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        -WORTHY-

      

      

      “You are worthy of hope, of love, of belonging. Never forget that.”

      Nina nearly burst into tears as the human woman before them, Elizabeth, spoke. It was so rare to find true kindness in the Redmond Barrens that it almost hurt to hear. She wasn’t the only one sniffling. The group she’d been separated into had four other girls.

      She rubbed her face and stiffened her spine. Something this good can’t be true, she thought. So many people on the streets promised safety, food, a place to rest your head, only to turn on you and demand more than you wanted to give. Yeah, she’d sold her body from time to time—but only under her rules and by her choice. There wasn’t much else she could do as a runaway hiding her corporate SIN. At least she hadn’t lost that when her world crumbled.

      “Now that you’re here at Project Hope, you have the opportunity to rest, to learn, to volunteer. But only if you choose to. We demand nothing you do not want to give…for a grace period.”

      Here it comes. The price. The cost. Everything costs something. Nina raised her chin.

      “After one month, if you choose to join the Universal Brotherhood, you will be asked to participate in caring for the Chapterhouse. When you join the whole, it’s for the benefit of all. If you decide this isn’t for you, you may leave with our good wishes.”

      “What if I want to leave before the month is up?” The question burst from Nina’s mouth before she thought about what she was saying.

      Elizabeth smiled gently at Nina. “You’re not prisoners. Project Hope is here to help, not harm. You may leave at any time, for any reason. You will not be punished for changing your mind.”

      The woman’s gentle smile and calm words filled Nina with shame for doubting the Universal Brotherhood’s creed.

      Elizabeth must have seen it in her face, for she shook her head. “It’s okay, dear Nina. You are right to question. It isn’t the first challenge to our mission. Nor will it be the last. For those of you who have been hurt so much and struggled for so long, we understand why you may not trust what we offer. But it’s true, and we have the patience to prove it to you.”

      Nina smiled, her eyes bright with unshed tears. Perhaps she had found a new home and family. One to replace the home she’d lost and the family she’d rejected. She had to give them the benefit of the doubt. Didn’t she?

      “You don’t have to believe me. Believe one of your own.” Elizabeth gestured, and a familiar teenager walked in from a side door. “This is Jazz. She will answer all your questions.”

      Jazz? Nina thought with wonder. Cleaned up and smiling like she’d never smiled on the streets, it was Jazz, the little ork girl who’d helped her out from time to time. Too savvy to be taken in by a scam.

      Right then and there, Nina gave her heart and soul to the Universal Brotherhood.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth’s gentle smile faded the moment she left the interview room. She knocked once on the observation room door before entering.

      Inside, her superior and mentor, Shawna, watched the six girls as the five recruits asked questions about the Universal Brotherhood and life within the chapterhouse.

      “Well?” Shawna asked.

      Elizabeth pointed to three of the recruits. “Not worth much. Worker drones at best. Organ donors or food at worst.”

      Shawna nodded. “We all need to eat.”

      “That one,” Elizabeth pointed to a rail-thin elf girl, “might be a good recruiter. Clean her up, get some meat on her bones, make sure she believes, and send her out. She’s got a natural charisma.”

      The two women fell silent as they contemplated Nina. After a long moment, Shawna asked, “Assessment?”

      “Something special, I think. She’s got real potential.”

      “Queenly potential?”

      Elizabeth paused. “Perhaps. Warrior without a doubt. It’s the fighter in her. Strong willed, but malleable. Are we looking for a new Mother?”

      Shawna nodded. “We must expand. If not a Mother, a Mother’s personal guard. Watch and make sure before we invest the time and energy into her.”

      Elizabeth bowed her head, then returned to the interview room. As Shawna watched, the recruiter matron split off the girls into pairs, keeping Nina with Jazz. Easier to observe from within the safety of the dorm room itself.

      She allowed a slow smile to split her face as she thought, Perhaps this one will be worthy.

      
        
        -NON-COMPLIANT-

      

      

      “Shane Ishida?”

      Shane looked up and saw the HR secretary beckoning. “Miss Mori is waiting for you.”

      “Thank you.” He gave her a small bow before entering the frosted glass door. Being summoned to a meeting with a member of Renraku’s Human Resources was always a nerve-wracking experience. It could mean good things—like a raise. Or very bad things. Shane preferred not to think negatively. He’d been working hard on the latest project budget proposal.

      Miss Mori gestured to the seat across from her desk as he entered. Used to her brusque manner, Shane complied. “Good afternoon, Miss Mori.” He’d never once used her first name, Clarice, in conversation. He wouldn’t have even known it if it weren’t emblazoned on her desk name plate.

      “Please fill out the short survey on the datapad.”

      He glanced at it and gave her a quizzical look.

      She returned a tight smile. “Such surveys must be filled out in front of an HR representative. Procedure.”

      “Of course.” Picking up the datapad, he saw it was a simple form—name, address, commlink, job title, current project, number of hours worked on it, estimated hours to go. It was all stuff he could’ve filled out in an email. There was nothing to do but obey his corporate masters.

      Miss Mori interrupted his typing. “Please use the formal Renraku name for the current project. Not the internal nickname.”

      Shane paused, then deleted “Chimera project” from the form. “You’re monitoring me?”

      “Of course. Easier to fix mistakes like the one you just made.”

      His stomach did a lazy flop as he nodded. This was not right. He couldn’t figure out what was wrong, but something was. He activated his AR glasses to get the exact hours he’d worked on the Chelate-Density Project budget, and frowned as his access was denied. “I can’t reach my workstation? I need it to get the exact numbers of hours worked…”

      Miss Mori looked up. “No. No one within Human Resources is allowed an outside line without proper authority.” She glanced at the computer screen. “Estimate your current hours. We will follow-up on the exact number.”

      Shane swallowed hard. This was bad. Very bad. But, at least there would be a follow-up. “Yes, ma’am.”

      As he put the completed form on the desk, Miss Mori regarded him. “Do you like working for Renraku?”

      “Yes, of course. I’m satisfied. I’m very good at my job.”

      She nodded. “Accountant.” It wasn’t a question. “And yes, you were very good at your job.”

      Were? Panic welled. “Miss Mori, I don’t⁠—”

      She raised a hand and cut him off. “It is my duty to inform you, Mr. Ishida, that you are being terminated for your third offense of deliberate non-compliance with Renraku corporate culture.”

      Shane shook his head. This couldn’t be happening. “I… No. I love working here. I don’t understand.”

      “Your first offense was fourteen months ago, when you were found with Fuchi peripherals at your desk instead of in-house Renraku peripherals. A pair of headphones.”

      “But, those were a gift from my daughter. I didn’t think…” Shane trailed off, his words falling on uncaring ears.

      Miss Mori pointed at her screen. “Your second offense was five months ago, when you missed a mandatory morale event with your team. You were warned then by your boss, Mr. Kinsella, that it was a serious breach of corporate culture, and you would have no more chances.”

      “I’m sorry. My daughter. She was sick. I couldn’t leave her⁠—”

      “Your third offense was the deliberate purchase, and obfuscation of that purchase, of a Fuchi keyboard and mouse. You’ve been using these peripherals for the past five weeks. With the ongoing… disagreements…Renraku has with Fuchi, this offense cannot be overlooked.”

      “You don’t understand.” Shane squeezed his hands together. “I work long hours. That keyboard and mouse combo helps keep me working. They’re the most comfortable. Can’t you see I use them to help me work harder for Renraku?”

      There was no understanding or acceptance in the HR woman’s face. “This is the part of my job I dislike. Shane Ishida, your employment with Renraku is hereby terminated. You will not be allowed to go back to your workstation. Your access to the non-public Renraku Matrix is terminated. All personal items at your desk have been boxed up with the exception of the Fuchi peripherals. They need to be examined for spyware, malware, and IC. Do you understand?”

      As she spoke, a large human member of Renraku security walked in and placed a box on the table. He did not leave the HR office. Instead, he stood by the door and watched Shane as if he were a dangerous bug.

      “There…there must be some mistake. I’ve worked here for ten years. I’m loyal. I love Renraku.”

      It was as if Miss Mori couldn’t hear him speak. “As you are being terminated for non-compliance with corporate culture, you are not entitled to a severance package. However, you do receive your unused vacation days.” She placed a silver credstick on the desk between them.

      He could do nothing except watch her click off items on her checklist as his world crumbled into pieces.

      “As you are no longer employed by Renraku…ah, deceased…and do not have a corporate-employed spouse, you will be required to move out of the company apartment. You have two weeks. After that, you will be charged guest rates, 500 nuyen per week, until you vacate. Also, your children—unless they can be placed with a Renraku approved surrogate foster parent—no longer qualify for corporate schooling.” Miss Mori paused. “I’ll add a list of approved Renraku fosters to your termination paperwork, should you choose to go that route.”

      She looked him in the eye. “Do you have any questions, Mr. Ishida?”

      “What—what do I do now?”

      Miss Mori gave him that tight smile again. “That is your choice. You’re no longer Renraku’s concern. Have a good day.”

      
        
        -HUNGER AND THE HAND THAT FEEDS IT-

      

      

      “C’mon, Rain! C’mon!” Thunder held Lightning up with one arm while she shot at the street samurai with her makeshift pistol. The weapon had so many scavenged parts it could barely be called a gun. She backed out of the Stuffer Shack, pleading with the gods above that they’d survive this robbery gone wrong.

      “Fraggin’ Rain. Fraggin’ choob, going after an obviously armed guy,” Thunder muttered as she left their third behind. “Too hopped up on who-knows-what.” She glanced at the elf boy she half-dragged, half-carried. “Lightning, wake up! Help me help you!”

      “Awake. Fragger hurt me bad.” He held a bloodied hand to his even bloodier stomach. “Trying to keep my insides there.”

      “You’re not so bad, Beauty. You’re fine. We’re almost to safety.” Thunder tightened her grip on the elf’s waist and used her orkish bulk to haul him along. She didn’t put the makeshift pistol away. No one stopped to help or hinder them. Not in Touristville. Eventually, someone would come and get a body count.

      She ducked them into a broken building and headed down the stairs to a part of the basement that wasn’t flooded, overrun with vermin, or otherwise occupied. It’d been their crash pad for a couple of weeks now. They called it the Storm Den, because they’d taken on the street names of Rain, Lightning, and Thunder. Really, it was just four walls that didn’t leak.

      “Rain should’ve recognized him. Numbers. By-the-Numbers. Should’ve backed down. Died when he didn’t have to.” The elf boy coughed as Thunder put him down as gently as she could.

      “He’s not dead yet.”

      “Beast, look at me…”

      Whenever he called her that, his private nickname—from any other mouth it would’ve hurt like hell—she couldn’t help but stop and obey. Beauty and the Beast. Star-crossed lovers. He made her feel beautiful inside and out.

      “He’s dead. We didn’t see it, but that street sam, that guy…” Lightning shook his head. “He don’t leave survivors. And Rain drew blood.”

      She bowed her head. “I know. I’ve heard.”

      “It means we don’t have to share this with him.” With a bloody smile, Lightning lifted up a plastic bag half-filled with food.

      Thunder almost gasped. Food had been the whole reason for the robbery. They were all so hungry. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Off a scared sheep as you helped me out. I saw…” Lightning coughed. His hand came away bloody. He wiped it on his dirty jeans. “I saw what they’d bought. Good stuff.” He twitched the bag to her.

      She took it and saw a meal for two inside. Two cans of nu-soykaf, two krill-and-soybeef burritos, two candy bars. “A meal for us.” She handed him a paper-wrapped burrito. “You eat.”

      He nodded, holding the burrito to his chest. “In a minute. Hurt.”

      Thunder shoved an entire candy bar into her mouth to keep her hunger from distracting her. With that bit of food in her stomach, she rummaged through her meager gear for medical supplies. There was one pain patch left. Grimacing at her hesitation, Thunder peeled it and stuck it to Lightning’s neck.

      “Oh, Beast. So much better…” Lightning sagged as he relaxed into the lack of pain.

      “Good. I gotta stitch up what that Ferryman did to you.” She gently pulled his hand from his stomach and knit her brows together. It looked like just two small puncture wounds, but there was a lot of blood. “Weapon in you?”

      He shook his head. “No. Some sort of yo-yo needles. Sprang out of his wrist, hit me, then sprang back. Did it after I hit him with a spell.”

      Thunder got to work. “Not a good enough spell.” She patched him up as best she could, covered it with a nu-skin bandage and sat back. “How’s that?”

      “Good. Good. Eat.”

      She didn’t need any other encouragement. She’d been smelling his uneaten burrito for the last five minutes. After popping open the coffee and gulping some down, she marveled at its sweetened taste and expanding warmth. Then she ripped into the burrito and took a huge bite. Heaven. Heaven wrapped in a tortilla.

      “You know,” she said when she’d swallowed enough to speak. “Maybe it’s better this way. Just the two of us. Rain was getting…reckless.”

      Lightning chuckled, “Yeah. Beauty and the Beast. We could become the best pair of kick artists the Barrens have ever seen.”

      She took another bite. “Yeah. We could do that. You with magic. Me with my guns—both of them.” She patted her sidearm, then one of her muscular biceps. His smile of approval made her heart soar. Noticing he still hadn’t eaten anything, she slid closer. “Want some of my nu-soykaf? It’ll “brighten your day in a whole nu way!”” She held the can up as if she were modeling it.

      “Yeah. A sip. Eat later. Tired.” He leaned forward to accept the can to his lips and drank. “Good. Warm.”

      Thunder was glad he didn’t spill any of it. Partly because it meant he wasn’t as bad as she thought. Partly because it was too precious to spill. She shifted again until she sat next to him, shoulder to shoulder. She let him lean into her as she continued to eat, slower now, to savor the sensations and tastes.

      “Would we really go by Beauty and the Beast? Isn’t that a little on the nose?” She glanced his way, and his head nodded. “Then again, if we’re gonna be kick artists, simple is good. It’s not like it’s rocket science. We go in, we beat people up, we get them to pay the boss—whoever that is—get a great rep and get paid, too.”

      Daydreaming about a better life came to an end as she sucked the last droplets of soykaf from the can and unashamedly licked the bits of burrito from the greasy paper. As she turned to throw everything away, Lightning crumpled over on his side.

      Thunder did not gasp or panic or do any of those histrionic things you saw women in trids do when such things happened. She swallowed hard and moved Lightning back into a sitting position. His mouth hung slack in that not-sleeping way she’d seen too often in the Barrens.

      Blinking back her tears, she checked his breath, his pulse, his heartbeat. Dead. Dead. Dead.

      All conscious thoughts left her mind as she considered him, her beautiful elf boy, her Beauty.

      Her hands moved to the food he had not eaten, including the burrito she carefully took from his limp hand. She opened the coffee and gulped it down, letting it almost burn her throat in her haste. She attacked the burrito with savage intent, eating it with great big bites, careful to not let any food go to waste. Last, the bittersweet dessert; a candy bar gobbled in two bites.

      Both meals and a promising partnership gone between one eyeblink and the next.

      As she covered his face with his jacket, then riffled through his pockets for anything useful, Thunder realized her lover had given her one last gift: for the first time in ages, her hunger was gone. Satisfied. A brief moment of respite.

      Then it was time to move. Dead bodies brought nothing but trouble. She didn’t know what she was going to do now, but she would figure it out.

      She had no other choice.

      
        
        -LITERAL MILK RUN-

      

      

      All By-the-Numbers had on his mind was milk. The great debate was soymilk, almond milk, or splurging on real cow milk. Unlike many of his peers—present and past—he was not lactose intolerant, and could enjoy real dairy products without any side effects.

      He walked into the Stuffer Shack, still debating. It would come down to what his mind settled on when he got to the refrigerated case.

      It was for his daughter’s birthday cake. Never mind the fact that she wasn’t here to enjoy it. It was the thought that counted. The thought you put out into the world.

      His hand landed on real milk. Pricy, but worth it. It would be a good cake.

      As he strode up to the counter to pay for the milk, By-the-Numbers realized the Stuffer Shack was too quiet. Only then did he realize that all was not well in Touristville, and his brain kicked over into combat mode. His steps did not change.

      
        
          	
        Human male teen by the register, bladed weapon in hand. Makeshift sword, beaten iron, .55 meters long. Armed Robber.
      

      	
        Mr. Buskirk, owner of this Stuffer Shack franchise, bruised and shaking. Priority civilian.
      

      	
        Elf male teen halfway between the register and exit. Talismanic necklace. Knife. Magic user. Armed Robber.
      

      	
        Adult female ork crouched in front of the elf teen. Mook. Scenery that bleeds.
      

      	
        Ork female teen at the doorway. Makeshift pistol in hand. Armed Robber.
      

      

      

      Order of attack: Geek the mage first. Human teen second. Ork teen third if a danger. Clearly, he hadn’t thought of the ork girl as a danger as he brushed past her on his way in. He’d been distracted.

      By-the-Numbers wasn’t distracted now.

      He put the quart of milk on the counter and looked at the vibrating, armed human teen. “You should be stupid elsewhere.”

      “Frag you, drek-for-brains. I got biz here.”

      “No. You don’t.”

      “Rain…?” the elf teen asked, looking between his cohorts.

      Rain slammed his sword down on the carton of milk in a show of intimidation that did nothing more than startle his companions.

      By-the-Numbers grunted as the manabolt hit him from the side and the bullet from the ork girl missed by a country mile. He did what he was good at. Left arm snapped out toward the elf boy. Two poisoned metal bolts the size of large nails flew from his wrist, stabbing the elf in the stomach. They did as much damage coming back out as their monofilament wires retracted.

      At the same time, his right hand ejected the internal blade he always had with—in—him. He used it to parry Rain’s clumsy strike. Not fast enough against the kid’s enhanced reflexes to keep him from drawing blood, but fast enough to keep the slice from doing any real damage.

      The ork girl grabbed the elf boy and pulled him to the door, screaming her friend’s name. Her aim was high, and she was shooting in a panic. Not a threat.

      The elf boy grabbed the mook’s bag. Both hands full. Not a threat.

      Focusing on Rain again, By-the-Numbers beat the teen’s blade back with his own and followed it up with a hard left to the face. As Rain staggered and fumbled for a hidden weapon, the street samurai sliced him twice and ended the fight with a stab to the heart.

      After a moment, he cleaned his blade on the dead street rat’s clothing. “I’m sorry, Mr. Buskirk. All I wanted was some milk.”

      “Good riddance to that lot,” the old man spat. “Been trying to rough me up for protection money.”

      By-the-Numbers helped the shaking old ork woman to her feet. She skittered away from him and out the door without a word of thanks. He shook his head and followed.

      “Numbers, wait,” Mr. Buskirk called. “Your milk.” He hurried out from around the counter to retrieve a new carton and brought it over. “On the house.”

      He hesitated, then took the offering. “Sorry about the blood.”

      “That’s what insurance is for. No worries. Your face is clean. Just like we agreed.”

      Numbers nodded. “Appreciate it.” He left the Stuffer Shack milk in hand, but no longer in the mood to bake the cake to celebrate his absent daughter’s birthday. Wherever she was, she was probably having a better time celebrating it than him.

      
        
        -THE GIFT OF CALLOUSNESS-

      

      

      By-the-Numbers gazed at his foe. She was a visual contradiction. One half of her was a teenage girl—familiar, almost heartbreakingly so. Almost.

      Any vestigial emotion he had for the girl pretending to be Nina was wiped away by her obvious mutation. Part of her face was marred by insectile protrusions. Carapace. Bulbous eye that took up her eye socket and cheek. Nascent mandible.

      “Daddy, please…”

      “The man that was the father of the body you inhabit is no more. The girl you pretend to be died long ago.” The street samurai still paused. The flesh form warrior was almost dead. It could not physically fight back. Not anymore. It used what it had left in order to survive: the memories of the daughter he’d thought he’d done his best for.

      His hesitation made the monster use what little magic it had left to hide its true appearance. No longer did a mutated monster lay on the ground. Unharmed, unbloodied, unsullied, his daughter lay there. “Daddy…” it tried again.

      He scowled and jammed his last full magazine into the Ares Predator. He was almost out of ammo. He had the Predator, a full magazine for the Colt Manhunter on his belt, and four shots left in the pistol itself. Then he was down to blades.

      Another glance at the mirage of his daughter on the floor. Though she looked unhurt, it was all smoke and mirrors.

      The girl tried again. “You don’t know what they did to me.”

      “They cored you out and stuffed a monster in you.”

      She shook her head, dark hair flying. “My foster parents. The ones you abandoned me to.”

      That hurt more than it should have. By-the-Numbers knew he lost a bit more of who he was as a human every single time he had an upgrade. Right now, that was a boon. Here, in front of him, was the main reason for that. Still, he couldn’t resist the challenge.

      “I didn’t abandon you.” He shook his head. “I didn’t abandon my daughter. I gave her the best I could. I left her in school, with a home, a corporation to look after her.”

      “To use. To abuse. You abandoned me when I needed you most.”

      “No. As part of the foster agreement, I was not allowed to have contact with you unless you contacted me first.”

      “They did things, unspeakable things, to me. Recorded it and sold it. I had to get away. I looked for you. Please…” She reached a hand out to him.

      Instinct twitched him toward her. The malicious smile saved him.

      By-the-Numbers raised the Predator and fired. The first shot destroyed the illusion. The second stopped her last, desperate lunge. The third and fourth obliterated the face that no longer belonged to the body. The fifth stopped the creature’s heart.

      The man who had once been Shane Ishida had enough of himself left to mourn the daughter that had died long ago. The shadowrunner he’d become listened for sounds of reinforcements. Distant, but coming closer.

      He moved, finding his way out of the labyrinthine hallways of the hive. He’d done what he’d come to do. The rest was someone else’s problem.

      He made it to the streets and ducked into his car, thinking about what she’d said. “Recorded it and sold it.” If that was true, he had another job to do.

      As he contemplated this turn of events, part of him wondered what was better…emotions to feel the pain of what you learn, or the coldness of metal to act on that knowledge?

      Too many cybered beings lamented the lack of feeling alive, of giving up a precious gift for power. By-the-Numbers shrugged. While part of him that was the father mourned, railed, and wept, the enhanced man he’d become processed, prepared, and planned. The memories would not be forgotten. The trespasses never forgiven.

      By-the-Numbers would find out if his daughter had been hurt by the corporation that had tossed him away. He would do it right. Hire the right hackers. Find the fosters. Discover if they contributed to the black market of unspeakable things. Confirm whether or not his daughter had been a victim. It was his cybered gift of muted emotions that allowed him to do this.

      Then, if any of it was true, the father he had been would go to war with a place that had once been his beloved home: the Renraku Arcology.
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