving us around and I doubted his wife would be happy either. I was probably causing him all kinds of problems at home. I need to learn to drive.  
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    Both the remaining Oka’s and the Incinerators were at the Prestige when we turned up. The groans of pain and fear filled the room as we walked in. 
 
    Attu had already been begging me for Medi-Kits on the ride over. But I hadn’t realized how bad it had been. It seemed not one person had escaped Turan without an injury.  
 
    Unara ran down to the secret room to grab what we had remaining. But as the last of our supplies were handed out to the worst injured, it wasn’t nearly enough to bring everyone back up to health. The despair on those not quite injured enough to receive one was depressing. Not for their pain or suffering, but for the fact that I knew how it would color their judgment of me in the future. And the fortune in Medi-Kits I’d just spent. I set the booze flowing, and that seemed to ease some of the anger in the room. But when I did a quick little estimate, I reckoned I’d just spent close to what Burrell owed me for the deaths. 
 
    I filed the information away for now. But I was pissed.  
 
    I cornered Attu once everyone was settled and questioned him further. “So, how many did Grant send?” 
 
    Attu swallowed a big gulp of his pint. “There must have been five hunnerd of the bastards at least. All coming down the street we were guarding. Some real stim junkies among ’em too. Orcs, dwarves, humans, and every half-breed under the clouds. Only races I didn’t see there were pure Blood elves and Gobbos.” 
 
    “Did we kill many of them?” 
 
    “Nothing special. We just had to run in the end. We waited till Burrell’s lot bolted to save face, but we probably shoulda ran earlier.” 
 
    “So how many of Burrell’s men were on the street with you?” 
 
    “Same number. Maybe fifty. He lost about six men before they bolted.” 
 
    “No backup from the rest of his boys, though?” 
 
    Attu shook his head and took another slurp. 
 
    “Bastards,” I hissed as I brought Burrell’s contact up on the Keystone.  
 
    He didn’t answer. I tried again a few minutes later but still no answer, so I typed out a message. “Hey! My boys just got back. They said they lost two, but it was a solid victory. Congratulations. I bet Grant won’t be fucking with Turan for a while now.” 
 
    I got a phone call back a few minutes later. “Kapar, ma orc! Yeah, it was a good night. We had to back down, but we showed ’em. Turan ain’t to be fucked with.” 
 
    Even his voice irritated me. Far too relaxed, all things considered. It wasn’t a long shot to guess he was high. 
 
    “Oh, I disagree. Right now, I’m thinking of burning Turan to the fucking ground Burrell. You sly, lying bastard. You set my boys up. One fucking hundred against five hundred and you didn’t support them? You didn’t back them up? And it was my boys on the front line?” 
 
    “Hey, hey, simmer down Kapar. I didn’t know there was gonna be so many. Your guys just ran. We formed a second line deeper and stopped them from taking any more territory.” 
 
    “They ran when yours did, even though their job was to be a show. And I’m not a fucking man. I’m an orc.” 
 
    “You are,” he said, attempting to sound reasonable. “But you lie like a man! Your message, you tricked me, you green bastard! I told you I didn’t know what to do with you.” 
 
    “You pay me what you owe me and be grateful if I don’t come after you. I’ve got six dead here, I said, adding another two to the count. That’s sixty k plus the eight for them turning up on your bullshit job.” 
 
    He snorted. “Fuck the eight. They did half a job. And I have a message from you saying only two died, you can have twenty k for those.” 
 
    “The bill is sixty-eight. If I don’t get it by tomorrow, I’ll come and take it myself.” 
 
    “Fifty and no more,” he countered. 
 
    “It’s gone up to eighty now, Burrell. Have it transferred by the end of the night, or we’ll be there tomorrow to collect, and the interest is multiplied by the number of my people you got killed tonight. 
 
    “Shit, Oshbob. You’re an angry orc. Sixty-eight it is. It’ll be there first thing in the morning when Central Bank opens. But don’t think I’ll forget how your boys ran.” 
 
    “Don’t think I’ll forget how you told me there’d be no deaths, and that you left my men to die. If you had more men to provide a backup line, then what the fuck were my guys doing in your forward line?” 
 
    “Simple mistake, Kapar. You know what? Let’s not fall out over it. You’ll have your money tomorrow. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    I cut the communication. Took a few deep breaths, then addressed the room. “You all did the right thing coming away when you did. I know you’re all brave and honorable, so as far as I’m concerned you stayed longer than you should have. That’s a point of pride to me and I recognize it in you all. I just want to say this is not what I agreed to, and Turan is going to pay for this. We’ll keep the alliance for our own ends but, they fucked up with us tonight.” 
 
    One of the Okas spoke up in a monotone voice. “Newton will know we helped after that shit show. Tonight was a bad decision.” 
 
    I wanted to punch the dour asshole. But he was right, and I was okay with that. I walked over to him, and he stood up, feeling threatened. Standing up didn’t help his situation. He was one-eighty at best. But he had nothing to worry about.  
 
    “It was a bad decision, but I made it with good intentions for our district. I took a chance, and it slapped me in the face. It won’t happen again and as I’ve already said Turan, and Burrell will pay for it. As for Newton, if they come, we’ll be ready. I’m not here for making do. I’m ready to smash both districts. I’ll make a push on weapons, and I’ll speak to the gang leaders. We need to make a push on anyone looking to join up, then you need to make sure they’re well initiated.” 
 
    “Nah,” The Oka thug said. “Anyone who’s got the balls for it already joined up.” 
 
    “Best check again then,” I said, leaning close. “Cos we ain’t gonna lose territory by not trying.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, Boss. We’ll do what we can. I’ll speak to Thorn about it in the morning.” 
 
    “Do that. I’ll be speaking with him myself. Now go. Get yourselves home. Tomorrow’s another day. Hopefully, a brighter one.” 
 
      
 
    As the thugs turned and filed out of the door, I turned to Unara. “We could do with some mercs, too. First thing in the morning, we check what mercs Soba had on his books.”  
 
    “Don’t get angry with me,” she sighed. “But we should ask…” 
 
    “Raven,” I interrupted.  
 
    She got angry with me. “Yes. And Harold. He might know people. He was ex-military, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “He was, but like Raven, I feel like I’ve already pushed him enough.” 
 
    Unara laughed. “Maybe Raven, but not Harold. You made his shop safe. You’ve given him solid business, and from what you told me, you employed his unemployable niece.”  
 
    “She’s unemployable for all the wrong reasons. But I’m glad you brought her up. I really need to speak with her tomorrow. Will you remind me?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” she smiled, then yawned. Her body might still be alive, but I could see the exhaustion deep in her strange eyes. “Now let’s get some rest. These decisions will be best made tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re right. How’re you feeling after using the amplifier so much? You’ve not stopped today.” 
 
    “Bone tired, to be honest. I think my body will take a while to catch up with what I just put it through. But I suspect I’ll get stronger. The spine… it’s perfect. I think that’s the only reason I’m still moving.” 
 
    “You happy with your mod setup now?” 
 
    “I am. Though I have a couple of slots left available, so I definitely want night eyes like yours.” 
 
    “You can’t see in the dark?” I asked, genuinely surprised.  
 
    “I can. Yeah, but not like you can.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. I didn’t even know where it came from myself.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I protested. “Just tired, I guess, and overreacting.”  
 
    “You have to tell me now.” 
 
    “Well, your eyes. I’ve never seen anything like them. Do what you want, but they’re my earliest memory of you. Those eyes got us here.” 
 
    She didn’t seem to know what to do with herself at the compliment. After an extended moment, she spoke. “I’ll keep them then.” 
 
    “No. You do what you want to do. Like I say, I’m probably just beyond tired.” 
 
    “You never say anything about what I want to do physically, but this time, you did. That means something. My eyes stay as they are. I’ll find some jumping feet like Retti’s old ones. They should be useful.” 
 
      
 
    The next day, I was woken by an alert on my Keystone. I was surprised to see the money coming on from Burrell. It wasn’t accompanied by a message or an apology. I didn’t know what to make of it, but I was glad to receive it.  
 
    I sat on the edge of my bed, bleary-eyed. Reliving the events of the past twenty-four hours and what a day it had been. I had so many people I needed to speak to, but for some reason, I found myself contacting Tenev first.  
 
    “Hello Oshbob. Is everything okay? I woke up to find you gone.” 
 
    “Trouble with a job last night, but I’m all good. Have you seen our guests yet?” 
 
    “No. I think I’ll leave them well alone to deal with last night’s trauma. They’ll come around in time.” 
 
    “Sure they will,” I agreed. “I really need to discuss something with you, though.” 
 
     “Yes…” he said, sounding worried.  
 
    “Their shop. The deeds for it are in my room down there. Go get them. Dunno if you’ve messed with deeds before, but if you access the advanced settings, you can set the owner. Delete my name and put your own in. I’ll receive a notification to my Keystone. Once I accept the change of ownership, the shop is all yours. Though It’s a burnt-out husk right now.” 
 
    “You are giving me a shop?”  
 
    “Yep. Right on the border of the inner sector. Right on Main Street. But it’s gonna be weeks, at least until you can move in. The goblins smashed it good. You’ll need to have it completely overhauled and refitted. You have an account?” 
 
    “I do. It is sparse at the moment. I was never in debt but never in good money since my early twenties, either.” 
 
    “I’ll send you a bit to get started. Is there a way to send via Keystone?” 
 
    “Uhm, sure. And thanks. If you go into contacts, and select me, there should be an options menu under my name. Can you give me an idea of where I need to start? I haven’t seen the place.” 
 
    “Go have a look, then. I’ve got no idea, and I’ve got more shit to deal with than Artem’s main sewer.” 
 
    “That’s fair. And… it’s okay for me to go out?” 
 
    I wrinkled my eyes in confusion and rubbed my temples. “What the hell do you think’s happening here? Of course you can go out. Shit, Tenev. You were never a prisoner.” I activated options as he replied.  
 
    “I know, but how do I even get out of here? I just assumed.” 
 
    I was interrupted from answering by a notification.  
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    “Of course, yes.” I snapped. Nothing happened beyond an endless searching logo that ultimately timed out. 
 
    “Not working Tenev.” 
 
    “Is your Cred-Chip Discoverable?”  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? Ah, we’ll sort this out… later. I have a headache and you can access my accounts through the unit systems, right? Go with that for now. Limit the spend to ten K. I’ll need to speak with Asala before I can commit more.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Ten K?” 
 
    “You’ll need a hell of a lot more. Probably more like a hundred K by the time it’s ready to use as a Carver shop. But I need to move things around and find out what’s going on first.” 
 
    “I hardly know what to say,” he replied, a tear forming in the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Then don’t say nothing. I’ll catch up with you later to talk more.” 
 
    “Oh! Oshbob. Before you go, I meant to mention last night, but things got away from me. But I found something pretty special on the Banshee.” 
 
    “More special that the tier four spine that Unara’s rocking?” 
 
    “Possibly. I mean… yeah, it is. On its arm, it had a retractable syringe. I didn’t even notice until I was pulling the left arm apart. But, the syringe is for extracting nanites. That’s heavy Corpo, military-grade gear. If you can extract the nanites yourself… we’re talking crazy money. If you’re willing to find someone crazy enough to go out and kill monsters.” 
 
    “That would help a hell of a lot. If we can harvest nanites… are the ones you’d get in a Medi-Kit?” 
 
    “They’re all the same. Contain them, inject them, wounds heal, mods work. There’s a reason the top edge keeps this stuff to themselves.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that. Thanks Tenev.” 
 
    “No problem. We might actually be able to store them in used Medi-Kits, so if you have any, keep them from now on.” 
 
    “Now you tell me! But yeah, I will. Tell the Gobbos down there to go collect any old ones. I’ll let the Yem Co. lot know as well.” 
 
    After ending that conversation, I saw a missed call from Raven from a few hours ago. I called her back. 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “For me? Sure. For you? …Grant, the gang lord of Newton, knows Portolan helped Turan. And he’s not happy. He doesn’t know who you are yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Doesn’t know who I am?” 
 
    Her response was flat and emotionless. 
 
    “That you’re Oshbob.”  
 
    “Why the fuck would that matter?” growled as low and threatening as I could. “Why would you even bring that up? It was a secret between us.” 
 
    “You don’t think I vet the people I work with? Grant has a bounty on your head from almost five years ago. It’s still active. Of course, there could be another orc called Oshbob. I’ll admit it didn’t make sense at first because you said you were in your thirties and, to be honest, you look a lot older. But no. Apparently, it was your twenty-second birthday four days ago. Sorry I didn’t get you anything.” 
 
    I felt my hackles rise. I’d been trying to trust her for Unara’s sake and of course, she had been incredibly helpful. Now… Now I wanted to find her and kill her. I tried to threaten her, but my mouth wouldn’t work. I’d been stunned into speechlessness. Could she really have worked all of that out from just a name? 
 
    “What’s the matter, Oshbob? Goblin got your tongue?” 
 
    Finally, words broke free from my mind. They were useless, but they were a start.  
 
    “He still has the bounty live?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Though I doubt he expects you to be alive. He certainly won’t be expecting you to be a rival gang lord. I’d still be wary, though. He makes Soba look like water to Char.” 
 
    “Whatever he is. I’ll still spill him all over the floor,” I growled. “Who have you told?” 
 
    “No one, of course. We have a deal!” 
 
    I closed my eyes to find some measure of calm. “I hope you keep it that way. Is there anything else, Raven?” 
 
    “No, just to let you know that little tidbit.” 
 
    Despite my mistrust, I considered asking her about mercs. That was the desperation in me. I shook it away, with a good internal talking to myself.  
 
    “Thanks for the warning, then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    62nd Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Boss!” Wolski shouted. “ACE car, incoming!” 
 
    A pang of worry hit me as we headed outside. Then I remembered. On this occasion, those words were good news… I hoped. “If I’m not mistaken, Wolski, they’re here for you.” 
 
    “You what?” he said, turning on me like I’d betrayed him. 
 
    “Look in the car, numb nuts.” 
 
    He turned to see a scrawny human get out and was just about to turn back to me when he caught a glimpse of Effa chatting with the Enforcer in the car. They seemed to be getting on well, which was odd, but probably good to see. 
 
    Wolski’s eyes widened as his brother stepped out of the car and came walking towards us, arms wide like a warrior coming back from battle and plunder.  
 
    He roared with joy and went to embrace Effa. Behind Effa, Naru, the young orc and Leo got out next. Naru strode over confidently, while Leo affected more of a scurry. He was looking a lot happier and around ten times healthier than the last time I‘d seen him.  
 
    As soon as Effa finished his hug with Wolski, his eyes fell on me, ignoring all the other orcs who’d come out of the club now to see what was going on.  
 
    We embraced. “You do what you say, Kapar!” 
 
    I whispered in his ear. “It’s Oshbob. But call me Kapar in front of everyone for now. Still got secrets to keep up.” 
 
    He laughed, then pulled back. “Sounds good. Now, if we’re based in a damn bar, I better be able to get a drink!” 
 
    “It’s 10am Effa! Are you mad?” Wolski scolded. “The bar opened at 8am. You’re late!” 
 
    That sent up a roar of approval as we headed back in. I did the honors of pouring Effa and Leo a pint, before pulling my own and grabbing Unara a water. 
 
    There were eyes on me from the others. I shook my head. “You lot can get serve your selves like you normally do. Set of bastards, drinking me out of all my profits!” 
 
    That brought a round of laughter. This morning was going to be a noisy one. 
 
    We sat at one of the quieter tables in the corner so we could speak. I targeted the nervous-looking Leo, cradling his pint but not drinking it.  
 
    “How you doing, little Leo? Did they look after you in there?” 
 
    He smiled and nodded. “I never got a bit of bother. Effa pretty much ran the yard once you left, and they put Naru in the cell with me. He’s a good guy. I really don’t know why you orcs are hated so much.” 
 
    “Cause we look too soft and cuddly,” I replied. “Don’t want to say too much in here. There are eyes and ears everywhere. When you’re ready, I have a place to put you temporarily where no one will see what you’re up to. It’s just while I put things in place. So tell whoever you like that you have a job, then when you’re ready to start we’ll come and get you.”  
 
    “You’re serious about the job?” he asked, seeming about to cry.  
 
    “Of course I am. You’re one of us now.” 
 
    “And can I live where you put me?” 
 
    “Sure you can. I’ll need you too, for a while at least.” 
 
    “I’ll go straight there. I’ve no interest in going home. My mom and dad didn’t call or visit once while I was in there and did nothing for me when I was taken in. So… fuck ‘em.”  
 
    “Sounds like a fuck ‘em situation to me,” I agreed. “Once we’re done here. Go with Wolski to drop off these two. That should muddy the trail a bit. From there, he’ll take you to your new home. I’ll speak to you properly once you’re there.” 
 
    We drank and partied for the first part of the day, but I kicked everyone before Wolski got too drunk to drive. He really needed to go home as well. Hopefully taking Effa and Naru would curb his wife’s wrath.  
 
      
 
    It did leave me without my regular driver, though. I really needed to learn to drive. Instead, I waved over Eeloc one of the on-duty guards for the club to drive me and Unara to Harold’s place. True, I could have just called the weapons dealer, but I felt like this would need the personal touch.  
 
    He seemed genuinely happy to see us as we strode in. Even had a bottle of whisky on the side, ready and waiting. A section of the unit counter disappeared into the floor as I approached. 
 
    “Come on in. You can hurt me more now by hurting Asala, so there’s not much point in keeping you out there with the other riffraff.” 
 
    I walked through into the back, feeling more honored than I’d have expected to. He offered me the bottle of amber rocket fuel fluid and despite already being oiled from the morning session, I didn’t refuse a slug.  
 
    “I’m going to see Asala next. She seems like she’s going to be perfect for what I need, so thank you again. Hopefully, she can help me start making money, the way I’m spending it these days.” 
 
    “Heard you made a bit from helping Turan out?” 
 
    “You heard about that, did you?” I asked, feeling a little irritated that the job was common knowledge. 
 
    “I did yeah. It was a mistake that cost me more than I earned. We lost four of ours and now we’re in the sights of the Newton gang lord.” 
 
    He winced as I spoke. “Bit of a fuck up then. Heard he’s a bad bugger that one. Got lots of men as well. Newton is more gangs than normal people from what I hear.” 
 
    “It’s not, but they have a lot more men than me.” 
 
    “So you came to poor old Harold, huh? See if I know any merc teams to help you out?” 
 
    I looked at him with mistrust. Then laughed. “That’s exactly why I came to you. How the hell did you know? You’re not watching me too.” 
 
    “Lucky guess. You worried about being watched?” 
 
    Unara spoke for the first time since entering beyond greeting. “He is. Always.”  
 
    He laughed again. “Bit of healthy paranoia never hurt no one.” 
 
    “Except the people I catch spying on me,” I said, chuckling along with him. “But yeah, I want to strip out all the security systems on my main bases and reinstall them on my own terms with someone I trust.” 
 
    “Good practice, I’d say,” he mumbled. “Well, I might know a few teams that can help you out, but they don’t come cheap.” 
 
    “Creds are running tight, but I should have them. If I don’t, could be that I can trade too. I’ve got a ton of stock that needs shifting now. We’ll get Asala involved. She’ll probably know better than me what I’ve got at this stage.” 
 
    “No doubt,” he agreed. “I’ll sound out some folk for you and I’ll speak with Asala about price and deals to be cut.” 
 
    “Sounds good. You won’t rip me, will you?” I asked, half joking. 
 
    “Ha. I might consider it, but there’s no way Asala would allow it. She’ll probably check merc prices from various sources, check the records of the people I pull together before coming up with a fair price for them. Then she’ll try to get it down. I’m telling Kapar, you got a good one there.”  
 
    “That does sound like something she’d do,” I agreed. 
 
    With our business concluded, we headed off to the business district. It would be Unara’s first time actually meeting with probably our most important employee, and I hoped it went well. 
 
    As we stepped out on the top floor where Asala was now working and living. I’d expected to see most of the office taken over by her living area, but there were no signs of such a thing. 
 
    She came wheeling over to us with a smile on her face. “Welcome! Unara. I have heard much about you, but it is a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Same here,” Unara replied curtly. “Oshbob said you were living here, but it doesn’t look like you are.” 
 
    “Oh, I am, yes. I have taken one of the small offices at the back of the floor near the toilets.” 
 
    “What about food, cooking, and things? I expected you to have a nuka and a fridge at least. Are you comfortable enough?” 
 
    “Oh yes. The sofas in that particular office are very comfortable and I don’t prepare food here. The time and effort for me to shop and return with groceries, cook them, and clean up afterwards is inefficient. I have food delivered in recyclable cartons and I am content.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but did you say you were sleeping on a sofa? I told you to get kitted out properly.”  
 
    “And I have for the office. My own living arrangements can come next.”  
 
    Unara shook her head. “No, you should have a bed at least. You’re important to what we’re doing. You need to be comfortable when you’re not working. Order what you need or Oshbob will, and you really don’t want that.” 
 
    Asala had a rare laugh, which Unara joined. I genuinely didn’t get the joke and moved things on. “So, beyond your living quarters, how’s everything else looking? I know I just dumped a lot of things on you.” 
 
    “I have access to all but your personal Cred-Chip account. You have money dripping in there, which I know you’re using for everything. You really shouldn’t as most of what you’re paid in there is tax-free income. What goes into the main accounts is what the tax man automatically takes a cut from. By purchasing business-related expenses from there, you can cut your tax bill down exponentially.” 
 
    “If you let me know everything you’ve spent money on and provide proof of purchase, I can file whatever you give me as receipts against the company’s tax. At the moment only the rental side is moving any money. But you have a lot of stock across multiple factory units that are sitting waiting to be sold.”  
 
    “We’re a company?” I asked, bewildered.  
 
    “Technically, yes. You are currently operating under the name Soba chose, which is Portolans Security Inc.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sounds okay to me unless you want to change it, Unara? Or if there’s a reason we should change it?” 
 
    Unara shook her head as Asala replied. “There is no reason to change it and doing so might bring the eyes of the ATI on us. 
 
    “ATI?” I asked, feeling like it was something I should know. 
 
    “Artem Tax Inspectors. Not good people.” 
 
    “Fair enough. So how much money is floating around in the main account?” 
 
    “Around 1,890,000 creds. Remember, a percentage must be saved for taxes and you have maintenance requirements and other costs on your buildings. Useable business funds, if we play it safe, are probably closer to the 900,000 mark.”  
 
    “Well, that was like riding a hover car in high winds,” I muttered as Asala continued to speak.  
 
    “I took my wages out from that figure too,” she smiled. 
 
    “Good. So how’s the work side of it going? Do you need any help yet?” 
 
    She smiled wide and proud. “I do not. But! The rest of this building is sitting here empty beneath us. I’ve been thinking that we could look at employing businesses here that not only would pay rent but would be helpful to…. protect you. And Portolan Security Inc.” 
 
    “You want some thugs in here?” I asked, surprised.  
 
    “No. Not at all. I think we should make efforts to keep this building and your legitimate business as clean as possible. I was thinking about other businesses, perhaps. Each floor can contain a small business of perhaps fifteen employees. Medium-sized businesses can take two or three floors with rent to suit. I believe perhaps an accountancy firm and a lawyering firm at the very least. They would be independent businesses renting property from you, vetted appropriately to favor a certain gang lord orc. With deals on rent and protection, they could be highly beneficial to our business.” 
 
    I felt a tingle of excitement as she spoke. It was an incredible idea. Even so, I didn’t miss that she said our business. That didn’t fill me with any distrust of her. Totally the opposite, in fact. It meant she was invested. She was thinking about making it a success. To have someone loyal, smart, and invested. That was promising. Unlike Raven, I never got the sense that Harold or Asala were after anything other than to do business and help me while helping themselves. 
 
    “I like it. We’ll have to make sure they’re amenable to that sort of offer, but it’s a solid idea.” 
 
    Asala’s face was serious again. “I am absolutely convinced there are plenty of struggling businesses, with talented staff, who would love the opportunity to work in a building such as this, with a top client such as yourself. The rent will be too high for them, but then that’s where deals will be done and agreements for services rendered will be made. I believe we will need those trustworthy services far more than we need the slightly higher rent.” 
 
    “Do it, Asala, and thanks for running it by us first, but do it.” 
 
    She phased out for a brief moment, before her eyes cleared, and she nodded at me. “I have moved it up in level of importance on my list for the day.” 
 
    “Perfect. Do you have the inventory for all the mods I have in storage?” 
 
    “There is always more being added, but yes, I have what I believe to be an up-to-date accounting.” 
 
    “Good. Pick what you want from it. If there’s nothing there, then look for suitable mods.”  
 
    She seemed taken aback by the offer, but quickly recovered. “I am intending to purchase my own with my wages. But thank you for the offer.” 
 
    “You can. But these are freely given. There’s no strings, just a thank you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “I will pick from the stock, then. New mods will be a drain of company assets.” 
 
    “This isn’t about the company, it’s about us. We’ve all been beaten down, overlooked, and trodden on. You choose your damn mods, Asala, and I have a talented Carver to fit them for you.” 
 
    “He is very good,” Unara added. “He fitted my new spine, and it’s perfect. I haven’t had any problems.” 
 
    Asala’s eyebrows shot up. “You had spinal damage, too?” 
 
    Unara grinned. “I did. Giant Banshee almost cut me in half in the Undercity. I couldn’t walk from the blow even after five Medi-Kits. Now, I’m better than ever.” 
 
    “Then I will not rebuke the offer and… thank you for the trust you are both showing in me.” 
 
    Before I could respond, she had already moved on. “My uncle has just sent me over a shortlist of mercenaries that you’ve asked for.” 
 
    “Would you like to go through them before you leave? It might help if I know how far you’re willing to go to hire who you want.” 
 
    “Sure. What have we got?” 
 
    “There are four teams. The first and most expensive are a retired special forces unit. They’re all in their forties, but they’re experienced and have a rounded team perfect for assaulting static locations. They seem like a good choice and Harold rates them from his own time in the army.  
 
    “Next, we have a team of dwarven mercenaries. They are the second most expensive and they are all heavy weapons. They are most likely to create the most damage. Again, they seem like a good choice for gang warfare, though their methods may attract ACE.” 
 
    I nodded. “With those two, I’d consider taking them into Newton to cause trouble. Then their district ACE can deal with it.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that in your capable hands. The next option seems less ideal. They’re a strong mixed team, but seem to be more on the infiltration side of things with a strong emphasis on stealth and hacking, judging by their skills and mods.” 
 
    “We have a hacker already,” Unara pointed out. “And we definitely have stealth.” She gestured at herself and performed a little spin.  
 
    “You might pick some stuff up for improving your stealth.” I added. “And we always need more hackers. I don’t say no to more orcs just because we have orcs.” 
 
    “Good point,” Unara agreed. “Just let Raven know we’re employing more hackers. No need to be upsetting her for no reason.” 
 
    I screamed internally but only smiled at my partner. “Just don’t tell her about Leo.” 
 
    She smiled at her agreement, and we let Asala carry on.  
 
    “It’s funny you should mention half-orcs because our next group is… actually, they’re half-orcs. Apparently, they’ve been shunned from wherever they were living. They’re the least skilled, but also the cheapest, by a long way. Honestly, they’re little better than thug level, but they’d boost numbers up and for their price, it might be worth it.” 
 
    I say hire the first three, even if the cost hurts. I’ll meet them all first, but I’ll have an extra-long chat with the half-orcs before making a decision.  
 
    Asala frowned. “Why the uncertainty on the half-orcs? I thought they’d be perfect to boost your numbers.” 
 
    “For a start, I never met a half-orc I liked. Not to mention that I have a horrible suspicion some, if not all the gang, are those our own orcs kicked out of Portolans. I’ll need to check that first. As for you, Asala, If you can sort out payments we can afford, making sure to offer things we have in our stores if they’re interested. Once we have agreements in place, I’ll meet them all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    63rd Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Guilt. I wasn’t used to it, but as I stood outside of the Okas compound waiting for Thorn to appear, that was what scratched at my soul. We were gangsters. Death was what we did. That was our life. But this? This was on me. Being taken for a fool by Burrell… there’d be no more alliances. I’d do my deals and make my bribes, but I wouldn’t put my people, or myself, in the hands for a few creds.  
 
    The steel doors of Thor’s compound opened, and the gang leader strode out, surrounded by his usual entourage. 
 
    His face was impassive, but I could see the anger blazing in his eyes as he bowed in greeting. “Kapar, you show honor by coming here in person.”  
 
    I returned the bow awkwardly, feeling foolish for doing so, but I hoped it showed the respect I hoped it did. 
 
    “You and your soldiers are worthy of honor, Thorn. I came to pay reparations and to clarify a few things. I was promised by Burrell that our people would not be used as anything more than a show of force. Whether he lied about that or he’s just incompetent, I don’t know. What I do know is that he put our people on the front line of his battle and whatever the reason, he will pay for last night. Any goodwill I’d hoped to build with Turan is gone.” 
 
    “Yet the truce is still in place. And it was you who promised me that my men would not be in such a dangerous position. So did you lie, Kapar? Or are you just incompetent?” 
 
    I noticed people moving in the shadows of his compound. Creeping behind the parked cars lined up in there. I wondered where Unara had placed herself. I knew I wouldn’t see her until she wanted to be seen. Behind me, only Eeloc sat in our car. Judging by Thorn’s reaction, that was another mistake. Not a costly one, I hoped. Making a show of thinking about his answer, I contacted Unara. “You seeing this?” 
 
    “There’s ten of them hidden. Eight with sub-machine guns, two with assault rifles, all with the swords they carry. Shall I start killing them now? They are far enough away from each other that I could probably kill a number of them silently before the alarm is raised. 
 
    “Not yet. But be ready.” 
 
    “I will be,” she said with far too much eagerness. I actually liked these guys, and I understand why he was pissed. I answered honestly.  
 
    “On this occasion, Thorn, I was incompetent. I gave too much trust to Burrell. I overreached because I liked the idea of a strong alliance on one of our borders to strengthen Portolans. It was a mistake and one which will not be repeated.” 
 
    He nodded and seemed to settle a little. “You take responsibility for your failings, you appear to have learned a lesson, and your motives were good ones for all of us. I might believe you are contrite. Yet you haven’t broken the alliance.” 
 
    “No. I don’t throw away useful tools,” I replied. “Newton knows of our interference now. There will be war over this with Turan in the middle. They are the weakest of the three gangs.” 
 
    Thorn raised an eyebrow. “What are you saying? Do you intend…” 
 
    I held a finger up to silence him. “Such plans should not be discussed openly.” 
 
    His stern face moved from suppressed rage to grim determination. He suddenly spoke loud and clear. “I am satisfied!” 
 
    It wasn’t just for me. That was a message for his hidden men.  
 
    Unara confirmed it a moment later, letting me know they’d retreated back into the building.  
 
    “Will you join me inside, Kapar? I have a room set aside for such meetings. No electronics or surveillance devices. Inside, even your Keystone will not work.” 
 
    I was suddenly intrigued. “I need to know how to build a room like that.” 
 
    “Indeed. Providing our continued interaction is fruitful. That is something I can help you with.” 
 
    I followed him into the building, feeling my back itch as I passed his guard. Once inside, he led me down a series of richly decorated hallways. Red and gold tapestries hung from the walls. Golden urns sat on pedestals. I didn’t get it. Seemed like a waste of money and space to me. Soba was similarly interested in overt displays of wealth. To me, it seemed ridiculous.   
 
    “I must say, I am glad that you trust me enough to come in here alone, but I also fear it may be yet another example of your foolishness and that concerns me.” 
 
    “I’m not alone. I replied easily. Nor was I outside, as your ten men hid behind the cars, ready to attack.” 
 
    He stopped and turned suddenly. “Not alone?”  
 
    Unara chose that moment to drop down from the ceiling beside me. I would have been content for her to stay hidden, but I had to hand it to her. She timed the entrance to perfection.  
 
    Thorn gasped. Then clapped his hands. “I have heard of your shadow. I thought you must have left her behind, yet here she is, making me question my security. Perhaps you would tell me how you entered the building without being spotted by my guards or surveillance? Once we’re in the safe room, of course.” 
 
    “Maybe,” was Unara’s only reply. It seemed to satisfy Thorn, and he continued.  
 
      
 
    The Safe room  was plush and comfortable, with four padded sofas facing each other around a low square table made of wood and glass.  
 
    “Can I offer you tea? Or perhaps an Asaka?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks,” Unara said, scanning the room intently. 
 
    “I’ll have an Asaka,” I replied, not taking my eyes off Thorn.  
 
    “So,” he said, sitting. “Your plans to deal with Turan? And, I suppose, Newton.” 
 
    “Nothing concrete yet as I can’t see the future, but from what I can see. Newton intends to take over Turan.” 
 
    “I see that too,” he said with a nod. “It is, in part, why I was happy to assist you in assisting them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if they take the Turan gangs and then come after us, we’re in trouble. But if we take the Turan gangs…” 
 
    I let the statement hang in the air. 
 
    “You’re serious?”  
 
    “Always,” I replied coldly. 
 
    Thorn rubbed at his grey and brown goatee thoughtfully. “I have cousins in Turan. If we are to make a move, then you will let me know when. Word can be sent. They are a sub-clan of mine and their allegiance to Burrell is tenuous.” 
 
    “They’ll turn?” 
 
    “They will not. But if this comes to pass, they will retreat and they will join us afterward. There is no honor in turning, but to refrain from a fight between two parties you owe allegiance to, this is acceptable.” 
 
    I thought over his words for a moment because I really wasn’t comfortable with traitors. I’d only expect them to turn on me sooner or later. But he seemed to think of them as part of his clan and so his words made sense. 
 
    I nodded. “We’ll keep it quiet for now, yeah? Don’t want this getting out and being used against us.” 
 
    “I understand. We will be prepared for when the time comes.” 
 
    “You look like you’re always prepared, Thorn.” I pushed out my hand for a fist bump, which wasn’t the way of the Oka’s, but it was the way of the orc. I’d already bowed on arrival, so it was Thorn’s turn to honor my customs. After all, I didn’t work for the Oka, they worked for me.  
 
    He looked at my fist with a moment of confusion clouding his stern features before bumping his own against it. “Until next time, Kapar.”  
 
      
 
    “Where to now, boss?” Eeloc asked as we got back into the car.  
 
    “I need a breather. Take us back to Yem Co. then get yourself home.” 
 
    “Will do,” he replied, speeding off along the city street. 
 
    “Good choice,” Unara said, settling back in the seat. “I need a good chat with Clara.” 
 
    “Sure, and I need some peace and quiet.” 
 
    Unara laughed. “You won’t be able to help yourself. You’ll be pushing Leo as soon as you get there.” 
 
    I nodded and looked out the window at the passing streets of Portolan. She was absolutely right. There’d be no rest until my last good night with the path we’d chosen.  
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    Leo was sitting in the security room. His eyes were glued to whatever he was doing. Edgar was with him, talking about something, though he looked uncomfortable as I walked in. 
 
    “How is everyone?” 
 
    “Good,” Leo said, a beaming smile on his face as he turned to greet me. “I’ve already made myself a fake Ident and downloaded a ton of hacker stuff using it.” 
 
    “Can you legally download useful hacker stuff?” I asked dubiously. “They’re basic, but they have a lot of info I could never get access to before. These kinds of downloads flag up for ACE, but there ain’t no way they can track me now.” 
 
    “Great. But you maybe don’t want to be doing too much stuff on these systems right now. Your main aim here is to find out if you can locate any back doors. Have you checked yet?” 
 
    “I had a little look. I didn’t dare go too far in case your other hacker sees me. I’ve just been looking for anomalies, really.” 
 
    I could feel Unara tense up as he mentioned the other hacker, but she remained silent as Leo continued. “What I’ve seen so far is that there is direct access from the security system in the Prestige. It mainly allows the tracking of unit merchandise, storage levels and, strangely, bio signs. You can pull full usage logs from the club as well. Useful if you’re a distant manager.” 
 
    “So if a hacker was good enough, could they hack the Prestige systems and gain access to all that data?” 
 
    “They absolutely could.” 
 
    “Could you strip out that access from the Prestige?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But if I remove it from this end and you have watchers, they’ll know a hacker did it. Do it from the Prestige end and there could be any reason for it.” 
 
    “I’m one hundred percent certain she has access to the cameras in the Prestige. You can’t go there or she’ll know.” 
 
    “Why are you so determined to antagonize her?” Unara asked with a bit of heat in her voice. “She said she pulled everything out.” 
 
    “So how am I antagonizing here?” I asked. “If she pulled everything out, then she won’t even know what I’m doing. She won’t care either.” 
 
    She clamped up at that because she knew I was right.  
 
    “I just don’t want her to have free access to all our information. What happens if she gets upset someday with us? She can fucking torch us from the ground up with the crap she’ll have.” 
 
    I’d already made my point, and now Unara opted for standing in judgmental silence. I had no choice but to ignore her and returned my attention to Leo. “So how do we do this, then?”  
 
    “You’ll need to go to the Prestige, and I’ll talk you through it remotely.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here for the rest of the day and night. But I’ll head back in the morning and we’ll get it done.” 
 
    Leo was about to reply when Unara spoke again. “I’m going to see Clara.” Then she was gone.  
 
    “She doesn’t seem happy about me being here,” Leo said. 
 
    “Oh, she is. It’s just… you know how it is. I promise it will all work out in the end. Hell, I hope Raven proves to be completely reliable and then you might be able to pick up some pointers from her.” 
 
    “That’d be cool,” Leo replied happily. “Until then, let’s block her out of everything we can!” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a dry chuckle. “I better go and make sure she’s okay,” I said, sticking a thumb in the direction of the door. 
 
    “Good luck,” Edgar said with something approaching a sympathetic smile.  
 
      
 
    I found her in the Medical room speaking with Clara, Tenev and to some extent Igri, though the less said about his input the better.  
 
    The former zeroed in on me as soon as I entered the room. Her expression wasn’t pleasant, but it held none of the suppressed hatred of the day before. I found it amusing that she spoke freely with Unara, who was ready to murder her entire family in their sleep, yet was icy when it came to the person who actually saved them. 
 
    “Oshbob,” she greeted me curtly. “Both Tenev and Leo have spoken fondly of you, and I must admit your willingness to save us rather than kill us is a plus in your favor. Even if your manner of persuasion left a lot to be desired.” She unconsciously rubbed at her jar as she spoke. “So, as hard as this is to say, considering we are essentially prisoners here, I thank you.” 
 
    “Sure,” I pretty much grunted in tired response. I didn’t really care if she was grateful or not at this moment.  
 
    While Clara waited for more of a response, Unara, knowing that was it from me, pressed ahead with her own desires.  
 
    “So, back to what we were saying. You could make me look more beautiful? More human?”  
 
    “You are quite unique, but very beautiful as you are,” Clara replied walking over to touch her skin. “Why would you wish to change?” 
 
    “I look too goblin,” she replied simply.  
 
    “I wouldn’t know where to place you if you hadn’t said goblin and even now… it is hard to see other than the color of your skin.” 
 
    “I can see in the mirror. I know what I look like.” 
 
    Clara smiled gently. It was the most relaxed and agreeable I’d seen her. “We could soften up your skin. Perhaps remove some of the deeper brow lines across your forehead and the heavier skin under your eyes, then tighten everything up a little. Some mild lightening treatment would work well on the green tint, though I really think it’s perfect as it is. I would hate to do anything beyond a few fine touches here and there.” 
 
    Unara rubbed her brow. “This bit. It sticks out too far. I don’t like it.”  
 
    Clara thinned her lips, looking suddenly displeased again as she delicately touched her brow. “I honestly don’t think it makes you look goblin-like at all. It is barely noticeable. But, if you wish, I can reduce the brow ridge. It will be more intrusive, though. You understand?” 
 
    “I do. Tell me what you need and I will make sure you have the equipment.” 
 
    As they talked in depth with both Tenev and even Igri, paying rapt attention to Clara, I headed back out of the room. I intended to sleep for the rest of the day and the entire night, or at least until someone woke me up. 
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    Beeping. The ugly, intrusive beep of a call on the Keystone projected in my mind rather than my ears. I rubbed my eyes and sat up on the bed before acknowledging the call. Harold. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” I checked the time as I spoke. It was eight am. I’d slept for a good 14 hours.  
 
    “The mercs you asked for. You ready to make the rounds with them? I’ve got the Dwarves and the half-orcs lined up for today, and the Ex-special forces and the Infiltrator group set up for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sure. Sounds great Harold. What time and where?” 
 
    “Dwarves are noon. There’re eight of them and they have a base in the Undercity in western Portolans. I’ve sent the orcs to an abandoned subway a few miles away from the Dwarves’ base. I’ve checked the route out. It looks safe enough, but I’d take a couple of your boys with you in case. They’ll meet you around three. I figure that’ll give you enough time without waiting about too much.” 
 
    “Thanks Harold. I appreciate your help with this.” 
 
    “Did it for myself. A gang lord whose company I can stomach for more’n five minutes. That’s the kind of gang lord I wanna keep alive.” 
 
    I laughed at that description. He was right in that his motives were selfish. He was knee-deep in my business now. 
 
    “What about the other two groups?”  
 
    “There are six of the ex-special forces and they’re meeting you under your Yem Co. factory. There’re eight of the Infiltrators. They want to meet you at your office block. They offered to test the security,” he chuckled. “Said they’ll aim to enter without being seen. That’s why I’ve dotted everyone about as well. I know you want to keep what you’re doing under wraps.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. The fewer people who know what I’m up to, the better. At least until it’s too late for them to react to the increased presence.” 
 
    Once I’d finished talking to Harold, I popped my head through the hole in the wall to check on Unara. She looked peaceful and her deep breathing told me she was asleep, yet her eyes still flashed open at my presence.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” She asked, sitting up. 
 
    “Sure, I have to meet the first two groups of mercenaries today at noon. I’m going to try to get to the office first and do a bit of work.” 
 
    She looked annoyed, but thoughtful. “What time are you leaving the Prestige?” 
 
    “Say Half Eleven?” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll meet you then. I want to be there for the mercenaries, but I’d rather hang about here until then.” 
 
    “Fair enough. See you soon.” 
 
    I woke Leo up on my way out to let him know I was leaving to cut the link between the Prestige and the unit. Then called Wolski up. 
 
    “Sorry for the early call. I need a ride from Yem Co. and I need company for the day. Got a few mercs to meet, including a bunch of half-orcs.” 
 
    “Er, sure. Yeah,” he said bleary-eyed. I picked up a little uncertainty in his voice as well. “How many you want with you?” 
 
    “Unara’s with us and I’ll send some Gobbos on foot, so just a couple.” 
 
    “With Effa being here, you mind if I sit this one out? I’m getting it in the neck for not being around the neighborhood at all. Neglecting my tribe chief duties. Trust me as well, if there’re any half-orcs from our tribe with the group you meet, seeing Effa will have a much bigger effect on them than me. They’ll shit their pale green asses.”  
 
    “Sure. And I get it. I have been taking all of your time.” 
 
    “Given freely,” he grunted. “I’d rather be there, but I have been shirking my other stuff.” 
 
    “It’s all good. Will you tell Effa to pick me up at Yem Co. as soon as possible?” 
 
    “Will do. He’ll be happy to get to work. He’s excited to get out busting heads again.”  
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me at all,” I said with a chuckle. “Catch you later, Wolski.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I contacted Leo from my creaking, padded office chair, thinking I would probably need a new one soon. Soba had been a heavy bastard, but I probably had fifty kilos on him and this chair was letting me know about each one.  
 
    Leo’s eager voice cut through my pondering. “Hey Kapar, what you got for me then?” 
 
    “I’m at the screen. I’ll talk you through what I can see.”  
 
    “Just show me. It’ll be easier and I can talk you through it.” 
 
    “Show you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just flip your view around.” 
 
    “Flip my view. What in Artem’s arsehole are you talking about, Leo?” 
 
    He winced, as if he were embarrassed for me, before finally explaining what he meant. “There should be two small arrows in the bottom left corner of your vision. Focus on activating them.” 
 
    I did as he asked and apart from the arrows turning from white to blue, nothing else changed, so I was surprised when he said. “Perfect! Now look back at your screen so I can see it.” 
 
    “You can see what I see?” I asked, genuinely in awe. I wondered how much other basic shit that people took for granted I was missing.  
 
    “I can. So, if you bring up the bios, and…” 
 
    “Woah, woah, woah, bucko. Pretend like you are talking to someone who has never used a computer before in their life. Wiring, I can find my way around a bit. But computers, unless it’s clicking on icons, I got no idea.” 
 
      
 
    What followed was two hours of painstaking, frustrating, desk-slamming irritation. A few times over that endless period, I very nearly permanently fell out with Leo. Though it was through no fault of his own. 
 
    I leaned back and rubbed my eyes. Not that the optics got tired, but my eyelids felt heavy.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Leo asked with genuine concern. 
 
    “I’m fine. Thanks for your help and hell, I don’t say this often, but sorry for being an angry bastard. I hate not knowing this stuff, but… it just doesn’t sit well in my head, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I do. But from being a complete novice and despite the occasional death threat, I think you did pretty damn good. So don’t give up hope yet! I think you’ll be a whizz in no time.” 
 
    “Huh. We’ll see. I’ll let you get back to your own stuff now. I have people to see.” 
 
      
 
    Unara was late. It was eleven forty-five when she arrived, looking exhausted. “I ran.” She explained between ragged breaths. “Misjudged the distance, but I did it in well under an hour.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you grab a lift?” I asked as we got into Effa’s car. 
 
    “Because I need to say active and push myself,” she answered. I found myself nodding in agreement. “Good reason. Though I hope Bagri and the others aren’t late.” 
 
    “They won’t be. He took around fifty out about an hour after you left. They’re gonna watch the base and check if there’re any routes inside.” 
 
    “As long as they don’t piss the dwarves off. I haven’t had much to do with them, but I hear they’re real prickly bastards.” 
 
    No one replied, but it seemed the consensus was no one else knew much about them as they tended to remain in their own districts.  
 
    We pulled up in a multi-story carpark which was given as the best access to this part of the Undercity. The elevator here actually went down into a subway station below, providing you knew about the hidden button behind a section of panel at the bottom of the interface. 
 
    The Subway below was much as I’d expect to see. Dirty, full of trash, and definitely abandoned. After a ten-minute walk along the tracks, we found the old signaling office where we could get access to the lower levels.  
 
    We descended into a larger well tunnel which led to the familiar doors of an underground factory unit.  
 
    The front was defended with a barricade much like the mercs who had once occupied our unit had done. The eight dwarven mercenaries were sitting out front, as agreed.  
 
    “Bagri? Are you around?” 
 
    “Yep boss. In the air vents above the main entrance. Exactly the same as the time when we rescued Unara.” 
 
    “Perfect. Remember, these are supposed to be friends. If there’s shouting, raised voices, it’s alright. Only interfere if I say to or weapons are fired.” 
 
    “Gotcha. We can handle that.” 
 
      
 
    As we came within easy hearing range, a short, muscular Dwarf as wide as Effa shouted. “You’re late.”  
 
    “Little mix up is all, Galfax,” I replied, hoping that he was Galfax. It was the only name I was given. 
 
    He didn’t correct the name, though he glared hard at us through bushy red eyebrows that matched his heavy mustache. His head was shaven clean and well scared. He folded his arms, though I couldn’t see what body mods he had as he was terrifyingly well armored. I could see why they cost so much to hire now. The maintenance cost alone on what he was wearing must have been very high.  
 
    “Mix up, is it?” he replied, clearly unimpressed. He would have to wait for an answer. I was too busy using my Identify skill on his armor.  
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    All eight of them wore similar armor, though I didn’t identify theirs. I did notice that apart from the leader, whose oversized gun was strapped to his back, they all had their equally formidable weapons out. Resting on the knees of those who sat, or cradled in arms if they stood. I didn’t know what they all were, but there were definitely two Assault cannons, a Heavy bolt gun, and the unmistakable fuel tank of a flamer. 
 
    “I can only apologize and hope it doesn’t affect our negotiations here.” 
 
    “Negotiations are done,” he said sharply. “You’re here so we can see if you’re someone we can work for. Can’t tell shit about people over a Keystone call. Now what ‘ave you got planned for us?” 
 
    “I expect trouble from a rival gang…” 
 
    He scoffed before I could continue. “Petty fucking gang squabbles? You see what we’re packing. I thought it was gonna be something worthwhile. We’re a lot of money for shit eaters firefight.” 
 
    “I’m gonna assume you’re not calling me a shit-eater, Dwarf? Your armor might protect your body, but even if you get them two bolts off. Well, I’ve had worse, and I guarantee I can get that head off your shoulders before your team can get their shots off.” 
 
    “Prick orc. You wouldn’t last five seconds. But I like your attitude. Now come on. Get to the point. What you want us for?” 
 
    “The gang has upward of five hundred thugs. Realistic estimates are closer to eight hundred.  
 
    “The thing is, if they’re coming no matter what, which they are, why give them more advantages by waiting? I have around four hundred gang members across Portolans I can call on. I also have three hundred goblins scattered around the place. With the mercenaries I’m looking to employ, that takes us damn close to the eight hundred I need. My intention is that no one knows about the mercs or the Gobbos. You’re a surprise. They think I have four hundred, I have eight hundred. You follow?” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “So what will it look like? A straight up street fight?” 
 
    “For us, yes. For you, it’s an ambush from an elevated position unless you want or need to get involved in the grind.”  
 
    “We can do a good ambush. We have a little mounted artillery and some high-grade explosives. We’ll see how it goes on the other side of things… how is the law on explosives around here?” 
 
    “Fast to react. But, it’s not in my neighborhood. It’ll be in either Turan or Newton. I’ll speak with my ACE contact nearer the time to try to smooth it over.”  
 
    “You do that. Some well-placed explosives always get things moving along nicely.” 
 
    “So you’re in?” 
 
    “We’re in,” he said with a grin. “We’re hanging around on this base for the next few weeks unless things go bad. So, just let us know when you’ve got more information on times and locations and we can go suss it out from our end, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I moved closer, and we bumped fists. 
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    We went back to the subway tracks above, alerting Bagri that it was time to move on. He seemed disappointed, but for me, his hidden presence had been a huge asset even if it hadn’t been used. They met us in the main subway tunnel and walked along with us for most of the way before peeling off once again to sneak up on the half-orcs we were about to meet. Unara went with them this time, feeling more comfortable and more useful fighting from the shadows. For if any of the four merc groups we were meeting gave us trouble, it was most likely this lot.  
 
    Effa didn’t seem to care at all. He had a spring in his step as we moved to the meeting location.  
 
      
 
    They were bristling with hostility when we entered the subway station. In contrast with the Dwarves, there was no real armor on show and what weapons they did have were of poor quality. 
 
    Effa spoke first, as I expected him to. “I know a few of you!”  
 
    There was clear surprise at his appearance. Muttering sprung up as one of the half-orcs spoke. “You’re out? When? How?” 
 
    “Got out so I could come and help sort out Portolans. Kapar here needs loyal people’s hands to keep a grip on the place.” 
 
    “W…. where’s Wolski?” Another asked. 
 
    “He’s got more important business than coming and dealing with you bunch of traitorous nutsacks.” 
 
    “He turned on us! Kicked us all out for no reason and you’re calling all of us traitors? He’s the traitor. We were tribe!” 
 
    “No,” he growled, walking forward, fists clenched and looking ready to attack all twenty of them single-handedly. “You lot betrayed us. You took advantage of being thought of as better’n true-blood orcs, didn’t ya?” 
 
    “That’s not how it was! We got ranking positions ‘cause we’re.. smarter! Better at planning. It made sense! 
 
    Effa suddenly darted forward with speed and an effortless grace that I envied. The half-orc who’d been talking barely reacted before he was lifted into the air by a wicked uppercut.  
 
    I moved forward with the other two orcs with us, guns out ready for war if this turned bad. I didn’t blame Effa. You didn’t get respect from orcs, half or otherwise, by showing weakness and Effa was every inch an alpha. 
 
    “Anyone else thinking they’re smarter than me? I got plenty of brain damage to go around.”  
 
    Most of them stayed rooted to the spot, but there were a few voices calling for violence. I reckoned it was time I said something. 
 
    “How many of you are outcasts from Portolans?” 
 
    No one answered. I shook my head. “If you want to make it out of here alive, raise your hands if you’re from Portolans.” 
 
    “You think you four could kill us?” Someone laughed. I couldn’t see who they were, but a big older-looking half-orc in the front line turned back and snapped at someone to shut it.  
 
    “We probably could,” I replied. “But we won’t need to. You don’t think I’m stupid enough to come here without enough backup to take you all out if you cause shit, do you? But if you work with us here, there’s no reason for anyone to get hurt. So, this time let’s see if you can follow simple instructions, seeing as though you’re all so clever. Raise your arms if you’ve never lived in Portolans.”  
 
    I hoped the change in tactic would work and I was rewarded with a bunch of arms going up. Around twelve in total, which left the rest apart from Effa’s bloody-nosed victim looking uncertain whether to lie or not. 
 
    Their hesitation cost them.  
 
    “Those with their hands up stand to one side. I have a different conversation to have with each group.” 
 
    “We’re a team, we stick together,” the older half-orc I’d noticed earlier said. 
 
    “Then you’ll die together,” I replied simply.  
 
    He didn’t have a gun, but he set his feet into a fighting stance. “We will, yes.”  
 
    I frowned. Then pointed in his face. “I like you, half-orc. So here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna make you a promise on my honor as an orc, that if you step aside, I won’t kill them and you can all leave here unharmed.” 
 
    “You swear?” he growled. 
 
    “I was about to reply when a tall but thin half-orc behind him shouted over his shoulder. “We should just kill ’em. I can’t see any backup.”  
 
    I ignored him and responded to the question asked. “I swear. But you better tell the long streak of piss behind you to take care of how he talks to me. I’m fair when I can be, but trust me when I say we don’t want no misunderstandings here.” 
 
    At that point, Streaky tried to get past the older half-orc. His face was red with rage. “Call me Streaky again, I fucking dare you. I’m not scared of you and I don’t care who you got skulking around here.” 
 
    The older orc shoved him back forcefully. He would have fallen if those behind didn’t catch him. 
 
    “Don’t mind my son. He’s young and has more anger than sense or ability.” 
 
    “He insulted me, da! You heard him calling me Streaky.”  
 
    “You are streaky, Dondo. And if you don’t shut your yapping, you’re going to wind up dead or be known as Streaky forever.”  
 
    I chuckled as the young orc finally backed down.  
 
    “How old is he?” I asked the father. 
 
    “Thirteen. Big for his age, but with a much bigger attitude. Thinks he can take on the world.” 
 
    Dondo started yapping again, and this time his father backhanded him. I smiled at the scene and the young orc. I could see a quick death or a bright future for him. I hoped for the latter. I needed good people. 
 
    After the little show, the non-Portolan half-orcs moved over to the right leaving the others looking terrified.  
 
    I ignored them for the time being and focused on Dondo’s dad as I spoke. “We have a big job going down and I need bodies. Fighters with heart and strength. I can’t give you details other than to say it’s gonna be a tough and bloody fight and you’ll be fighting alongside the rest of the gangs from my district. I promise you won’t be used as bait or left vulnerable intentionally. You come and help out, you’ll be looked after like you’re part of Portolans until the job’s done.” 
 
    “Sound fair?” the old orc said, meeting my eye. “I’ll need to see how you deal with our brothers first before I answer.” 
 
    I nodded at him with a bit of respect. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “It’s Don. Mother was human. Named me Donald,” he grinned. “Not much of a name to inspire fear, is it?” 
 
    “Don is better,” I grinned back, then let the humor fall from my face as I turned on the ex-Portolans orcs. “You lot. Can you tell me why we orcs might be a little pissed off at you?” 
 
    “‘Cos they’re smarter than you.” Dondo shouted from behind me. His dad laid into him then. I thought it was just going to be the leading elbow at first, but he followed it up with a sound beating. Dropping the tall skinny shit to the floor and kicking with force until Dondo stopped moving.  
 
    He turned back to me, panting. “Sorry about that Kapar. Please, continue.” 
 
    I did as he suggested and turned back, eyeing the others, waiting for an answer to my question.  
 
    “Is it because we think we’re smarter ‘n you?” one of them offered up, nervously. 
 
    “And?” Effa said. 
 
    “Cos we made the most of it when Soba pushed us to be in charge of the gang?” 
 
    “Ding, ding,” I replied. “That’s exactly right. Now, how do you go about making that up to the orcs of Portolans?” 
 
    “Can’t really,” Bloody nose replied. “But if you’ll have us, we’ll do our bit and fight when you need us. Hell, people don’t like orcs in Artem, but they don’t like half-orcs much better. We been living in the Undercity since we left and it ain’t pretty. Lots of castoffs trying to survive down ‘ere.” 
 
    “I need to hear it,” Effa growled. 
 
    “We’re sorry,” Bloody Nose replied. 
 
    “Fuck apologies. Try again,” Effa snarled. 
 
    “You’re not better than them,” Don offered. He shouldn’t have given them the answer to Effa’s question. It was one of those things they should have come to themselves, but he was looking out for them and again, I could respect that.  
 
    The questioned orcs all nodded with terrified enthusiasm as Bloody nose spoke again. “Yeah, we ain’t no better’n you. Hell! At the minute, we’re a lot worse.” 
 
    I was still watching Don as they answered. “Are you living in the Undercity too?” 
 
    “Aye, but we’re still tough and we got guns. We protect our patch well.” 
 
    “You don’t have enough guns, though, do you?” I said, gesturing at his empty hands with a nod of my head.  
 
    He shrugged and raised his fists. “Can barely see past my own nose these days. But I can still bang if I need to.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. “How did you end up down here?” 
 
    “I had a gang lord run in myself. It was a few years back, west side of the city. Not much to tell, really, but here we are.” 
 
    “And you took this lot in?” 
 
    “Aye. They’ve joined our family now. It’s rough, but then what isn’t.” 
 
    I looked at Effa, though he was still glaring at his old gang members, so I continued without his input.  
 
    “You want homes in Portolans? Make your own gang here? I can sort you rooms in an apartment block I own. All together.”  
 
    The surprise was obvious on his face, but it was quickly replaced with suspicion. 
 
    “We won’t be able to afford the rent. Not unless we get more work.” 
 
    I rubbed at my chin as I thought over the numbers. “How many of there is you? I assume you got family somewhere?” 
 
    “We do, yeah. There’s fifty of us altogether.” 
 
    “Okay. Rent for a month for a two-bed apartment is eight hundred. How many rooms you need?” 
 
    He seemed panicked by the question, but wasn’t willing to let the opportunity pass. “Maybe ten?” he replied uncertainly.  
 
    “You can always get more rooms if you need them, but let’s work on that. Ten rooms is eight grand a month. How much are you charging me to fight?” 
 
    “Twenty K.” 
 
    “Make it ten K, and you can live rent-free for a year in the apartment. That’s a big old saving.” 
 
    They were all muttering again as Don replied. “Rooms are nice, but we need to eat and maintain our gear, Kapar.” 
 
    “You’ll get wages off me. I pay each gang leader 300 a month per man.” 
 
    “We can’t live on that,” someone muttered behind him loud enough for me to make out.  
 
    “I’m not your fucking keeper,” I snapped at him, locking eyes. “You got a gang, you make money yourselves. Do merc jobs, do whatever you normally do, hell, get a fucking job in a supermarket if you want. The three hundred is a retainer. It means when I need you, you come. It means you look after my interests in Portolans when you see reason, too.” 
 
    “It’s a good deal,” Don said finally, turning to face the others. “A place to stay, regular money. We can top that up, no problem. We do a few good jobs, we could be rich in a year from now.” 
 
    They all quickly came around to the idea. Even the ex-Portolans lot. 
 
    “Good. I reckon this is a good day for us all. I’ll have your key cards and rental agreements sorted out. Send a couple of your boys to the Prestige tomorrow afternoon to pick them up and make sure I can keep in touch with you. I’ve got your Datapad contact from Asala, so keep it with you.” 
 
    “I will do.” He held out his fist and I bopped it. I told Unara and Bagri to come out of hiding with our fifty hidden goblins, then fought my grin as they appeared from all angles of the subway station. Dropping from the ceiling, popping up from the floor, all with guns at the ready.  
 
    “Goblins?” Don said with a look of mild horror as he realized just how well-covered they’d been.  
 
    “I use the right tool for the right job.” 
 
    He smiled tiredly, hoisted his slowly recovering son up from the ground with a strong hand, and we parted ways. 
 
    

  

 
   
    67th Partition 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We headed back to the Undercity unit for the night to prepare for the meet with the ex-military mercs, taking a slight detour to the Prestige so Unara could pick up a package. 
 
    I didn’t ask what was in the package. I didn’t care. I knew that it was for Clara to do more work on her. I suspected that the remainder of the evening and tomorrow morning before we headed out would involve making Clara do more of the minor surgeries.  
 
    When we arrived, she ran off immediately to the Medical room where Clara and Tenev were. I headed to the security room, where I found Edgar speaking to his kids and Leo as they worked on computer screens. His kids couldn’t have been more than eight, but they, like Leo, sat listening to him with rapt attention. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked.  
 
    Edgar suddenly clamped up and his children looked terrified.  
 
    Leo turned and grinned at me. “Hey, Oshbob. You’re back. And yeah, everything is cool. Edgar here was a teacher in his past life. He’s teaching his kids now, but, let’s just say, the education he has to give is waaay different to the education I got in school. I’m good with computers, but he’s teaching me things about coding and programming that I couldn’t learn myself in a million years.” 
 
    I turned to Edgar with a touch of excitement. “You can hack?”  
 
    He risked a smile and shook his head. “No, but I have extensive programming experience from my rigorous education. They are quite different skills, but the basic knowledge platform is essential for both tasks.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” I replied, looking back at Leo. “But it’ll help you?” 
 
    “Massively,” he said with a wide grin. “You should learn, too.” 
 
    “Probably should,” I agreed. “But now’s not a good time.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help with that when you’re ready,” Edgar offered.  
 
    “I appreciate it. Thanks.” I considered hanging about and trying to take some of it in, but my Keystone beeped.  
 
    I was surprised to see it was Raven. I took the call, heading back to my own room.  
 
    “Hey Raven.” 
 
    “Oshbob. How are things?” 
 
    “Fine thanks. And you?” 
 
    “I was just wondering if there was a problem. I noticed all the security cameras were knocked out in the Prestige.” 
 
    “Are they?” I asked, feigning surprise. “There’s remodeling work starting after all the carnage the place has seen. Frank is desperate to get the place open again.” 
 
    “Have they started? I didn’t see anyone there.” 
 
    “I haven’t been there all day. I couldn’t tell you, but they’re supposed to be starting there this week. Why are you so interested, Raven? Why do you need to see inside the club, anyway?” 
 
    “I help you with your security. That’s what I do, isn’t it?” she said with a hint of irritation in her voice.  
 
    “Sure. But you don’t need to be watching our cameras. I’ve got people for that. Raven. This is a pretty weird conversation.” 
 
    “You cut the connection to the unit as well. Why did you do that? I feel like you’re trying to hide something from me. I thought we were building a solid foundation of trust.” 
 
    “We already discussed this with the location tracking, Raven. I can’t have outsiders seeing everything I do. I would have thought that much was obvious.” 
 
    “So you have cut me out intentionally?” 
 
    I’d walked into that one. I took a deep breath. “Not you specifically. I just need to clean up my security systems and make sure they’re secure.” 
 
    “Which I already did,” she replied. “So the only person you could be trying to get out is me.” 
 
    “If you did clean them, you did a shitty job because ACE had a link in there too.” 
 
    She laughed. It was a cold, humorless sound that I didn’t like at all. “I let them in, you fool. It was part of the deal with them to set you free. They have limited access that I control. You see how I protect you? Yet you go behind my back. Who have you got working on your security? Another hacker?” 
 
    “I had outside help for that, but yes, I’ll use other hackers, Raven, just like I’ll use different gangs and different suppliers. That’s normal.” 
 
    “You realize I’m the best you’ll find, though, don’t you? That I can run rings around any hacker you find.” 
 
    “Why would you? We’re supposed to be business partners.” 
 
    “Oh, we are. And I’m going to show you why you only need one hacker. Me.” 
 
    “You’re coming off as a little threatening, Raven. Is that intentional?” 
 
    There was silence for a surprisingly long time before she answered. “Not at all, Oshbob. I’m only interested in helping and for the furthering of our mutual success.” 
 
    “So you’re gonna leave my stuff alone unless I ask?” 
 
    “Of course! I wouldn’t want you to feel uncomfortable now, would I? Now I really must go. I have so much to do.” 
 
    She ended the call, and I sat there, utterly bewildered by what had just happened. I felt like she’d just declared war on me.  
 
    I stormed into the medical room to have a word with Unara, only to find that she was under anesthetic. Clara leaning over her face and Tenev watching. At least they were until I’d barged in.  
 
    “Everything okay, Oshbob?” Tenev asked while Clara just scowled.  
 
    “Fine. Will you tell Unara I need to speak with her when she’s done?” 
 
      
 
    Unara, in her wisdom, had decided not to wake me as I’d fallen asleep. I showed her no such mercy when I woke up in the morning. Though she came awake as easily as she always did. 
 
    “I spoke to Raven last night.” 
 
    She smiled lazily and waved off my concerned looming. “I know. She messaged me to tell me what had happened. I called her back.” 
 
    “You called her back but didn’t get me like I’d asked?” 
 
    “You were asleep, and she told me everything that you both said. She said she was worried you might have thought she was being off with you, but she meant no harm by it. She’s our friend.” 
 
    “She’s not our fucking friend, Unara. I tried to trust her for you. I really did, but I don’t. I’m getting someone in to fix our security. And if she doesn’t cause a stink, I’ll continue to work with her, but any more suspicious behavior like hacking back in and watching us, then I’m done with her.” 
 
    Unara frowned, and it was only then I really took in the changes to her face. I’d been so focused on my anger until then. 
 
    “Well, she promised me she wouldn’t interfere with our personal security anymore unless we asked.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” I replied grudgingly. “You look really different, by the way. You’re starting to look like Raven. Apart from your eyes and ears and the fact that you’re green.” 
 
    She grinned at that. “Perfect. I will work on the green and the ears in the coming days. I’ll give Clara a break for now. What time are we going to meet the mercs again?” 
 
    “Noon. Effa and Wolski are bringing six of their toughest here, and I’ve got Bagri pulling together another fifty to boost our numbers.” 
 
    “You think these guys will be more trouble than the dwarves or the half-orcs?” 
 
    “I think it’s just my concerns about them being ex-military. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, but you tell me. You must have spent close to the same amount of time around human soldiers. How did you find them?” 
 
    “I hated every single one,” she said with a distant look on her face. 
 
    “Exactly. Some were okay, but most were assholes.” 
 
    “Yet we like Harold and he recommended them, so there’s that.” 
 
    “There is. I’m just being overly cautious. But better to annoy some goblins by making them hide for an hour than wind up dead.” 
 
      
 
    When we finally headed out into the tunnels, heading toward the underside of Yem Co. the apprehension over the meeting hadn’t left me. Unara went with the goblins and I walked along with Effa and Wolski and the other six orcs. We were all armored and armed as I gave way to my paranoia.  
 
    The leader was a lean but well-muscled human with a grey and black beard cut short. He had a full left arm mod, and a full module optic over his right eye. I didn’t read the descriptions, but they were both Tier Three.  
 
    “So, you really are a full orc. Harold told us you were smart for one of your kind. If that’s the case, then do as you’re told. You all need to put your weapons on the floor and put your hands above your head while we search you.” 
 
    I groaned as the trouble began. “That’s not gonna happen.” 
 
    “If you want to work with us, it’s necessary. Once we know you’re all clean, we’ll move to a secure location and we can discuss business.” 
 
    “I have a secure location not too far away,” I replied. “How about you all drop your weapons? We’ll search you, then we’ll go to my place. Seeing as I’m the employer in this situation.” 
 
    “Nice try, orc. Do it, or we go.” 
 
    I didn’t need this shit. I waved him away with my hand. “Go then. I think I’m done here.” I turned quickly and set off, walking away with the others. 
 
    “You don’t get to walk away from us, orc. You know who we are? You drag us out here to meet, you pay whether we do the work or not.” 
 
    I ignored him and kept on walking.  
 
    “One more step and we’ll toast the fucking lot of you. Get back here now, you ignorant green prick.” 
 
    I stopped and slowly turned back. “You’re pulling your guns on people peacefully walking away? That’s how you want this to be?” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t doing what you’re supposed to be doing, are you? Which is just typical for your lot. Violence is the only thing you fuckers listen to.” 
 
    “Out of respect for Harold, let’s just walk away from this. I don’t want to kill his friends if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t mind killing an upstart orc. Now drop your fucking weapons, all of you. Last chance.” 
 
    “Bagri, Unara, get in position.” 
 
    “Sir, we’re surrounded,” one of the mercs shouted a moment after I gave the order.  
 
    “How? I thought you cleared the area, Hanek?” 
 
    “They must have sneaked along the vents and side tunnels. I’m reading loads of them. A hundred at least.” 
 
    “Cos Harold sent you, I’m giving you a chance to get the hell out of my tunnels while you’ve still got the legs to carry you.”  
 
    His eyes flickered around now, taking in all the armed goblins surrounding them. I noticed Unara still hadn’t appeared.  
 
    “Goblins? You gotta be shitting me,” Hanek said with a sneer. “The things we’ve seen and you think you’re gonna scare us with a few gutter runts?” 
 
    Unara dropped from the ceiling onto his back and slit his throat. She really didn’t like the name runt.  
 
    All hell broke loose. She was shot at and hit, but luckily she’d already been jumping from his back and the shot only took her in the leg. She screamed in pain and fell to the floor. 
 
    But I had no time to help her as the leader recovered from the surprise. I punched him in the head, my fist splitting the synthetic skin. I barely left a dent in his metal skull, but his neck bent to one side unnaturally. He roared a robotic roar and fired his gun, smashing me in the chest. As I was pushed back, Effa leapt past me, managing to get him in a headlock. He twisted the already damaged neck viciously, then dropped the dead mercenary. 
 
    The remaining mercs were tough bastards. Horribly so. We outnumbered them almost twenty to one, and they still managed to kill six goblins and Grol, one of our orcs. Even with a small Medi-Kit, he died in Wolski’s arms. 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m truly sorry Wolski.” 
 
    “Don’t be. He was a good orc, and he fought well. I’m just glad you came with the numbers you did or we’d all be dead. These guys were stupid tough.” 
 
    “They were. Come on. Let’s get these bodies back to the unit and get whoever needs extra healing seen to.  
 
      
 
    I waited until we got back to the unit before I contacted Harold. I’d gone through a range of emotions at the fuck up from worry that I’d killed the veterans he sent my way, to anger that he’d set me up, to removing all emotion from it.  
 
    “Ah! My favorite ever orc. How did it go with the guys? Think they’ll be a good addition?” 
 
    I’d built it up so much in my head. His reply caught me off guard. “They attacked us. It was a horrible fight. We lost six goblins and one of our orcs.” 
 
    “Attacked you?” he said disbelievingly. A deep frown etched on his face. “No, no, that doesn’t sound right. What did you say to them?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a chance. They told us to drop all our weapons and submit to a search before they’d take us to a secure location. I refused and tried to leave. They didn’t let us. Now I’ve lost seven good people.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Kapar. I don’t understand why they’d do that. How did you get away?” 
 
    “We killed them all.” 
 
    “Ah. That’s… shit. I… I need to work through this, Oshbob. I believe you but, can I call you back? I’ll find out from their last employer if everything was okay with them.” 
 
    “You do that. I’ll catch up with you soon.” 
 
    “Er, Will you still meet up with the infiltrator group?”  
 
    “I will if you still vouch for them. I’ll be going mob-handed, but if they come at this straight, they’ll be in no danger.” 
 
    “I’ll double check with them before you meet them.” 
 
    “Good idea. Especially with Asala in the building.” 
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    I was having regrets over agreeing to meet the infiltrator mercs in the office tower after the merc situation. I had Wolski take orcs up to the hovercar and make sure Asala was well protected, and I sent Unara and the goblins in through the sewer entrance. Only taking a couple of orcs and a couple of Thorns’ people from the Oka gang with me at Harold’s suggestion. 
 
    We arrived at the main entrance and found the group of mercenaries waiting in the bright reception area, sitting on the orange sofas that contrasted horribly with the glossy, white-tiled floor.  
 
    They were nothing like the other mercs we met so far. All dressed in tight-fitting black clothing, which I thought made them stand out more than anything else. Especially in this room.  
 
    That said, they were all armed, and did look competent enough.  
 
    “Thanks for coming. You got the job and agreed on the price, yeah?” 
 
    “We did,” a blond-haired woman replied. She was tall and sour-faced and looked me up and down with a disapproving stare. “You’re certainly one of the biggest orcs I’ve ever met. I am Sophia and this is the Angel team. They’re my team and they take orders from me. Not from you. I will take orders from you within the remit of our deal, of course.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m paying for a team. I’m happy to go through you when I can, but if I need to deal with a specific member, then I will and they’ll listen and, providing it isn’t unreasonable, they’ll do it. Or the deals off.” 
 
    Impressively, she was able to look even more sour. I expected trouble but was mildly surprised when she snapped. “Within reason.”  
 
    Her team kind of reminded me of Raven’s team, just maybe not quite so smooth and with a little more violence to them. A couple of the group did look quite menacing. 
 
    “So I’ll need you to help with a fight coming my way. But I also need a little help with something. Which one of you is the hacker?” 
 
    “Why,” Sophia snapped. “We didn’t agree to extras.” 
 
    I winced at her tone but stayed patient. “Why is it everyone likes to be so difficult with me? Is it because I’m an orc? Or do you talk to every prospective employer like this, because I’ll be honest, I’m starting to get sick of the constant disrespect and you’re coming to me at the end of a long day.” 
 
    I sensed my people shifting behind me, and the tension grew quickly. I kept my eyes on Sophia, who tried to hold my gaze. I could feel her will melting, but she was saved when a quiet voice spoke up. “I’m the hacker. What’s the problem?” 
 
    The voice, perhaps unsurprisingly, came from the smallest, thinnest human in the room. She had narrow eyes, much like most of the Oka clan. There were a couple with the same eye shape and I wondered if that was why Harold had suggested I brought the Oka gang members with me.  
 
    “Melia!” Sophia said, scowling at her, but the hacker seemed unperturbed and scowled back just as deeply.  
 
    “I have a little security work at my club for you to do. I’m happy to pay you for your time and your whole gang can come along if they want. Hell, I’ll even get you a few rounds in while you wait.” 
 
    It seemed every member of the horribly named Angels perked up at that. I could guess who was responsible for the name too, as she was now fully focused on me again. “You expect us to go somewhere else?” 
 
    “I do. The Prestige is…” 
 
    “We know it,” she snapped. I wanted to snap her neck. Again Melia the hacker intervened, though I didn’t think it was to save her boss. “I’ll be happy to help. My rate is 100 cred an hour for basic work and 200 an hour for advanced.”  
 
    “This is probably advanced. I don’t want to say too much out loud.” 
 
    She nodded, then pulled out a small black box with a switch on it and toggled it. Suddenly my Keystone link to Unara, Wolski and Bagri below dropped dead. In fact, my Keystone was completely dead.  
 
    “What did you do?” I growled.  
 
    “Signal suppressor. Now no one can hear you even if your Keystone is hacked. Or indeed, any of ours. You’ll be pleased to know that no sound will travel outside of the electromagnetic field, but your Keystone will become fully operational again once I drop the barrier. The main weakness will come if anyone is spying on us and they can lipread which most decent hackers or hacker teams will have someone who can. Then they can work out what we say, so I suggest you make efforts to inconspicuously cover your mouth.” 
 
    I rubbed my head at her words, but it was mainly to cover my mouth. “I have a hacker called Raven that I’ve been using since I took over Portolans. So far she’s been legit, but she keeps a tighter eye on us than usual. I need to find out how deep her fingers go, then chop them off. I’m not trying to piss her off, but I need to remove her from my business.” 
 
    “I can help. I know of Raven and she is incredibly well respected but there are things we can do that should protect one building. It is advanced work, you are right. I will require the two hundred creds an hour and I expect it will take me in the region of four hours if I remember the basic layout of the prestige.” 
 
    “You worked there before?” 
 
    “I’ve drank there before. We all have. I make a habit of scoping out everywhere I enter as best as I can. You never know when you’ll need the information.” 
 
    “I like your style, Melia,” I agreed before being distracted by a commotion as all the goblins, Unara and the orcs came rushing into the room. 
 
    “Wha!” Sophia squawked. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    I raised my hands and shouted. “Sorry! It’s all okay. Everyone settle down. We’re all friends here.” 
 
    Sophia turned on me. “What is the meaning of this?”  
 
    “You were in contact and they got spooked when the line went dead,” the hacker said. 
 
    “Got it in one,” I replied. Then to Sophia. “I like to be prepared in case things don’t go how I like them, too. Luckily, this time, it did. Now Shall we go?” 
 
    She nodded reluctantly, but Melia spoke again. “Lead the way. I’m interested in seeing what’s been done.” 
 
    “We will travel there by a different route,” Sophia said quickly. “Part of this job is that no one knows we are working for Kapar. Therefore, traveling across Portolans seems counterproductive.” 
 
    “It’s a fair point. I’ll meet you all there. There are garages around the back if you need to park out of sight. The eighth one is empty and the access code is 8888.” 
 
    Melia scowled at me. “You people don’t even make it difficult, do you?” 
 
    “I didn’t make the code,” I replied defensively. 
 
    She smirked. “You didn’t change it either, did you?” 
 
    I held my hands up and laughed. “You got me there. Another job on the list.” 
 
    With that, I headed out to the cars, beckoning for Unara to ride with me. She came over but shook her head. “I’ll run back with the goblins. It’s good training and I want to go back to the unit, not the Prestige.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Well, once this is done I’ll head back down and meet you there.” 
 
    She smiled, then ran off back to where Bagri waited at the tower entrance. She obviously wasn’t happy with me employing the hacker, but I was trying to protect us both. I just hoped she realized that at some point, even if my fears were completely unfounded. I hopped into the car with Wolski and Effa and we took off. 
 
    As if he sensed I was no longer busy, I got a call from Tenev. His face popped up, looking panicked. 
 
    “Oshbob! Those mercs, they had corrupted nanites. Wherever they’d been or whatever they’d been doing, they were all turning to specters or whatever they turn to.” 
 
    “Shit. That explains their behavior, I suppose. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll let Harold know as well. I think it’ll be a relief, possibly.” 
 
    “I think it will. Yes. They have some fascinating mods too. I’m interested in getting them off.” 
 
    I smiled at the excitable Carver before ending the conversation and jumping straight to call Harold. He looked about the most depressed I’d ever seen him.  
 
    “I can’t find anything yet,” he said sullenly. “They’ve not been in direct employment for months. Seems they been out collecting nanites so not much contact with anyone.”  
 
    “That’s why,” I said, trying not to sound happy about it. “Tenev just called me. They were infected with corrupted nanites. They were turning into specters.”  
 
    He slammed his fits down on his counter. “Damn it. I told them before to knock off hunting specters. But there’s too much money in the big ones. Idiots. I’ll reach out to a few of my contacts still in the military, let them know what happened.” 
 
    “Well, if you do, don’t mention my name. I’m happy to have the bodies moved.” 
 
    He laughed weakly. “Don’t worry lad, your secrets are safe with me. 
 
    “Sorry Harold. I thought you’d want to know.” 
 
    “I do and thanks, Kapar. I appreciate it.” 
 
    I relaxed and looked down on the city, trying to trace the borders of Portolans and pick out the properties I owned. That Soba once owned. 
 
    That was the funny thing about Soba. He had so many properties to live in, yet he worried too much. That’s why he practically lived in a basement he thought was impenetrable. From what I gathered, he owned a house, but he hardly ever stayed there. It was on my list of properties I still had to visit. I wasn’t sure why, but it was the one that repelled me the most. 
 
    It was probably very safe, for if there’s one thing you could say about Soba, he valued his safety. On the rare occasion he did travel, he used the very hover car I was flying in.  
 
    I knew it was a quality vehicle, but what I did not expect was for it to be able to withstand a direct hit from a rocket hurtling up from the city below. I only just caught a glimpse of it before it struck the bottom of the car.  
 
    My stomach seemed to keep moving on its original trajectory while the car, and everyone in it, was blasted off course into a horrifying barre -roll, spinning wildly out of control.  
 
    The interior was filled with heat and smoke and a large dent had swollen the center of the floor, but as the car stopped spinning, somehow we were still alive.  
 
    That seemed a temporary state as we were also plummeting toward the ground. 
 
    A tooth-rattling thump had me accepting the end had come, as I was certain we’d hit something. Yet we continued our descent at a much slower pace. 
 
    My Keystone started going off. It was Asala. I answered it on instinct.  
 
    “Oh, thank the lords you are alive.” 
 
    “We are, but we’re still falling. The car’s full of smoke.” I heard Effa and Wolski’s panicked coughing and talking in the front. One of them asked if I was okay. I answered quickly before refocusing on Asala.  
 
    “Your car has a parachute. Once you began falling, it opened up. I saw the whole thing from the tower. You look like you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Damn, that solves the mystery.” I quickly informed my fellow falling orcs about the parachute. While Asala spoke again.  
 
    “I will let you navigate your dangers and pray for your safe landing.” 
 
    She ended the call just as we bumped again. This time with a lot more force. We’d landed. However, the systems in the car had all failed and I couldn’t get out. I punched the bulletproof plazi-glass, and it ignored my futile attempt.  
 
    I rued my idiocy. If a rocket or a bullet couldn’t get through, then I couldn’t damn well punch through. My mind clearly still wasn’t working properly, but all I knew was that I wanted to be out of the car as quickly as possible. Whoever had fired that could be coming for us now. 
 
    The sound of motorbikes surrounding the car had me worried, and I fumbled to call Unara until I heard Sophia’s voice barking orders. “Open it up quickly and I can hear coughing. Someone’s still alive in there.” 
 
    I never thought I’d be so happy to hear her voice. “We are!” I shouted, followed by another round of hacking.  
 
     I don’t know how they did it, but all four car doors suddenly popped out. I’d never moved so fast in my life, diving out, coughing and spluttering even more than the fresh air hit my lungs.  
 
    I pulled my gun straight out at the sound of Sophia’s panicked voice. “Woah, Woah. We got you out!” 
 
    “Check the street. Anyone?” I gasped as I got to my feet.  
 
    “All clear,” she replied. “What the hell happened that someone would fire an RPG at you?” 
 
    “Did you see who fired it?” I asked, ignoring her question. 
 
    “I took a shot,” Meili said. “I can upload and zoom in later once we’re off the street.” 
 
    “We got pick up,” Wolski said. “Not far away.” 
 
    I nodded gratefully and true to his word, four cars came screeching around the corner. I dove into the first one, happy to be off the street, but still nervous about another attack. I was half relieved when Hersch called. 
 
    “You wanna explain what that was, Kapar?” 
 
    “We were attacked with an RPG, apparently. You’re a detective. You got any idea who it was?” 
 
    “I’ll look into it. Call me if you find anything out.” 
 
    Her words rustled something else loose in my mind. I needed to check on Unara. 
 
    She answered after a few minutes, much to my relief. 
 
    “Ah thank the towers you’re fine,” I sighed. “The hover car’s just been hit by a god-be-damned fucking rocket.” 
 
    “You what?” she replied in horror. “Where are you now?” 
 
    “We’re okay. Heading back to the Prestige now. I just wanted to make sure no one had attacked you.”  
 
    “No. I’m good. I’ll make my way to you now.” 
 
    “You’ll probably be safer in the unit. I’ll do what I need to do here and I’ll meet you later, as planned.” 
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “Of course. I’d say I’d send a car for you, but you’re probably safer in the Undercity with Bagri and the others.” 
 
    “I will be. Don’t worry about me.” 
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    Waiting again. The sewers under our offices actually weren’t too bad as far as sewers went. I mean, there was still the occasional rat scurrying by. There was a time I would have been excited by that. I would have given chase. Now I just watched going about its business, safe from my dinner fire.  
 
    I didn’t expect the infiltrator mercs to pose much of a threat above, and I felt more comfortable in the darkness, waiting to pounce. That was where I did my best work from. Where Oshbob was the safest.  
 
    Then the link to his Keystone went dead. Panic clutched my heart with its icy grip. “Go!” I screamed at Bagri and the others, then raced through the grate that entered a cleaner’s cupboard.  
 
    I might not like goblins and the reminder of what I really was. But I had to give it to them. There was none as fast or as agile at getting through a hole and we poured into the cupboard and out into the main reception in less than a minute.  
 
    I screeched to a halt. Oshbob was fine. Everyone was fine. He shouted to calm everyone down. “Sorry! It’s all okay. Everyone settle down. We’re all friends here.” 
 
    A tall, beautiful blond woman shouted at him. “What is the meaning of this?”  
 
    It was a much smaller, equally beautiful woman who answered, speaking to Oshbob. “You were in contact and they got spooked when the line went dead?” 
 
    “Got it in one,” he replied. Then turned to the blonde woman. “I like to be prepared in case things don’t go how I like them, too. Luckily, this time, it did. Now shall we go?” 
 
    I missed much of what was said next as Raven contacted me. “Is everything alright, Unara? I tried to contact Oshbob and I couldn’t get through.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. He was talking to some people. I think they were able to block his signal somehow.” 
 
    “Oh. Interesting. I have a couple of gadgets like that. Who was he speaking with?”  
 
    I almost told her, but clamped my mental voice shut at the last minute. “Just some people for working in the office block.” 
 
    “Ah lovely. So, not his new hackers then? It’s alright if he wishes to use other people. It really doesn’t bother me, you know. I have more work than I know what to do with!” 
 
    “You’re brilliant. I bet there’s not a person in the city who wouldn’t employ you if they needed a hacker.” 
 
    “You’re too kind. I was actually going to ask Oshbob for a favor. You’re the expert in matters such as these. There is a person who has something incredibly valuable. I desperately need them taken out and the item retrieved.” 
 
    “Then you’re speaking to the right partner. Who is it?” 
 
    “Let’s just say they’re deadly, but they do have a serious weakness I intend to exploit. If you’re not too busy, come to my apartment and we’ll go through the details.” 
 
    “I think… yeah, I think I can spare some time. I wanna show you my new face, anyway. I think I’m almost beautiful now!” 
 
    “Perfect. I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    We ended the call just in time to see Oshbob leaving the main entrance. He made it to the hover car before he turned around and beckoned me over. At least he hadn’t forgotten about me, which was something. 
 
    I jogged over and smiled. “I’ll run back with the goblins. It’s good training and I want to go back to the unit, not the Prestige.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Well, once this is done I’ll head back down and meet you there.” 
 
    I offered another smile, then ran off to where Bagri waited at the tower entrance. “What we do now?” Bagri asked.  
 
    “Go back to the unit. I’m going to speak with Asala. I’ll see you there later.” 
 
    He nodded, happy with the orders, then ran off with the rest of his party. I waited a few minutes, then entered the sewer system myself.  
 
    I set off at a sprint, reveling at the speed I could move at with the new spine. Of course, that was nothing to when I activated the amplifier. It did tire me out, though, so I kept it in reserve until I needed it.  
 
    A group of lecherous down on their luck Turan thugs? A herd of hungry specters? No problem. I could activate the boost and be away from them in seconds. Unless, of course, I decided to kill them all. Today I wanted to be at my target quickly. Get the information I needed. Show off Clara’s magnificent work, then I’d be off again and hopefully get back to the unit not long after the goblins with no one any the wiser.  
 
    When I got a call from Oshbob, I thought I’d been found out. It wasn’t my fault he had such a hang up about Raven. He’d see in time. I decided to answer. 
 
    “Ah thank the towers you’re fine,” I sighed. “The hover car’s just been hit by a gods-be-damned fucking rocket.” 
 
    Horror hit me. “You what? Where are you now?” 
 
    “We’re okay. Heading back to the Prestige now. I just wanted to make sure no one had attacked you.”  
 
    “No. I’m good. I’ll make my way to you now.” 
 
    “You’ll probably be safer in the unit. I’ll do what I need to do here and I’ll meet you later, as planned.” 
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “Of course. I’d say I’d send a car for you, but you’re probably safer in the Undercity with Bagri and the others.” 
 
    “I will be. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    I ended the call and was hit with a horrible wave of guilt. I almost turned back then. But that was stupid. If Oshbob thought something needed doing, he’d go and do it. I had to make my own decisions if we were going to continue to be equal in this.  
 
    Decision made, I set off deeper into Turan. I did use the amplifier mod a lot more, though it made no difference. The guilt was just always faster. 
 
    Hawk and Falcon were waiting for me as I entered the basement of their apartment block. 
 
    “Hey guys. Sorry if I kept you waiting.” 
 
    Hawk laughed. “You’re alright, we just got here. Come on then. Raven’s waiting for you.” 
 
    We headed to the lift together. Neither man spoke to me on the way up, which annoyed me. I’d have thought they’d mention my improved face. 
 
    We entered the same room as I’d once been held prisoner in. I’d been here a few times since and it made me smile to think how we’d started this friendship. It looked as though they were planning to move again though. 
 
    I saw Raven above the stacked boxes in the center of the room. “Are you shifting location?” I asked.  
 
    “Ah, Unara! I’m so happy to see you! And yes. We are definitely moving. I fear the times, they are a changing in Turan and I’d rather watch from somewhere safer.” 
 
    “You mean with Newton and Portolans?” 
 
    “I do yes. Altogether too dangerous for us, and we’re going to be coming into a lot of money soon and I intend to go ply my trade a little closer to the center.” 
 
    “You’re still going to help me and Oshbob, though, aren’t you?” 
 
    She laughed lightly as she messed with her laptop. “You and Oshbob will never be far from my mind, I assure you.”  
 
    She seemed to be concentrating on something, typed a few more buttons and then smacked a key with an unusually heavy finger stab. “There! Got you!” 
 
    “Got who?” I asked, trying to see what she was doing.  
 
    “The Target. The reason I asked you here.” 
 
    “Who is it then?” 
 
    She laughed again, then pressed another key with a sad smile on her face. “You. You stupid girl.” 
 
    I felt as though someone had thrown a lead coat on me as the Amplifier mod kicked in and stripped all of my physical stats. 
 
    I looked at her in horror. “Why…” 
 
    Her perfect brow furrowed in confusion at my question. “The same reason I do anything Unara? For money and for power. That amplifier mod in your head belongs to the Living Earth. And now it’s active? You wouldn’t believe how desperately they want it back.” 
 
    Falcon and Hawk grabbed my hands and try as I might, I couldn’t break free of their grip. I couldn’t do much of anything, so I screamed. A wild, guttural scream that came straight from my injured soul. I had been such a fool. 
 
    The two men slammed me into a chair and while Falcon tied my hands. Hawk slapped me across the face. “Quiet.” 
 
    I screamed louder. He hit me again and again, I screamed. All of my rage and impotent defiance. Raven must have sensed I’d never stop, and pulled Hawk back. I screamed a little longer, then sagged, defeated. It took me a moment to raise my head again and meet her eyes. “How long?” 
 
    “I suspected it was valuable as soon as I saw it. On that first day we met and I fixed your vocal mod. I had a lot of homework to do on it first, and of course it was broken until Tenev somehow magically brought it back to life with your new spine. 
 
    “I contacted Living Earth as soon as I got it working again. They didn’t believe me at first, so I had you steal that Datacube for me. When you were scanned by their security system, I had Living Earth check the records and, lo and behold, you carry their golden egg!” 
 
    “I thought we were friends. I thought…” 
 
    “I am genuinely sorry, Unara. I said from the beginning this was business. Oshbob believed me.” 
 
    “You TOLD me you were my friend!” I said writhing at my bonds again, but I was so weak it was pointless. 
 
    “If not for that in your head, we could have been. I actually like you. But money talks and the Living Earth are on their way to extract the mod now.” 
 
    “You think Oshbob isn’t going to know it was you? He never trusted…” I choked on the words. “…He’ll come. Even if you kill me, he’ll come for you.” 
 
    She laughed again. “Oh dear, Unara. Your beloved Oshbob isn’t going to survive the night.” 
 
    “If you think you can take him out, you don’t know him half as well as you think you do. The rocket already failed.” 
 
    She shook her head, walking around the back of me. “That was just the tip of the tower for what I’ve set up for him.” 
 
    She jacked something in the back of my neck as she spoke. I twisted and squirmed and thought I could break the chair with the strength of my spine. But it too had been weakened enough to make it impossible. She connected the other side of the cable to the terminal on her desk, then sat back down. “I expect you’ll hear from him sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “So sad that there’s a fault on your Keystone and you can only send messages…” She looked at another screen and smiled. Oh look. He’s contacting Burrell right now. This is where the fun really starts.” 
 
    I started screaming again. I kept it up until a rifle butt thumped me in the temple and darkness swept over me. 
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    In the club, Sophie’s Angels sat down uncomfortably while Wolski got them all drinks. I guided Meili straight through to the back of the club where I sat and watched her with interest. 
 
    She pulled a cord from her wrist and jacked directly into the terminal, before closing her eyes doing god knows what. She sat perfectly still for almost an hour before she opened her eyes and held a finger up to her mouth. Then activated her Signal Suppressor. 
 
    “Raven has access to everything. She’s so deep in all of your systems it would be impossible to get her out.” 
 
    “So what do I do?” 
 
    “Probably what you suspect. Rip it all out and start again. There’s hardware throughout the fabric of the building that must have been installed by Soba, but hacked by Raven. You might just want to move out of here. She’s likely watching us now.” 
 
    I growled and slammed my fist on the desk. “I fucking knew it.” 
 
    “Yeah, this kind of intrusion isn’t the friendly well-wishing kind, Kapar.” 
 
    “Can you burn her out at all?” 
 
    “I can, but it won’t take her out of anywhere else she’s infiltrated.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Meili, just do it.” 
 
    She nodded and closed her eyes as she focused on her work again. I paced the room, thoughts cartwheeling through my head. What had Raven been up to? Did she have anything to do with the rocket? Probably not. It didn’t seem like her style. The kind of weapon used had me thinking, was it the Dwarven mercenaries? Or even friends of the merc crew we’d taken out. It also could have been one of the other gang lords. 
 
    I had to work to suppress my racing mind running around in pointless circles. It was a relief when Meili came back. 
 
    She unplugged and smiled tiredly. “Woo, that was epic. I’ve cut her out. She’s skilled, so she’ll be able to worm her way back in again, but for now, she’s gone. And it only took me two hours altogether, so that saves you some money.” She pouted. “I shouldn’t be so fast.” 
 
    “You can still have the four hours, Meli. Hell, just make it a thousand. You deserve it if she’s gone. But can you do me one more job?” 
 
    She clicked her fingers and pointed at me. “Image. Rocket guy.” 
 
    I nodded as she rustled in her bag and brought out a fancy-looking Datapad, which she immediately jacked into. 
 
    I watched her, impressed. It was hard to trust anyone, but at this rate, I’d consider getting her to help Leo along a little. 
 
    Within seconds, she had the image she’d captured with her optics up on the screen. 
 
    It showed a man packing up a handheld rocket launcher. “How did you even get that?” 
 
    “When we saw you go down, I went straight to where I thought the attack came from. I have pretty neat optics and I could replay the angle of the rocket’s attack, if you’re wondering how. So even though I wasn’t watching it directly, my peripheral vision recorded it.” 
 
    “That’s impressive. These optics suddenly seem poor in comparison.” 
 
    As we talked, she continued to zoom in and increase the clarity of the picture as she did so. 
 
    Soon she had a close-up of the man and, more importantly, the dagger tattoo on his arm. 
 
    “Well shit,” I grumbled. “That seems heavy-handed for sending a few men to Turan.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The tattoo belongs to the most powerful gang in Newton and Grant’s original gang. The Daggers.” 
 
    Meili snorted. “The Daggers? Really. What is wrong with these gangs and their shitty names?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s stupid, but it also means they’re kicking this thing off with me. I expected them to push on Turan first.” 
 
    “Maybe they have. It might be a two-pronged attack to keep you separate.” 
 
    I doubted it, but it would cost nothing to contact Burrell and find out.  
 
    “Hey! Oshbob! How’s it going?” 
 
    “Burrell. Have you had any trouble from…” my mind screeched to a halt. “Where did you hear that name?” 
 
    He laughed. “You sly dog. You told me you didn’t lie.” 
 
    “I said no such thing. Now tell me where you heard the name from?” 
 
    “Would you believe it if I told you our mutual enemy sent me a message a few hours ago telling me who you really are? He actually hates you substantially more than me. Still has a price on your head, by all accounts.” 
 
    I growled at the news. Raven must have told him. It was the only way he could know. “What did he want from you? To join with him and come for me?” 
 
    “He wanted free passage through Turan, in return for a promise that he’d leave Turan alone afterward.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest, but then I don’t believe you have my best interests at heart after our little accident the other night. Word on the grapevine is you want to take me out and push on Turan yourself.” 
 
    “Not true,” I lied. “I just want to be left alone to look after my own business. I didn’t come to you remember?” 
 
    “Well, consider this a favor returned. Newton are coming and once you destroy half of each other’s forces, neither of you will be in a position to do anything to me. Hell, I might even mop up both your districts if this works out as bad as I think it’s going to.” 
 
    Then the bastard cut the call. That was fine. He’d made his decision and he’d made my decision even easier. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Meili asked. “No, but it will be. Raven’s obviously pissed I’m burning her out, and she’s coming for me. Can you get me eyes on Newton? And the main streets between us and them running through Turan?” 
 
    “I can do that. We have some decent stealth drones.” 
 
    “You do that for me, then. I’m going to sound the alarm.” 
 
    She offered me a double thumbs up, then ran out of the office to her team. I followed her out, shouting at Wolski and Effa. “It was Newton who fired the rocket. They’re preparing to come here tonight and they’ve done a deal for free passage through Turan. That fucking coward Burrell agreed, so we need you to get everyone mobilized. Wolski, can you call the gangs? Effa, you do the orcs.” 
 
    They looked shell-shocked by the news, then both gave an almighty roar that terrified Sophie and her people. 
 
    With everyone having a job to do, I contacted the Dwarven mercenaries and the half-orcs both to meet at the Prestige as soon as they could. Then I contacted Bagri. 
 
    “Heya, chief. What we do now? Hope it’s easy. We been running around Portolans all day. Legs are ready to drop off.” 
 
    “Best take some stims then, because we’re going to war. Newton is on the march. Get every single goblin we have who are capable of fighting up into Yem Co. Get them armed and ready. I’ll tell you when to move.” 
 
    “And we can use the stims, yeah?” Was Bagri’s main focus. 
 
    I shook my head. Idiot goblins. “Yes Bagri. Use all the damn stims you want, hand them out, spread them around, just for Artem’s sake don’t kill yourselves with them before the fight.” 
 
    “We won’t,” he said happily, and that was that. 
 
    It suddenly hit me I hadn’t even contacted Unara yet. I wanted her with me, not with the goblins. I hit her contact and waited and waited. She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come on Unara. Not now,” I muttered to myself, calling her again and again. Nothing. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I roared, kicking one of the tables. It shot off across the room and almost hit one of the goblin guards. With that little moment of madness out of the way, I marched downstairs to drag out the crates of weapons, grenades, stims and anything else I thought might come in handy for the night ahead. 
 
    We’d had a delivery of guns and other supplies delivered to the Yem Co. so I knew the goblins there would be well armed at least. 
 
    As I carried a crate of rifles up the stairs my keystone beeped a message tone. It was from Unara. 
 
      
 
    Something wrong with my Keystone. It won’t pick up calls or send them. Is everything okay? 
 
      
 
    I scowled at the message. Her Keystone breaking right now seemed awfully convenient. Was that something else Raven could do? Probably not. I typed back. 
 
      
 
    Did Bagri not tell you? We’re going to fight Newton! Now! In Turan! 
 
      
 
    I continued with my work while I waited for a reply. More orcs were arriving now, helping with the labor. 
 
      
 
    I was in my room and didn’t see him. I’ll go and find him now. 
 
    No, come to the Prestige. I want us to do this together. If we can take Grant out, then it’s one of my ambitions ticked off. A little earlier than I’d have liked, but it seems now is the time. 
 
      
 
    Wonderful. I’m on my way. See you soon. 
 
      
 
    Wonderful. I snorted. She’d been spending too much time around Raven. That shit was going to stop after tonight. But for now, she was on her way and I felt a weight lift. 
 
    Up top I saw the Dwarven mercs were here now, talking to the Angels. Leaving the task of bringing everything else up to others, I headed over to their table. They had a 3D map up of the area showing Portolan marked out in Yellow, Turan in red and Newton in blue. Galfax nodded at me as I approached. 
 
    “Sooner than you expected?” 
 
    “A little. But it doesn’t matter. It’s a job that needs doing. Better to get it out of the way. Now, what are we looking at?” I said pointing at the map. 
 
    “They’re still gathering at the moment,” Meili said. “I suspect there are closer to a thousand fighters there, Kapar. Your estimate of eight hundred is short.” 
 
    “Scumbags and lowlifes. We’ll wipe the floor with them,” Galfax barked. Presumably forgetting where he was. “Where we gonna face them?” 
 
    “If you want to limit exposure for your people, then I suggest here,” Sophia said pointing to a spot around a quarter way into Turan, where the main road through the district merged from an eight-lane dual carriageway into a four-lane. “It will mean we can funnel them.” 
 
    “There’s an overpass there,” Galfax added. “That’ll do perfectly for my boys. We’ll make a right pretty mess from up there. Though we could do with a sniper on the roof here to cover us.” He pointed again. 
 
    “We’ll see what we can do,” I said to Galfax, then to Sophie. “The spot looks good. Thanks for picking it. I’ll let Bagri and the others know to meet us there. Meili, can you send the coordinates to my Keystone so I can pass them on?” 
 
    “Is that wise? With the depth of infiltration Raven has achieved, I would not be surprised if your Keystone is compromised. You got them directly from her, correct?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “I did.” 
 
    “Mine wasn’t from Raven,” Effa said. “I could call him.” 
 
    “Bagri’s was though. All of the goblins with Keystones had them given by Raven.” 
 
    Effa shrugged. “Then I’ll drive there. I can be there and back in thirty minutes if hammer it.” 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder. “It’s the best option we’ve got, I reckon.” 
 
    He nodded, then ran from the bar. I turned back to the maps. “Right, let’s get everyone else’s position sorted out. Then we need to get moving.” 
 
    “I think you need to get moving now,” Meili said, bringing up a feed on her Datapad. 
 
    It showed Grant’s forces setting off in all kinds of vehicles. Though my attention snagged on an enormous truck. 
 
    “What the hell is in there?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I will attempt to find out,” Meli said. 
 
    I turned to Sophie. “Can we still reach the location we chose before them?” 
 
    “We can if we leave now,” she replied, with a hit of fewer in her eyes. 
 
    “Okay. Remember we’ve got goblins coming up from the Undercity, so prepare for that. Galfax, do what you can to make your position. Everyone else, work together and stay in touch with me.” I then stood tall and bellowed over the heads of those waiting. “It’s on! Weapon up and let’s move out! And remember, we’re a family here. Whether you’ve had issues in the past or not. Squabbling makes us weak, together we’re strong and when we come through this victorious, I promise each of you I’ll make sure you do well from this. The gangs of Portolans will be the richest in all of Artem!” 
 
    My words were answered by a raucous cheer. No one was here for the kindness of their hearts. It was all about what they could get out of it for themselves. My words touched their ruthless hearts. 
 
    I grabbed my helmet, figuring I’d need it today, and we left the Prestige quickly.  
 
    Outside, the entire street looked like a badly organized car park. And Unara still wasn’t here. I fired another message at her. 
 
      
 
    We’re leaving now! Where are you? 
 
      
 
    I was in the car before I got a reply. 
 
      
 
    I got sidetracked trying to get Tenev to fix the Keystone so I could call you. I’m still a little way away. Just send me the coordinates of where we’re going to fight and I’ll meet you there. 
 
      
 
    Just hurry up, I snapped. I’ll leave someone at the border of Turan for you, though we won’t be hard to find. 
 
      
 
    Oshbob, just give me the location and I can get there sooner! 
 
      
 
    Yeah. Not going to happen. I’m almost certain Raven has full access to these keystones, and she’s sold me down the river just because I hired another fucking Hacker.  
 
      
 
    I seriously doubt it had anything to do with hiring another hacker. You probably just made it that much easier for her to do whatever it was she had planned. 
 
      
 
    At least you see why I mistrusted her now. 
 
      
 
    No… I don’t, actually. What gave her away? 
 
      
 
    We haven’t got time for this shit now, Unara. Just get to the border. 
 
      
 
    I’m really interested, though. I was fooled completely by her. I thought she was becoming like family. Yet even though she did all that great stuff for us, you still never warmed to her and you’ve made friends easily with others. Asala, Harold, Effa, even the Hasoun of the Oka clan. 
 
      
 
    I was about to respond when my mind screeched to a halt. I’d not heard the term Hasoun before. 
 
      
 
    The what of the Oka clan? 
 
      
 
    The leader. Thorn. That’s his name. Why them and not Raven? 
 
      
 
    Where are you now, Unara? 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in the Undercity. 
 
      
 
    Where? You have maps on the Keystone, send me your exact location. 
 
      
 
    I can’t. I don’t want Raven to know where I am. You just said so yourself. 
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold. 
 
      
 
    Who is this… 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
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    No more messages came. My mind raced over the conversation as Wolski took off. I called Tenev. 
 
    The carver answered cheerily, completely oblivious to the situation we were all in. 
 
    “Did you just help Unara with her faulty Keystone?”  
 
    “No. I haven’t seen her since she left with you, early this afternoon.” 
 
    I cut the connection and called Bagri. 
 
    “Unara was running back to the Unit with you. Where did she go?” 
 
    “Nah. She went to see Asala and said she’d catch up.” 
 
    I knew Raven could see all this, but I didn’t have any choice. I imagined her smug face grinning as she watched me panic. 
 
    Ending the call with Bagri I was about to call Asala when Hersch called. 
 
    “Shit, Hersch. I meant to call you. We’re going to war with Newton tonight. They’re on their way here, and I’m trying to move out to catch them in Turan.” 
 
    “Have you got any idea the amount of shit I’m in, 4,120? You think I’m worried about fucking Newton coming here swinging their dicks?” 
 
    I was about to ask for help finding Unara. I was about to ask for help against Newton, or at least the turning of a blind eye. I was about to do a lot of things until the numbers she’d spoken fell into place. 
 
    “She told you too?” 
 
    “I don’t know who you’re talking about, but I found out five minutes ago when a fucking e-mail landed in my inbox for an internal investigation from the Artem Military. Can you guess what they want to investigate? No? Well, let me tell you. They want to know how our systems didn’t flag up that you were in fact a deserter and why I let you go!” 
 
    I could have explained how I wasn’t a deserter, I could have said a lot of things. But I shrugged. “Sorry, Hersch, but I’ve got to go. I’ll speak with you about it later.” 
 
    “Are you insane, Kapar? It’s the Military. They’re looking for you right now. The only reason I haven’t told them where you are yet is because I need to be looked after when I take the fall for this. You’re going down one way or another. If not tonight by Newton, then by the Military when they find you. I won’t tell them where you are, but it’s gonna cost you. You gotta sign those apartments over to me.” 
 
    “Bah! Whatever, Hersch. They’re yours. Just keep them off my back tonight and come round in the morning for the deeds.” 
 
    “I’ll be there bright and earlier, Kapar. See you then.” 
 
    She cut the call and I felt as though I’d just gone ten rounds against Soba, Effa, K-Dog, and the goddamn Banshee all fighting together. I’d been so badly set up I could hardly fathom the depths of malice Raven had for me. And right now wasn’t the time to try. I had to find Unara, so I called Asala. 
 
    Her face appeared, all puffy from sleep, but I dove straight in. “Did Unara come to see you when we all left earlier?” 
 
    “She did not.” 
 
    “Any idea where she might have gone?” 
 
    “I can check the security cameras. Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    I waited the few minutes impatiently, staring off into the distance for the first signs of trouble. 
 
    “She waited in the cleaners’ room at the sewer entrance until the goblins left, then followed in after around a minute. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m certain Raven has her. I only know one place she could be, but I doubt she’s stupid enough to keep her there. Even with all the shit she’s sending against me, she’ll know I’ll come.” 
 
    “What’s happening? Perhaps I can help.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do, Asala. Raven has let both Grant and the Artem Military know I’m alive. Whatever happens tonight I’m screwed. I just want to find Unara before…” I sighed. “I need to go. Thanks for all your help. Sorry it ended like this.” 
 
    I cut Asala off and shouted forward to Wolski. “You need to take me to the apartment Raven used. Can you remember it?” 
 
    “What about…” 
 
    “Unara’s been taken. We’ll be right back to rejoin the rest, but I can’t just leave her, and that’s the only place I can think of.” 
 
    “Going. How did you know she’s been taken?” 
 
    “Can you see her anywhere?” 
 
    “Can’t you get her location on the Keystone?” 
 
    “No,” I growled, clenching my fists. “We had Raven remove the ability.” 
 
    He said no more and veered away from the crowd. I contacted who I could and told them all the same message. “We’re going on a slight detour, we’ll meet back up with you where we agreed.” 
 
    Wolski floored the hovercar. It wasn’t as fast as Soba’s pride and joy, but it still shifted. 
 
    As we approached the building, Harold called again, and again I ignored him. 
 
    We landed on the roof and I jumped out of the car the moment it touched down and sprinted toward the roof stair entrance. I was stopped by a drone. I swung for it and only narrowly missed, when Meili’s voice came out of it.  
 
    “Stop! It’s me. I didn’t want to contact you by the Keystone, so I sent a drone. Is this the hacker’s place?” 
 
    “It is, yeah,” I said, walking past it. 
 
    “If she’s still here, she’ll be expecting you. If she’s not, then… she’ll still be expecting you. Let my drone go.” 
 
    I fought against the logic for a moment then grudgingly accepted it was a good idea to send the drone first. “Go then. Hurry.” 
 
    As the drone disappeared into the stairwell. Wolski came alongside me. “We’ll find her.” I could barely bring myself to answer. So many things running through my head. I took a deep breath and stared out into the Artem night sky. I didn’t know if I believed him or not. Raven was too damn clever. 
 
    Another drone appeared in the night sky. Meili’s voice spoke from it as it approached. “There’s no sign of life down there just yet. I would have expected armed men but there’s….” 
 
    An explosion erupted from below, shaking the whole building. Flames belched out of the windows, flaring past the roof’s edge in a blast of heat. 
 
    “Oh,” Meili’s drone said. “That was quite the explosion. You owe me 900 for the drone.” 
 
    “Sure. Small price to pay and better than one of us.” My Keystone beeped as I spoke. I was suddenly hit by a wave of rage and nausea as Raven’s name popped up. 
 
    “It’s Raven.” I said to the drone and Wolski. 
 
    “Oh! Let me jack into your Keystone. She’ll never expect it and I might be able to trace her.” 
 
    “Do it,” I snapped. 
 
    Once I felt the drone make the connection, I answered the call. 
 
    “You’re still alive. How utterly disappointing.” Raven said, her voice and expression coldly and emotionless. “That is more than I can say for your people once Newton hits them. Grant has an extra special surprise for you all.” 
 
    “I’m going to fucking destroy you, Raven. Where are you?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Let me just write down my address for you. That’s a good idea!” She mocked. “You’re many things, Oshbob. But even I can admit, stupid isn’t one of them. We both know you won’t find me and I guarantee you’re never going to save Unara, so you may as well try to save your people. They deserve that from you at the very least.” 
 
    “I will find you,” I growled. “And if you’re so certain Grant can take me, why screw me over with the military?” 
 
    “Because you are full of surprises, and I want it to be gloriously certain that you disappear tonight. I want to make sure there is no possible escape. But most importantly, I want to make your demise as utterly painful and miserable for you as possible. For Unara, I have sympathy, but business is business. You, I know I need to crush you completely. 
 
    “Oh, and please tell that pathetic attempt at a hacker that she’s never going to find me.” 
 
    The connection cut off, and Meili’s drone swung back around. “Pathetic attempt!” She shouted through it. “I’ll show her.” 
 
    “Will you,” I asked, overwhelmed and highly doubtful. 
 
    “I might not have been able to track the call, but did you say you got that Keystone directly from her?” 
 
    “I did yes.” 
 
    “Then… and this is a long shot, I might be able to use it to track her. If we can get it removed and I can have an unfettered rake around with it. It might take a little time that’s all. Is there a carver nearby that you trust?” 
 
    “You don’t sound too confident. Do you think you can find her? There’s ten thousand creds if you can.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment. Then replied with confidence. “Yes. I can, but I may need to enlist some help. Let’s call it twenty thousand.” 
 
    “Done,” I replied, then buried the fingers of Dressed to Press into the skin around the Keystone. To the sounds of Meili screaming through the drone for me to stop. 
 
    I ripped the mod from my neck, feeling a sickening jolt of pain and serious disorientation as each one of the connectors tore from my spine and my brain. 
 
    As the thing came free, I staggered a little. Then fell to my knees. Then fell flat on my face. It was far more damaging than I thought it would be. 
 
    Wolski was by my side, saying my name repeatedly. Meili’s drone was actually crying above. I managed to hold up the Keystone to it. “Here. Take it. Find her.” 
 
    The world swirled black for a moment, then back to full color. I blinked a few times to clear my vision, but turned on thermal imaging instead, the sudden addition of information caused me to vomit. 
 
    I never vomited. Not even from raw Weasel grubs. I was in a bad way and fading fast. 
 
    The jab of a needle, the sensation of nanites swarming around my busted neck, spine and brain brought me back a little. Wolski’s voice came back as if from a great distance but getting closer quickly. It wasn’t the only sound either. ACE sirens. 
 
    As the nanites did what they could, I knew I was about as healed as I could be. I also suspected I’d never be the same again. 
 
    I pushed myself up to a sitting position, removed my own small Medi-Kit and hit myself with it. It helped some more, though I felt spaced out, as if a tether holding me to reality had been broken. 
 
    “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    “Not good at all. If I somehow survive, remind me never to rip a Keystone out again.” 
 
    “We need to get you to Tenev.” 
 
    I growled as I tried to get to my feet. “We need to get back to the fight, before ACE gets here.” 
 
    “You’re in no fit state! Look at you. You can barely stand up.” 
 
    “Then help me!” I grabbed his arm and met his eyes, about to rage at him. But like the fleeting rays of sunlight we occasionally saw through the constant gray, it disappeared. “It’s alright, Wolski. This was always coming for me. I thought I could hide from it. Outgrow it. But the past… it doesn’t work like that. It hangs over me all the time. Just promise, whatever happens to me, you’ll find Unara and save her.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss. Now come on,” he said, half dragging me half supporting me to the car.” 
 
    We almost made it too, when a blaring ACE drone appeared behind us. “Halt! This is a crime scene investigation. You must wait for the arrival of Artem City Enforcers and submit for questio…” 
 
    As it came within range, I swung an arm at it, smashing it from the air, but overbalanced in the process. 
 
    Wolski managed to keep a hold of me, using my falling momentum to all but throw me into the car. I dragged myself the rest of the way in while he jumped into the front and sped off. 
 
    He drove like a madman making it even harder to get into a sitting position as I was thrown about. The flashing lights, sirens and bullets ricocheting from the car overwhelmed my already confused senses. By the time I managed to sit up, clinging onto the seat in front and the seatbelt behind, the sight outside was not a good one. We were surrounded by pursuing ACE cars. 
 
    Wolski saw I was up and shouted back. “They’re between us and the fight. It’s like they fucking know where I’m trying to get to.” 
 
    “Head back into Portolans, then.” 
 
    “Can’t They’re behind us too. I got two choices. Closer to the center or into Newton. Either direction, we’re royally fucked.” 
 
    I mulled over our options. It was a no-brainer. “Go to Newton.” 
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    “We’re coming up on the border!” Wolski yelled. 
 
    I looked back with bated breath to see if our pursuers would stop once we crossed over. It didn’t seem likely, yet, to my genuine surprise, all of the drones and most of the cars pulled to a halt. Only four continued the pursuit. From what I could see, they were detectives. I guessed they had the power to continue their investigation in another district without permission.  
 
    “Only four still following,” I shouted to Wolski. 
 
    “Good. I’ll try and get south and loop around. It’s gonna be rough, so hang on.” 
 
    I felt useless. Unable to even communicate with those fighting. “Have you heard anything yet?” 
 
    “Aye, they got to where we wanted to make a stand. Fighting started about five minutes ago. Effa’s got word to the goblins and they're well on their way.” 
 
    I was about to reply when the ACE car closest, gave up shooting and rammed us. 
 
    “Shit!” Wolski shouted as we veered to the side. “We were hit on the top by another car.” 
 
    “They really want us down!” he yelled again as the hover car lost a lot of altitude in a very short space of time. 
 
    We took a few more hits and Wolski yelled again. “If we take any more damage we’re done for! I’m gonna land.” 
 
    The car suddenly lurched again. The nose pointed toward the ground. The maneuver seemed to surprise our pursuers and bought us some time.  
 
    It looked as though we were going to crash into the street when Wolski pulled up. The car righted from the move, but we still crashed into the ground, skittering along the busy road. Cars honked, people screamed, and we spun out of control before coming to a dizzying stop. 
 
    I scrabbled out of the car, as did Wolski, and we ran for cover in the nearest building. It was an off license. The man pulled a gun from the counter as we entered.  
 
    “Just passing through,” Wolski growled. “Back door?” 
 
    The man pointed and eased off the trigger. 
 
    We burst out of the back of the shop into a dark alley. I was really regretting the lack of communication right now.  
 
    “Can you get someone…” I said to Wolski. But I didn’t know who to get to come and help us. “We need to get in the Undercity,” I growled. “It’s safer down there for us and we might be able to meet up with Bagri and the goblins.” 
 
    He was panting heavily and didn’t reply. It was like he hadn’t heard me, yet at the next sewer entrance, he pulled out his knife and dropped to a knee to try to pry the large metal disk from its hole.  
 
    It wasn’t working, and I’d been useless long enough. “Let me try.” 
 
    He pulled back and despite my serious disorientation, I thumped down with my right arm, steel knuckles denting the disk and making it splay up around the edges. 
 
    Its new shape allowed Wolski to rip it free, and we both jumped into the dark sewer below.  
 
    I activated night vision while Wolski cursed the total lack of light.  
 
    “I’ll lead you. You contact Bagri and tell him we need him to come to your location. Then I’m gonna need you to use your Keystone map to take us where the fighting is.” 
 
    “I don’t have a map for the Undercity,” he mumbled. “I can see where we are on the street view. I should be able to get us going in the right direction.” 
 
    We walked for what felt like an age when Wolski came to an unexpected stop. I guessed he was communicating with someone, but that didn’t help my nerves. While I waited, I listened intently in the darkness to see if I could hear anything, but apart from the occasional drip of water there were no other sounds. 
 
    “Meili has found her,” Wolski suddenly informed me. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Where?” 
 
    “Still in Turan. Right on the northern border. She asked, do we want their group to go get her as they’re not much use in the street fight?” 
 
    “Yes, damnit… Wait. Tell them to take Effa with them.” 
 
    He grunted acknowledgment, then fell silent again. 
 
    “They’re sorting it out. Effa has Sig and a few other goblins with him. They’re meeting up now. Meili said the fighting’s started above and it’s bad.” 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Bad enough they want to be away to save Unara. I hate to say it, but I’m glad you sent Effa away too. He’d get himself killed.” 
 
    “I sent him because if there’s anyone in this city I trust to get her free, it’s you and him. You drew the short straw, stuck down here with me.” 
 
    “In the dark, stinking Undercity of fucking Newton,” he grumbled, as I led us onward. Him stumbling from his inability to see, me stumbling from an inability to send the right signals from my brain to the rest of my body. 
 
    Ten minutes later and dreadful sound for most people reached us. For me, though, the sounds of hundreds of goblins up ahead and coming our way was a cause for celebration. Even better, for Wolski they carried lights. 
 
    I could have hugged Bagri as he arrived. I didn’t. 
 
    “Have you got any Medi-Kits?” 
 
    He shook his head. “None left. Brought the stims you said, though. Plenty of them.” He plucked one from his vest pocket. 
 
    I snatched it and jabbed it in one unsteady movement. The difference it made was incredible. It felt like neurons that had forgotten how to fire suddenly came to life and made up for the ones I’d severely damaged. Was I suddenly okay? No, I definitely wasn’t. Could I fight? I was about to find out, but it was a definite improvement. 
 
    “You want more?” Bagri asked. “We brought bags of ‘em.” 
 
    Grunting approval, I grabbed another and took it. Then filled my multiple pockets with as many as I could carry. 
 
    “Give me one as well,” Wolski said, holding out his hands. He scowled at me as he took it. “I don’t like taking this shit, but I’m reckoning I ain’t keeping up with you lot if I don’t.” 
 
    He was most likely right. 
 
    We set off at a steady run, Bagri ran alongside me. “Where you want us to come out? In our people, in the fight or at the back.” 
 
    “Which is closets?” 
 
    “We in Newton. Behind enemy is closest.” 
 
    “Then behind it is. Wolski. Can you let those fighting know what we plan?” 
 
    “Bagri, you don’t tell anyone. Your Keystone will be hacked too.” 
 
      
 
    After ten minutes of running, Wolski brought us to a stop. “Trouble above,” he panted, hands on knees as he tried to catch his breath. “The truck… they’ve got a fucking mech.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Ex-military, training mech. Harold… he’s there, sniping for us. He said it’s gonna wreck our people.” 
 
    “How the fuck has he got something like that?” I said, slapping my head in despair. 
 
    “He shouldn’t. Harolds put a message through to one of his contacts in the military. They said they’ll investigate tomorrow.” 
 
    “Bastards,” I grumbled. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    By the time Bagri brought us to a stop, I was flagging. Unable to run in a straight line, and my head becoming cloudy and confused. 
 
    “We use these,” he said, pointing to the sewer exit. “Four to use, all behind fighting.”  
 
    “Good work Bagri,” I said, before taking a deep breath and pulling out another stim. I slammed it straight into my chest. Then another. And another. The wild, intense energy coursed through my whole body, causing my muscles to twitch and my heart to hammer dangerously fast. 
 
    As my hand grabbed the ladder rung, Wolski grabbed my forearm,. “Effa’s at the building now. They’re gonna get her, so don’t fucking die up there, you hear me?”  
 
    Relief flooded me. She wasn’t free yet, but we were doing our best and I trusted Effa, and even Sig to free her if it was at all possible. I grimaced at Wolski. It was supposed to be a smile. “If I don’t run off some of these stims soon, I’m gonna die down here with an exploding heart.” 
 
    He nodded, his face a mask of concern. “Let’s do it then.” 
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    For all I’d been played badly today. Bagri had brought us up exactly where we needed to be and the gangs of Newton were oblivious to our arrival. 
 
    They continued to push forward down the street following the march of the three meters tall, damn near three-meter wide mech. 
 
    The street was already wrecked. The flyover where our heavy weapon dwarves were supposed to be, was completely destroyed. Where our people clashed was nothing more than a horrendous meat grinder. One in which those from Portolans suffered the most.  I couldn’t see how many people were injured or died from the mech’s devastating blows, but I knew it was too many.  
 
    I charged their rear, Only releasing a battle cry as I smashed into them, swinging fists into skulls and necks at every available opportunity. My arms pumping to the frenetic rhythm of my pounding heart. 
 
    I forged a pathway deep into the enemy ranks in a haze of dizziness and violence. Wolski couldn’t match me so he followed in my wake, with his shotgun and then his fists when he ran out of ammo. The goblins followed too, but rather than hitting in a wave we cut like a knife, with me as the edge. 
 
    We got far further than I had any right to expect among the crush of bodies. But the thugs ahead of us finally realized the danger and turned to face us. 
 
    I was killing just as many as I had before, keeping up my frenetic pace. Though more knives found my flesh now and we were brought to an inevitable stop. 
 
    I swung a mean right hook in the area ahead of me, before taking a wobbly step back. 
 
    “What you doing?” Wolski hissed. Blocking an attack from my right. 
 
    “We can’t get any further,” I growled through gritted teeth. “Bagri… stims…” 
 
    I was cut short by a concerted attack. But was spared more time as the goblins had come up in support. 
 
    “We should get out of here. I’ll call the retreat.” Wolski said. 
 
    “They’ll follow us. Grant won’t stop till he destroys what I’ve made. He’s a spiteful, bitter piece of shit. Call the retreat, but this ends now.” 
 
    I stepped forward and roared with everything I had. “Grant! You wanna fight? Well, here I am.” 
 
    Wolski smashed the skull of a half-human half-elf who’d managed to bury a knife in my chest. I stared above the heads of the Newton gang with a grim smile on my face. The mech, piloted by Grant was turning around. 
 
    “Oshbob you mad bastard. He’s gonna kill you in that thing. What good’ll that achieve?” 
 
    “Simple. I’m either getting killed by Grant, the military or my heart’s gonna give up from all the stims, in the next 24 hours. This gives you all a chance.” 
 
    “You can survive! Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “Call the retreat, Wolski. And tell Harold to let the military know where I am. They might not come straight away to take the mech back, but they’ll probably come for me. They really don’t like deserters.” 
 
    “So you’re determined to die?” He shouted. Batting a knife away and hooking a scruffy human in the jaw. 
 
    I sent out an unbalanced front kick into the chest of a half-orc, then fell into Wolski, who pushed me back up. 
 
    “No. I’m determined for as many…”  I grunted, as I punched another human with neck-breaking force.  “As many of you to live as possible.”  
 
    A booming voice brought an end to our desperate defense. 
 
    “ENOUGH!” The sound reverberated down the street accompanied by pounding of heavy metallic footfalls. “IS THAT YOU, LITTLE OSHBOB?” Grant shouted. His voice amplified by the metal monstrosity he controlled. 
 
    “I’ve called the retreat,” Wolski said as Bagri nudged me. He was holding two stims. I grabbed them and injected them into my thighs before shouting back. 
 
    “Get out of that Mech suit and we’ll see who’s little then!” My voice traveled better this time as the Newton gang between us had begun to split, leaving a path between us. 
 
    “WILL YOU REMOVE YOUR MODIFICATIONS? He asked, pounding toward me with a slow, steady gait. “I DIDN’T THINK SO. I WANT YOU TO KNOW I’VE BEEN WAITING FOR THIS SINCE YOU HID YOURSELF IN THE MILITARY.” 
 
    As he spoke, I hissed at Wolski, who stood watching the exchange with enraged concern. “Call Harold, now.” 
 
    “Don’t do this Osh.” 
 
    The time for words was over. I sprinted off unsteadily toward the mech. Seeing Grant’s face again had filled me with a rage I could hardly explain. The sneer, the contempt. It burned inside of me.  
 
    Revenge against this bastard who’d chased me away from everything I knew when I was still a youth was half the reason I’d dragged myself through the tunnels. That and to support Unara. I’d failed at both, but by all the orc gods of old, if I could turn that around with my final breaths, I would. 
 
    As the distance closed, Grant shouted again. His confidence etched on every inch of his voice and bearing. “NO ROOM IN THIS CITY FOR SMART ORCS. YOU CAUSE ENOUGH TROUBLE DUMB!” 
 
    My response was simple and direct. I pulled out a frag grenade and hurled it at him. 
 
    He saw the attack and kept on striding forward, a grim smile on his face. The blast, when it came, killed, or injured a good twenty people. But Grant? It knocked him one step to the side. He laughed at the damage and kept on coming, raising the mech’s arms to point at me. I suddenly noticed the machine guns mounted on each of them. 
 
    So far in our attack, only the occasional handgun had been fired by the Newton gang. Anything more aggressive would risk killing their own people. Grant didn’t seem to care, but I figured I’d put his ruthlessness to the test and staggered into the crowd to my right. 
 
    At first, they attempted to stop me. Obviously having a higher estimation of the gang lord than I did. 
 
    He mowed them down without remorse. Suddenly I was part of a full mob, running for their lives. Except I didn’t want to get away. Instead, I crouched low, and moving with the panicked crowd I angled my approach back to the cleared path. It wasn’t easy and I probably didn’t make it more than a few steps in the right direction until Grant finally stopped shooting. Whether through an overheated gun, lack of bullets or an unlikely sense of shame, the slaughter ceased. 
 
    Those around me were so distressed at the careless carnage that they barely noticed me. 
 
    “OSHBOB! WHERE ARE YOU, YOU PIECE OF GOBLIN SHIT. FACE ME OR I’LL GO BACK TO KILLING YOUR PEOPLE.” 
 
    I burst free from the crowd. Charging toward him. 
 
    He saw me almost immediately and roared. Swinging a heavy metal fist toward me I had to duck low to avoid it. 
 
    Still severely disoriented I misjudged… well… everything. The only thing I did right was to raise Dressed to Press up to defend against his approaching arm. Without the mod, I would have been finished there and then. With it, the force of the blow sent me to the ground, buckling my precious forearm in the process. 
 
    I scrambled away from a follow-up strike, diving through his legs, relieved that my modded arm still worked, despite its new shape. 
 
    At that point I could have done with the jumping feet Retti had reclaimed from the Banshee. 
 
    In all honesty, I could have done without agreeing to go toe to toe with a mech. But out of all those things, I really could have done without standing back up, quietly pleased with my evasion, only to be caught by a completely unexpected back kick from the mech’s foot.  
 
    It sent me flying toward the crowd. Something cracked in my hip from the impact. Normally that would be a cause for concern. Today… it really didn’t fucking matter. 
 
    I almost got a foot down as I landed. It was instinct to try, but the failure carried me into the crowd. 
 
    I expected the worst. Yet no attack came. Strong hands lifted me up. As I regained my feet, more confused than ever, I looked into the eyes of an uncle. I was surrounded by orcs from Newton. My old tribe. 
 
    “You should run, Osh, my lad,” he said. Voice like pouring gravel, but a balm to my aching soul. 
 
    And he was right. I should. But by the time my mind had absorbed his words, it was too late. 
 
    Two oversized metal hands gripped me from behind. The looks of sympathy as I was torn away from those I once knew surprised me. 
 
    I’d always assumed I’d receive only anger and disappointment from my old tribe. As the life was slowly crushed from me, it was a surprising balm to my injured soul. Another piece of closure as this ordeal I knew as life finally drew to a close. 
 
    I thought it was over then. Arms pinned, life steadily draining from me from fingers like a closing vice. 
 
    But Grant wanted… no, needed to gloat. Rather than end it there, the pressure eased and I was turned around like a rag doll so we were facing each other. Dressed to Press was pinned, but, spitting and kicking at his mech’s shield to distract him, I managed to slide my left arm free. 
 
    “Pathetic!” He roared in my face. “I’d heard stories about your strength since you took over Portolans. I didn’t realize it was you until this morning, but I’m incredibly disappointed. I expected much more from you.” 
 
    “You want more?” I gasped. Pain lancing through my ribs and hip as I spoke. “I have a couple of things left I want to give you.” 
 
    With my now free, left hand, and with an awkward twist to get my leg up so I could reach the combat pocket in my pants, I was able to get my hand inside and activate the EMP I always carried now. 
 
    I wish I could tell you I felt bad for all those around me who would be caught in the blast radius. But I didn’t. At least the orcs here watching wouldn’t even have mods. 
 
    With a ragged breath, I offered Grant and the world my final fuck you as the grenade detonated inside my pocket. 
 
    Everything went dark, but I was still fully alert. I’d fully expected my leg and arm failure from the pulse, but I’d completely forgotten about my now ruined optical implants. 
 
    None of that stopped me from feeling the motion of the mech falling backward. The clatter as it hit the ground and the screams from Grant, beneath me. From the sound of those screams and the smell of his breath, I knew I hovered only a few feet above him. 
 
    I groped toward the screaming until I felt a face under my fingertips. His noises changed timbre, and his head began to twist from side to side as he tried to escape my groping hand. 
 
    I  tried for an eye gouge, but he thrashed too franticly, so I lowered my hand to his fat, muscular neck and squeezed. With the purchase I found, I attempted to pull myself closer to him. 
 
    The double-handed grip, frozen in place, held me tight, But the more I wriggled the more the grip loosened, until I fell forward. 
 
    Judging my range from my own solid grip and his choking noises, I connected with a hopeful headbutt. 
 
    Crunching. That’s what I heard. Crunching as my forehead met nose and mouth. It also met a solid metal skull. That didn’t stop Grant from screaming. Rage, and a clear edge of panic. 
 
    None of that mattered. Just like in those first few weeks in the tunnels outside the city, only repetition mattered. Through the pain, I persevered. Raising and smashing down, thrashing like a fish on land, I drove my head into his face. When there was no more noise coming from my old foe, I continued smashing my head down into his, just to make doubly sure. 
 
    Sirens were blaring, now. Guns were firing. And above it all rose a sound I hadn’t heard for a long time. The sounds of military aircraft landing. Hands grabbed me. Wolski’s voice reached my ears. “He’s done Osh. He’s dead.” 
 
    And just like that, I’d somehow won the battle. I also suddenly regretted telling Wolski to get the military here. It was a fleeting regret. They knew I was alive now. They were coming for me now, no matter the cost. 
 
    Strong arms carried me away from the metal framework I lay atop. 
 
    “We’re gonna get you out of here,” Wolski said. 
 
    Then a powerful voice of military bearing spoke. 
 
    “Everyone, stand down. You lot. Drop that orc.” 
 
    I heard Wolski try to stammer a useful reply as booted footsteps approached. 
 
    “Just let me go, Wolski,” I mumbled through a bloody mouth. 
 
    “This is the AWOL orc?” the same voice asked. 
 
    “He’s a good orc,” I heard Wolski say above me. “Will you…” 
 
    “Shut it orc. You scum don’t get to dictate terms to the Artem military. Lay him down and stand back.” 
 
    Wolski spoke again. This time to me. “You did good, Osh. I ain’t never been as proud as I have been in this last month.”  
 
    As he spoke, I was gently laid down on the floor. 
 
    “Back off,” the commanding voice said. I tried to speak but was interrupted by the sharp stab of a needle. I knew what was coming, my mind began to fade. 
 
    “Wolski! Make sure, Unara…” 
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    “She’s still alive,” A familiar voice growled, bringing me from a deep sleep. Everything ached, but especially the pain in my neck. I felt drowsy and confused. 
 
    “Useless elves. They said she’d die. Kill her quickly then let’s get gone from here. The last thing we need is her running around trying to hunt us down.” It was Raven who spoke and memories came flooding back. 
 
    I tried to resurface as quickly as I could, but whatever sedative I’d been given fought to hold me in a strange limbo. The only thing that drove me through it was the fact I was about to be killed. Fighting with everything I had, I managed to get my eyes open. 
 
    Hawk stood over me, a vicious-looking serrated hunting knife inches from my head. He paused for a moment as my eyes landed on him. My hands were tied with straps, but my legs and the rest of my leaden body was free. Better still, my Tier Four spine was not affected by the sedative and when I thought to flick my legs up, the spine reacted with speed and efficiency that surprised both me and Hawk. 
 
    My feet collided with his head, and he dropped the knife to the floor as he fell back. 
 
    “What’s going on!” Raven shouted. “Falcon go help. Get it done. I’m almost finished wiping our tracks here.” 
 
    I threw my legs to the side. Which had the effect I hoped it would, and the operating table I was tied to toppled over. I managed to get my legs down so I didn’t smack on my face, but with my hands still tied and my head still fuzzy it was only a matter of time before I was taken out. 
 
    Even so, I’d go out fighting. I swung the table around to defend against the approaching Falcon. I never felt it hit him, but I did feel the booted foot of Hawk connect with my stomach, sending me backpedaling. I would have fallen if not for the table halting my descent. But now the two men stood in front of me. They’d had enough and now pointed guns at me. Hawk a plasma rifle, Falcon a chunky hand cannon. 
 
    There was a slim chance that turning and using the table as a shield would give me some protection. But I knew I was just prolonging the inevitable and on my brief survey of the room the rest of Raven’s gang was here, armed, and all coming my way now. 
 
    By chance, Hawk’s Knife was on the floor by my feet. When I’d rocked the table over in the first place I had some hopes of using it to get my hands free, for if there was one thing I knew about Raven’s team, they weren’t the greatest of fighters. 
 
    I flick kicked the knife in the direction of the two men, turning the momentum of my spinning leg into a spin away from them. 
 
    I heard a grunt and an angry growl, as they both opened fire.  
 
    The force of their attacks pushed me over, but the table did protect me a little.  
 
    “What are you doing you idiots? We’re supposed to be keeping a low profile. Gunfire in here will bring ACE.” I lay there flat against the floor, the weight of the table suddenly seeming much heavier. A pool of warm blood expanded around me where one of their bullets had penetrated the table and buried deep in my kidney.  
 
    I was done. 
 
    As I waited for the end, there was a loud bang. The room filled with heat and light. But when the light faded, I was still alive. 
 
    Gunfire tore through the room though none of it was at me. A grunt of pain from one of Raven’s people nearby had me confused, but daring to hope.  
 
    “Unara!” A hoarse voice shouted. It almost sounded like Oshbob, but it wasn’t quite deep enough. Wolski or Effa. 
 
    “Here!” I croaked, far quieter than I would have liked. To my relief, he heard. 
 
    “We’re coming!” The next moment Sig was there, flipping the table, his crazy eye mod going everywhere while his normal eye focused on the straps that bound me. He had them cut in seconds, then grabbed my hand and pulled me away. 
 
    “We go, we go,” he said urgently dragging me to cover. “Help Oshbob, now.” 
 
    “You have a Medi kit?” I asked, gasping in pain. He shook his head. Effa has one, so do mercs. Effa arrived a moment later, dropping low behind our cover, his gun blazing, his body peppered in bullet wounds. 
 
    “Thank the gods of old you’re alive.” He pulled out his Medi-Kit. I dearly wanted one, but he needed it as much if not more. When he stabbed me with it, I could have wept. If not for the shouting voice of Raven, I might have. 
 
    “You’re not leaving here, Unara. I can’t allow it.” 
 
    I felt my rage rekindle as the nanites healed me up. Not just the gunshot, but damage to my head where the mod had been removed. 
 
    Another voice shouted. Female and familiar but I couldn’t place it. “Come on, Effa! We need to get her out of here.” The words were punctuated with gunfire from both sides of the room. 
 
    Effa grunted, “She’s right. To hell with this lot. We’ll find them and mop them up later. Oshbob and Portolans need us now.” 
 
    He got from a crouched position to his feet, blood pouring from countless wounds, and I warred with my need to kill Raven and my need to get him out of here and to the nearest Medi-Kit. My concern for him and Oshbob won out and, taking a knife from Sig, we sneaked across the back of the room toward the exit. 
 
    Making it to the door Effa turned. “You first.” 
 
    “You’re the worst injured,” I replied, clutching the knife tightly. 
 
    “Don’t care. The job is rescuing you. Once you’re out. The job’s done and I follow. 
 
    I snarled at him, but I meant nothing by it beyond frustration. I knew he’d never go until I went. So, I went. The woman whose voice I recognized turned out to be Sophie, the blonde infiltrator woman. There were a few more of her group there, guns barking out to provide me cover as I ran. 
 
    Bullets pinged around me but none hit home as I dove for the door entrance. I came to a rolling stop and turned back to look at the door. 
 
    “When Effa comes through, get a Medi-Kit into him,” I snarled my rescuers. 
 
    “Will do,” one of the men behind me said, as I moved over to the side of the door. 
 
    “How many are left standing?” I asked Sophie, as Sig jumped through the door. 
 
    “Four, but they’re well covered. 
 
    I nodded and watched for Effa to make his move. The moment he lurched through the door, collapsing in a heap in the corridor, I raced back into the room, diving into the shadow of a stack of boxes. 
 
    Almost healed now, I could move well, and I set off as fast as I could while remaining silent. I clearly hadn’t been spotted reentering the room. 
 
    “Unara!” Effa barked. “What the hell are you doing.” 
 
    A new firefight broke out and the sound covered my movements. 
 
    “I think she’s back in here, somewhere!” Hawk shouted nearby. I crawled across the floor to where I heard his voice. He was standing behind a stack of boxes, looking frantically around the room and firing the occasional shot at the doorway.  
 
    “Unara!” Effa screamed again, full of fury. It gave me the opportunity to make my move on Hawk. I moved in fast, on all fours and slashed his hamstrings. 
 
    He fell screaming for a brief moment until I clasped my hand around his mouth and dragged the knife across his throat. Eternally silenced, I moved on.  
 
    The next person I found was hiding behind a free standing office divider. They weren’t even shooting, though they had a gun. I could only see their feet, gun and familiar yellow jacket sleeve sticking out from their hiding place. Eagle. 
 
    I scampered over, keeping low to where his feet poked through the bottom of the divider, and stabbed the knife in forcefully. It penetrated all the way through, hitting the metal floor below and drawing an ear-piercing scream from Eagle. I pulled the knife back out, reversed the blade, leaned around the divider, and stabbed him in the eye and the brain beyond.  
 
    “Unara!” It was Raven screaming this time. “Stop this and I can help! I can still save Oshbob. I can hack the military systems and tell them he is dead. You can both live in peace. I’ll disappear and you’ll never see me again!” 
 
    I said nothing, content to use her desperate pleas to track her hiding place. 
 
    “You can call the military off?” Effa asked from the front of the room. It seemed only Raven remained. And I’d found her. Right at the back of the room. Desperately typing on a Datapad. 
 
    “Yes! I can and I will. Just let me go. We can smooth all this out. I… I have a lot of money and I’m in a sharing mood. We can get Oshbob the best lawyers in the land if we can’t fake his death. There are so many options available to us.” 
 
    She didn’t even see me coming. As strong as she was behind a computer screen, she was nothing in the physical world where I excelled. Apart from a pretty face of course. One she didn’t deserve. 
 
    I leapt at her back, arm snaking around her neck, clamping her mouth shut with my other hand I pulled her down to the floor.  
 
    Effa spoke again, making a poor attempt at negotiations. I remained silent and kept her silent too. This was our little world now, behind the desk and the boxes. 
 
    I held her flimsy body in position. Legs bent back at the knees making it impossible for her to kick free. I looked down into her perfect eyes and wondered if she somehow knew what I had planned. The sheer terror in those wide orbs suggested she did. I removed those first, pushing my thumbs into the sockets to pop the hard, glass-like optics out. 
 
    Next, I picked up the knife again and stabbed it into her cheek. It hit teeth, but I wiggled it a little and found my way through into her mouth properly. She gargled a terrified scream that was like a lullaby to my wounded heart. I twisted the knife around a few times to really mess things up in there. Making extra sure to ruin that poisonous, deceitful tongue of hers. 
 
    She writhed frantically to get away and in my focused mouth remodeling, she almost did. I grabbed her smooth and shiny, black hair and yanked her back. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” I whispered, as Sophie, Sig, and Effa all shouted for me. 
 
    “When they find your body they’re going to see you for the monster you really are.” 
 
    Pulling her head back with a sharp pull, I slashed some deep cuts into her face, before setting to work removing her ears. 
 
    Sig finally found me, appearing atop the boxes. “Unara! Found you!” 
 
    Effa appeared a moment later. “They’re all dead, we… What the…?” 
 
    “Nearly finished,” I replied, hacking into the now unconscious woman’s nose. “You should probably wait outside for me.” 
 
    I made a heavy slice into her scalp hitting the skull when Effa grabbed my arm and attempted to drag me away before I’d finished my work.  
 
    I screamed at him and thrashed, and made sure to plant the blade in Raven’s chest as he finally tore me free. 
 
    I was barely coherent, spitting and ranting as he hoisted me up to glare in my face. 
 
    “They’ve got Oshbob.” 
 
    My anger fled. My strength drained from my body. 
 
    “We go,” I choked out.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not for the first time in my life, I was surprised to wake up. I still couldn’t see either, but the beeping, the sound of pressurized air, and the smell, all told me I was in some sort of hospital. 
 
    I remembered the voices of soldiers carrying me away. I guessed I was to be tried before being executed. A rare honor for an orc. Disobedience was normally enough to see us killed. 
 
    I tried to move and discovered that my modded limbs had been removed. That made sense seeing as I’d EMP’d them along with my eyes. I wondered how much damage I caused with my last act as a gang lord. 
 
    There was a coarse chuckle at my movement. I bristled, instantly on guard, though there was nothing I could do to defend myself. 
 
    “Steady on lad. You’re in a right mess.” 
 
    “Harold?” I murmured through dry cracked lips. 
 
    “Your lugholes are still working then? You’re one tough son of a bitch, Oshbob. I gotta hand it to you. Goddamn stand-up fight with a military grade mech. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “Go out in style,” I croaked. “Unara?” 
 
    “Typical you would worry about your shadow first. She’s alive and well. She’s working with Asala to keep your little operation afloat. 
 
    “Did Grant die?” 
 
    “Yep. One arm, no eyes, flopping around like a damn seal, and you still managed to kill the bastard.” 
 
    With his words, I felt an incredible weight lift from me. “As long as Unara is alive and Grant is dead I can die easy. What about Raven?” 
 
    “Dead, or close to it by the sounds of it. Unara apparently did a number on her according to Effa. Though neither of them seem keen on talking details.” 
 
    “What about losses? Is Effa and Wolski okay? Bagri?” 
 
    “Come on, lad. You’ve checked on everyone else, are you not gonna check on yerself?” 
 
    “Is there any point?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask and let’s find out.” 
 
    I sighed. “Where am I?” 
 
    “Med bay. Military base.” 
 
    “Will they execute me, or prison?” 
 
    “I was trying to call you before you ripped your damn keystone out. I had a word with a few of the old guard I know who still serve. I was gonna tell you if you handed yourself in and claimed you weren’t in a fit state to report back, then you’d avoid a court martial. You’d just have to serve out your remaining time and you’d be free to leave. I tried to tell Wolski, but I don’t think he understood what I was saying.  
 
    “Luckily for you, when I contacted them about the mech and they wouldn’t come, I sold you down the river. Told them exactly where you’d be and that you’d asked me to contact them!” He laughed, deep and long. “Thank the gods of blood and chrome that you did contact me to do just that, or you’d probably trying to kill me now.” 
 
    The funny thing was, he was right. I felt anger swelling in me now at his words. It still felt like a betrayal. But I swallowed it whole. He’d been right. It just took me longer to come to the same decision. 
 
    Once I let the anger go, I sighed. “They did seem to get to me and Grant quickly. You probably saved a hell of a lot of people, including me. Though I dunno what use I’m going to be to them like this.” I raised my arm. “Not much of a Deater. 
 
    “Don’t be daft, lad. This is the Military! Modding soldiers up is what they do best.” 
 
    “Not Deaters, they don’t. That would be a waste of resources,” I replied bitterly. 
 
    “Like I say. I’ve had a few words with a few people. The mods you took off the mercs went for testing by the military. They’re interested in studying the viruses and how the change to specters happens. They’re also impressed you killed eight ex-special forces soldiers on the turn of becoming specters when you had crappy, makeshift mods.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I…” 
 
    “Shhh. Yeah, those crappy makeshift mods you had, made life really difficult for you.” Harold said speaking over me, loudly. I got the point. 
 
    “It… wasn’t easy, that’s for sure,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, in light of your achievements, taking out a mech, and those corrupted soldiers, and protecting the city from who knows what kind of harm, means you’ll have a new assignment. Not saying where they’re putting you is any better, but you Oshbob, are going monster hunting! Just the littluns mind. Nothing over four meters. They send APS for the real big boys.” 
 
    I gaped. “They’re really gonna fix me up and send me out to fight?” 
 
    “They sure are. You got five years left of your ten years’ service. You think you can hack it?” 
 
    I fish-mouthed for a moment, finally uttering. “I don’t even know what to say.” 
 
    “Thanks Harold, is probably the best place to start. Maybe a little, I owe you big time! Thrown in for good measure. Oh and don’t forget! Will you help out looking after Unara and my turf while I’m gone? That’s always a good one. If you did say that sort of stuff, I’d probably reply. You’re absolutely welcome, you big, mad, bastard. And of course I’ll help out! Though all the gangs of Portolans are behind Unara, Wolski and Effa now, so there’s probably not too much I can do.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Now, I really don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Maybe tell me how the hell you’re only twenty-two years old? You look older ‘n me!” 
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