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Chapter 1
Repairs


New Detroit, Planet Hephaestus, 2260

 

The sign over the door reads MMI.  The three letters are
bright neon orange set in a simple anthropomorphic logo with a
black matte background.  Jacobs knows this place by
reputation.  Straight cash, no questions.  And he knows
who runs the joint, no need to drop names here.

His cloak is beginning to feel heavy.  The excess of
moisture in the air is wetting it down.  No heavy synthetics
or smartfabric here, just the canvas he managed to rip from the
packing crate before beating a hasty retreat.  If he doesn’t
find a place to sit soon, he’ll collapse under the thing.

Overhead, more rain is forecast by the pounding of lead coloured
clouds.  Heavy with the burdens of crystalized water from the
Trimurti, and trace minerals from all the belching stacks in the
Grey Belt.  He pursed his lips and directs them heavenward,
makes a smooching noise.

Kiss the mother-loving sky!  Bless us for this day which we
have received!

Smite our enemies and may they turn up face down and floating in
the Novi.

Jacobs shoulders his way through the throng of rabble.  An
especially loud woman with dynamos screams at him for almost
kicking over one of her display baskets.  He bumps into
another bunch with the same kind of skin art, black flame tracks
that run up and down their left arms.  These ones he can’t
avoid since they’re standing between him and the MMI shop.

“Hoy!  Too-rist!  Wha-ta-fuck you doin’?”

He’s about to give them what for when he notices that their
dynamos become blood red.  The flame patterns change
drastically to form the outline of slinking dragons that begin at
their wrists and terminate at the shoulders.  The eyes burn a
bright red and the mouth spits incendiary bursts of pigment. 
There’s one lady amongst them.  Hers forms a large huang bird
that turns its head and opens its beak to display powdery blue
effects.  Like magenta novas bursting.

Normally he’d have to be high to experience visions like this,
but right now, their effects trigger an adrenalin rush instead of
ecstasy.  He knows who they are and knows from experience not
to mess with them unless need be.  Liung’s are not the
heaviest individually, but they got mad backups!  He holds his
left hand out and taps the first three fingers of his right hand
down them, denoting respect to their clan.  They move on
without a fuss.

He pushes past more stalls and gets an eyeful of every other
sign on the block. Some are enhanced with holographics showing the
latest enhancements. Subdermals, nerve grafts, wetwires, oculars,
cortographs, pumps, jacks, and every Novus enhancer in the known
universe.  He scoffs at these and keeps his goggles toggled to
the straight and narrow.  Only the bright orange one is of
interest to him.  He doesn’t need any upgrades right now, only
service.  And he knows that most of these sellers are
ngong gau anyway, medtech rejectees who couldn’t stick a
plug into a lab rat without giving it a nasty infection.

He needs someone who can handle his juice and his gears. 
He needs the perfect tunewoman.  The ergonomic genius who
knows how to please both sides of the Novus, the new man.  The
master of the grey area, the thin line, the nexus joint where it
all crashes and makes man better. 

He needs the Maestra. 

 

“Just go easy on it.  The nerve induction sequence should
take hold in a few days, then you’ll have full motion again.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive.”

Jacobs clears his throat.  He sees Ariana look over at him
and make that face.  That “oh shit, what have you done now”
face he’s seen so many times before.  She shoos the costumer
away from the diagnostic table and waits til he’s gone before
inviting Jacobs over.

“Evenin’ Maestra.  Heard you were the best.”

“You heard wrong,” she says.

“Oh, senorita, you’re being too hard on yourself.”

He shuffles the canvass off and lets it slide to the
floor.  She feasts her eyes on his wounds and gasps with
measured horror.  Not like she’s new to this kind of site,
more like she can’t believe anyone would be dumb enough to accrue
this kind of damage and come to her looking for help.  Smarter
to just a Darwinian universe take its course.

She runs her hand over the carapace on his shoulder and fingers
the holes there.

“What did you get hit with, a diamondoid or a duranium
special?”

“Not sure, they all feel the same cutting through ya’,” Jacobs
replies, moaning from the sensation of her fingers in his
wounds.  “Think it might have been a deep though, heard it
clang.  Might have stuck.

She gives him another one of her “looks.”  “Wait
here.  I need to clean you up first.”

“Where else would I go?”

She disappears behind a counter near the far wall and produces a
med kit.  Plopping it down on the room’s central table, she
removes a series of helpful bits.  A blue hypo with what he
assumes is coagulant, some sterile pads, and some vials of
plasma.  The white hypo is there too, probably
antibiots.  He can always count on her to take care of him,
which is why he keeps coming back.  Though he does notice the
total absence of any painkillers.

Running the pads over the bloodied wound, she hits him in the
right shoulder where she knows there’s still some bare flesh with
the first hypo.  She waits for him to stop complaining and
give him some choice words to go along with the look.

“If I’d known getting the kind of reputation I got would keep
jacks like you coming to me, I’d have botched your novus jobs a
long time ago, Jakes.”

“Like I said, bao bei, don’t be so hard on
yourself.”

She hits him with the other hypo and begins probing around the
wound again with her bare fingers.  He can remember not that
long ago when some quack doc working the enforcer racket went
rummaging through his leg with a hunting knife, looking to pull out
shrapnel.  The feeling was somewhat similar.

“You know, Ariana, those nerves are still hooked up.  Just
sayin’.”

“Hmmm, I think you might be right about the round, Jakes,” she
says, pretending not to hear him.  “You better get up on the
table.  I’ll give you something for the pain.”

“Oh, now something for the pain.  You’re too
kind.”

She slaps the table behind her and moves out of his way. 
While Jacobs gets his skinny butt on the slab of beryllium alloy, a
loud grunt accompanying the effort, she fires up the large
apparatus that hangs overhead.  The appendage begins to move,
bringing out clusters of sensors, surgical tools, and manipulators
mounted on a series of head that rotate on a spherical joint. 
It hums with the sound of servo motors and subsystems coming to
life.

“Now I know what it feels like to be a factory model.”

“Shut up, Jakes. This will sting a bit.”

The first head comes into place, a needle protrudes and aims
straight down at his skull.  Before he can move, arm, leg and
head restraints bolt into place and immobilize him.  The
needle descends, plunges and then is withdrawn with lightning
speed.  In less than a second, he can feel the pain of the
intrusion fading, same as the agony in his enhanced shoulder
joint.  It’s a pleasant feeling, though not entirely
euphoric.

“What’d you hit me with?”

“Nerve blockers,” Ariana says.  “Don’t worry, you’re not
frozen.  Just the pain receptors.”

“You couldn’t hit me with something more fun, like some hydro or
zene?”

She gives him a crooked smile.  He knows as well as she
that she hates him high.  He’s even more of a chǔn lǘ
that way.

She hits some command keys from her spot at the console desk and
rotates another head into position.  This one looks like a
bug’s eye, loaded with studded faces that cover its whole
face.  He can remember vaguely a trip to the Terrestrial
museum, his latest “auntie” taking him, back before he ran out on
her as well.  She called them “compound eyes”.  Said lots
of bugs had ‘em, good for hunting small prey.  At the moment,
that would be him.

Funny the things that you remember, he thinks.  Funny the
things that you forget too, for that matter.

“I got them,” she says from behind him.  A large picture
appears on the wall to the left.  He can see his skeletal
frame, his Novus parts and assorted jacks appearing on the
wall.  The image cycles through different views.  X-rays,
mag rays, resonance, and spectrogram.  On the last, he can see
two dots burning bright red against the green of his
shoulder.  His other implants glow the same color while his
bones show up in a light blue.

“Just as I thought,” she says.  “Those are homemade, cheap
knock-off of duraniums.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means they bit your joint and fractured.  You got
fragments messing with your shoulder gears, probably some
microfragments in your blood too.”

“You can remove em’, right?”

She leaves the console and walks over to him, standing right
above his head.  She places her hands over his temples and
clasps his head tight.

“I can remove the larger pieces,” she says.  “But you still
got debris floating around your bloodstream, Jakes.  Those
homemade might not be fully spent, which means you’ll have some
uranium dust with some charge still left in ‘em pumping into your
guts.”

He looks her deep in the eye, sees some concern.  It’s nice
for a change.  He hopes he can sustain that look long
enough.

“Meaning?” he asks.  She gives his head a slight shake.

“Meaning, you-is-fucked unless you can get a
nanotreatment.  In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t exactly
have that kind of stuff on hand, Jakes.”

“What about radiation meds?  You got those, right?”

“Not handy,” she says, releasing his head and coming around to
his side.  She begins loading the plasma shots into the
hypospray and spiking them into his right, flesh arm.  “I
could ask around, see if anyone’s got some they want to unload, but
you’d need an unending supply.  And they aint exactly
cheap.”

“I’m good for it!”

“Yeah, since when?”

“I can pull more jobs, fēngmì, you know that.  Besides, I
trust you.”

“‘More jobs’,” she says mockingly.  How many times has she
heard that?  She doesn’t bother to say what she’s
thinking. 

“What were you doing this time?  Independent work, or
someone pay you to get shot up?”

“You might say it was a bit of both…”

“Really?” she sounds mildly interested.

“You give me a little neurozene, I might remember better.”

Another look.

“Ah c’mon!  The blocker’s not going to get it all, you know
that!”

She sighs.  “Fine, but you don’t dare pass out on my
table!  I’ll tweak your jacks so bad, you’ll look worse than
one of them Pudong freaks!”

He feels a light stab in his right shoulder, barely audible to
his deafened nerves.  But the warm, bright feeling, it’s so
good he can almost taste it!  Every pore opens to greet the
glowing lights above, his eyes go wide and his head swims in the
gentle tide.  The only thing that registers in his blissful
sensorium is the faint voice of the woman standing over him.

“So… what the hell happened to you?”

His mouth opens and facts begin to spill out, a rusty
reconstruction of what went down that day and a few others
prior.

 

The bare bones are simple.  Faz had a line on some runners
brining Juice, Sharp and some other such stuff in through the
docks.  Real shady deal, port officials paid to look the other
way, a secret route that’d get them right past customs.  And
an impressive haul.  Word said they were bringing kilos of the
stuff in, drop point near the edge of the docks where a private
shuttle would take it to another landing strip where some big black
market buyer would take care of the rest.

All they had to do was hit them the shuttle at the port.  A
quick sack job, move in before the shipment arrived, take down the
shuttle crew who were supposed to be intercepting it.  Faz had
a man who would arrange transport to their own spot, where they
could fence it off.  Name was Walt or something like
that.  They had it all arranged.  Enough muscle to make
it happen, a transport guy Faz said was cool, and a plan for
dividing it up.  Jacobs would take care of getting the
persuaders, heavy duty slug throwers and a Dewy of two, one he’s
keeping for himself.  He’d get a quarter of the fence, plus
whatever he can carry home.  Roughly a year’s worth of Juice,
Pump, Sharp, fulfilling all the basic needs of a working dude like
himself.

Everything went just fine at first.  The shuttle crew
didn’t even put up a fight.  When they rolled in, dressed up
in some surplus dockworker uniforms, the guys played it real cool,
figuring they were just looking for a bribe.  But when the
guns came out, they were very cooperative.  They went back in
their shuttle, sealed themselves in the panic compartment, and
didn’t dare come out.  All they asked in return for this
cooperation was a mild beating to make it look like they weren’t in
on it.  Jacobs was happy to oblige them.  The seizure
went down just fine too.  The shippers made a fuss about being
stolen from, saying Faz and his boys were dead meat, gonna be
floating in the Novi by sundown, etc. etc.  But they didn’t do
anything stupid.  Good sorts, real business like.

Things didn’t get hairy til Walt showed up.  Bringing a
couple of his own guys in tow, he comes in with an attitude. 
They are all set to lift the stuff off when Walt starts talking to
Faz about “renegotiating”.  His guys start getting their guns
out.  He’s taking the supply he says, gonna’ make a mint
fencing to his own guy.  Faz doesn’t like this.  Jacobs’s
none too happy either.  After some words, everybody’s got
their weapons drawn and all they’re doing is waiting for someone to
make a move.  It’s not enough they gotta get out before the
authorities get wind of them, now they got a standoff happening on
the tarmac of an interstellar spaceport.  Jacobs doesn’t
remember who fired first, but once it happened, it was
on! 

Faz and their crew won, of course.  Several people shot up,
but the Dewy’s made the difference.  Cut right through that
mother-loving Walt and his little bitch crew!  Problem was,
what to do now about the shipment?  Faz is real insistent he
can take care of it.  He tells Jacobs to go get help from
himself since he’s the worst amongst the living.  He promises
to keep Jacobss share in reserve, a quarter cut plus a quantity set
aside that Jacobs’s real specific about.  Faz doesn’t
argue.  Faz makes promises.  Jacobs leaves and hobbles
here.

 

“You let him take your cut?” Ariana says, incredulous.

“I thought you didn’t approve of this shit?” Jacobs says from
the slab.

“I don’t, but stupid is stupid!  How could let him go off
with your cut of things?”

“Wasn’t in a position to oversee the fence, hon.  Besides,
Faz’s good.  Faz’ll pay up, or Faz is dead.”

She grumbles and hits a specific combination of command
keys.  The surgical orb rotates into place, a scalpel head
clicking into place and then lowering to the site of its first
incision.  He can feel the tug of it on his flesh, but no
pain.  It widens the first hole in his arm, then the
second.  The third it doesn’t bother with since it’s metal on
metal.  It retracts, another tool, this one a thin arm-like
thing with slinky joints, replaces it.  It lowers again and
the thing does a snakey thing, slithering back and forth, limbering
up before it has to work its way through the internal maze of his
shoulder.

He can feel none of this beyond some faint echoes of sensation,
but the sound is making him nauseous.  While the snake arm
works, a small tube clears out excess fluid, sucking it up the long
appendage into some bio-storage vat.

“So…” she says, after a bit.  “Who was the guy shipping
this stuff in?”

Jacobs hums at her thoughtfully.  He doesn’t quite remember
that part of things.  His head’s getting a little hazy.

“The guys who were bringing the stuff through, they said you
were messing with the wrong people.  Who were they talking
about?”

“Oh…” Jacobs remembers now.  One of the guys pulled up his
sleeve, showed the mark.  “Akuma.  Those guys there were
affiliated.”

“WHAT?”  He hears an instrument getting smacked off her
console and hitting the floor with a loud clang.  The sound
reverberates for a second, hitting every corner in the room and
then bouncing back towards him.  It sounds lovely…

“You stole from an Akuma boss?!  Are you fucking
crazy?!”

Jacobs is about to answer, but his sensorium registers noise
just outside the room.  He’s about to ask something, but
Ariana is there by his side clamping his lips.

“Shut up, you…  I’ll be right there!  I’m putting you
under, don’t say a word you stupid fuck… I’m with a customer! 
Wait!”

She lets go his lips and pricks him again with another
dose.  This time, the waves roll in extra hard.  He has
to get steely to resist but can’t.  He can feel a tinge of
fear, but it washes away, much like everything else.  Out to
sea… waves of bliss carrying him away…










Chapter 2
Dealin'


Light creeping in again.  The bad kind.  The mottled,
grey and dreary kind of charcoal skies and shitty décor.  His
head is still two sizes too big for his shoulders, and he can feel
his shoulder again.  There’s a ton of sharp things poking him
from behind.  He thinks they’re sharp, it’s hard to tell at
the moment.  In any case, he knows where he is now, sort of.
 It’s a junk heap, he’s woken up in a junk heap.  The
smell is also pretty unmistakable.  Where else can you go in
the basin for some decent noodles, especially one that serves
authentic fare?

He can see the better half of the sign from the alleyway, its
neon holos lighting the side of the building.

Lou Chows, it reads, and he knows the story to it.
Owner’s a free man, no connections, makes his living in the
downtown the old fashioned way, slinging cheap noodles, cash and
only simple credit. Real name, Zhang Hao-Tung. The name is some
kind of tribute to his tòhng yàn ancestors, came to Hermes
by way of San Francisco, says it inspires people to feel
comfortable and hungry in his presence.

And from the smell of things, seems like the lunch rush just
took place.

He rotates around, gets an earful of leftover boiled noodles and
cabbage.  Hoisin hits his elbow and is messing with the sheen
on his work.  Crap!  But his arm is moving fine and isn’t
killing him.  The Maestra does good work.  He pulls
himself over, using his left arm to prop himself up.  The
smell is as bad as the feeling of cold saucy noodles.

He feels a crinkle and sees their a note attached to his chest.
He pulls the sticky pad from his chest plate and reads the finely
calligraphic inscription. It says, in simplified characters:

Hope you like your new digs, jackass! Had to get you out,
knew you’d understand.

Also booked you an appointment with a doc for some
radscans,

0900, tomorrow, miss it and die!

Don’t darken my door again!

“Love ya, làn biǎo zi!” he says and crumples the
note.  He looks around for some decent footing and decides the
throwaway take out boxes are the closest thing he’s going to
find.  One by one, his feet find their mark and get him out of
his new digs.  If it weren’t for the smell, he might even stop
in for some lunch.  With the neurozene’s wearing off and he’s
feeling some hunger pangs again.

He inspects the work some more.  The holes are patched shut
and his flesh wounds are closed.  But the pain is also
returning.  He’ll have to make a stop before heading home…

 

“Haze.  Got any derms man?”

The man inside the booth looks at him through the black
wraparounds that constitute his head gear.  He feels the
goggles drilling into him, inspecting him, like the sensograms the
fuzz use when they’re trying to shake suspects down.  His
goggles are a little more specialized though, cycling through all
visible spectrums to see if what people are bringing to him is real
or fake.  He taps the side of his visor and zooms in on
Jacobs’s shoulder, shooing some dreads out of the way
beforehand.

Jacobs casts a look to the curtain next to them. From the front,
Haze runs a reputable pet paraphernalia shop, getting people
anything from the home country to spruce up the ol’ house, make it
look more like lakay.  In the back is where he keeps
his other bizz, the specialist shop for people looking to taking
the edge off, or put it on…

The goggles make a snapping noise as they finish their scans. He
leans back and nods.

“You got some work done, man?”

Jacobs looks at the area in question and shrugs.  He gets a
spasm of pain but tries to ignore it.  “What are you talking
about? That thing of yours showing you imperfections or
somethin’?”

Haze smiles.  “Tell by the quality parts, man.  In a
sea of imperfection, the small islands of uniformity indicate that
changes have been made.”

Jacobs’s getting a headache just listening to his
claptrap.  “What?”

“I see where she did the work, but only because its of better
quality than the rest of ya’.  So what are you looking
for?”

“Derms, man.  I told you.”

“How are you going to pay?”

Jacobs’s feet begin to shuffle.  Why the bitch hadn’t sent
him off with a helpful stash is beyond him. Probably just to be a
bitch. After all he’s asked of her, letting him suffer is probably
her way of getting back. But jonesin’ and sufferin’ is just cruel
and unusual, damn her!

“I got some comin, Haze.  I’m good for it!”

“Yeah, I’m sure you are.  But you know the policy,
man.  No credit!”

“Fuck…” Jacobs mutters. The pain is getting too much and the
hunger’s turning to nausea.  If he can’t find something to
beat it back down, it’s going to be hell in a handbasket! He pulls
back the cloth to show the extent of the wounds Maestra fixed.

“You see these, man? I got these making a score.  Faz and
me, plus crew.  We got a whole shitload of stuff and I got a
cut of it coming to me.”

“Is that a fact?” Haze says, tapping the goggles again. He
inspects his wounds for some trace of evidence to confirm the
story.  “Did you know you got some residue in you man?”

“Yeah, I know! Got an appointment to take care of it,” he says,
waving his hand.  “So, if you want –”

Haze grumbles and stares sternly at him. He also leans forward
to make sure they’re not talking too loud.  No other customers
right now, but habits are habits.

“We talking Shine?  Trōp?” he asks, listing off the usual
culprits.

“Juice, Sharp, Pump, the like,” Jacobs replies.  “I got me
a claim to more than I can carry, even with these
enhancements.”

He moves his novus arm up and down, makes a flexing motion. It
sends him through many spasms of pain, but he’s closing so it’s
alright.  Haze hasn’t asked where its coming from and he’s
thinking it would be best not to volunteer it.  Any mention of
the Akuma will close this deal right here right now.

“You know me, Haze.  I’ve cut deals under your roof
before.”

Haze doesn’t mention the consequences of those deals. Though he
got his cut, he was subject to some heat thanks to them deals, but
he doesn’t mention that either. He’s counting on him remembering
the upside.

Haze finally leans forward and puts his hands on the table,
indicating he’s got his terms.

“I get fifteen of everything you got, for resale as I see fit,
k?”

“Fine!” Jacobs says, slapping his hand down next to
Haze’s.  The deal is sealed, Haze’s leans back and tosses his
dreads back.  He looks to his left and calls out.

“Augustus!”

From behind the bead curtain, a big heavy walks out and looks
Jacobs over.  Jacobs’s never seen this one, but Haze is known
to keep good company.  This one is wearing a heavy vest, open
at the chest, showing his ink.  It’s a depiction of Papa
Legba, he doesn’t want to see what it does if the guy gets
pissed.  If it’s a dynamo, its likely to get nasty looking
when he wants it to. Jacobs knows that Haze’s crew got some weird
shit going on where their dynamos and their spirits are
concerned.  No messin’ with that!

“What you won, fré?”

“Get this boy something to take his pains away.”

Augustus snorts.  “This way, blan nonm.”

Jacobs gives a nod to Haze and follows the heavy into the back.
His spine tingles with anticipation of what he won’t be feeling
soon!

 

The door slid back with a faint clunk. Even though the room was
dark, he could feel light emanating from the walls and inviting him
in.  He tosses the canvass cover, no need for it now, onto the
rack where his other jackets reside.  He knows it to be messy
from noodles and blood, probably got some rads coming off it too,
but he’s too happy to care. He paces into the room, sets his eye on
the bright shiny tank in the far corner. His original arm is
suspended in fluid there, the elbow bent and fingers reaching out,
trying to touch something that’s always out of reach…

He slumps down on the couch, his eyes close and open, letting
the room reel once around for him. The lights are intense, as are
the dancing images. He sees dragons, huang birds, Papa
Legba, and millions of deep bullets.  But they pass right
through him, their shiny uranium sheen not touching him. He feels
the glow in his skin, like phosphorescent pools coming from the
Novi. He guesses that’s the leftovers the Maestra talked
about.  But it don’t mean a thing. He’s riding high right now,
not a thing to mess with his time!

He hears a chime. An interminable silence follows as he tries to
figure out where the hell it’s coming from. Another chime. His
door?  No, that one sounds like a giant wasp. The hardline?
Nope, doesn’t exist anymore.  He had that taken out as soon as
he’d got the implant installed.

“Right!” he says, his eye twitching to activate it. “Who’s
it?”

An image resolves in front of his face, the picture of Ariana.
She looks paler than usual.

“Maestra, you shit talker! What’s happening?”

“Jakes, you dick!” she says.  “Did you get my note?”

He has to think about that. What was he doing before the big
heavy dude slapped a derm on the inside of his right elbow? Putting
the evening together is a bit tough.

“About your appointment in the morning?” she says.  “You
gotta make sure you’re not slowly being poisoned from the inside
out.”

“Oh yeah,” he mutters.  “I guess I got some time
right?  It still night?”

She sighs.  “Just make your appointment and keep your head
down.  Word is you’ve been all over town, making a fool of
yourself. Don’t talk about the you know who’s either, k?”

The image is gone. But he’s still not sure what she’s talking
about. You know who’s?  Who are you know who’s?  He has
to work backwards again to put that part together.  Man, the
derms are messing with him!  Maybe it’s time to cut back, or
stop mixing.

 

The bad light again. His eyes open to the sounds of terrible
pangs, pounding throbs that are coming through the walls and making
the couch shake. The light is slotted, coming through the blinds in
long lines that are projected against the wall. The lines that
separate light and dark and shaking, blurring, he can feel them
regress and expand.

His brain is two sizes too big for his head.

He hears a loud aching groan.

The sensation in this throat lets him know it’s coming from
him.

All the pain and twice the hangover, it’s back with a
vengeance!

He leans forward and tries to shake off some of the pain. His
drifts headfirst into someone else’s face. He leans back and sees
the image resolve itself, another face. This one is not so pale.
Not so nice either.  The lights dim. The edge between light
and dark is gone and all there is now is dark.

The face resolves itself some more, then some more.  It’s
so clear it feels almost real, emanating from a lens in his head or
behind him somewhere.  He slap himself in the face just to
make sure this isn’t some trip. He can feel the pain. And
everything else is just a little too rough and grainy to be from
the derms.

No, this is definitely real.

“Who are you?” he asks the image.

The face looks Asiatic, the eyes covered with dark lenses. The
hair is vertical, white, and there’s lot of marks on the face. Ink,
from the looks of it, but not dynamo-style.  This is some old
style shit, the mark of something scary and eerily familiar.

“Who are you?”

“Sleep well?” the face asks him.

He squints to see the image better through a sudden haze that’s
hit him.  He’s got the usual headache; jonesin’ for a new hit,
another indication that he’s awake.

“What do you mean?”

“It must get exhausting, killing yourself slowly, constantly
taking from others to fund it.”

“Hey, fuck you man!” he says, suddenly defensive. Who is this
character and what is he doing in his living room? Where does he
get off summing up his life like that?

“You must know it will catch up with you…”

The face changes.  Someone else he recognizes, this one
much more placeable.

“Hello Mr. Wilkins,” it says.  “How are you?”

He can barely respond, he’s just so freaking surprised. 
How the hell did he get in here?

“Mr. Boskins?”

“Did I not say you’d never amount to anything so long as you
kept playing fast and loose all the time?  Did I not say boys
like you were at a greater risk coming from the kinds of homes you
came from?”

“Hey, it was your system that put me in a lot of those,
asswipe!  Don’t tell me what’s what!”

“Blaming the system, Jacobs, not very productive.”

Jacobs took a look around the room.  If this was a
projection, that is, if it was coming from his implant, the image
would move.  But it didn’t.  It had to be piping in from
some other source.  Maybe the door.

“Don’t think of leaving, son. You won’t get away that
easily.”

“Who says I wanna get away?”

He stares at the next image, mouth agape. The new face, a dark
blackened aspect with unmistakable inks.  They run only to the
neck, no spot on the face. It’s too smooth and dignified to be
sullied by someone’s spike.

“Holy shit, how did you find me?”

The face only stares at him, no smile, frown; no signs
whatsoever of contempt or joy.

“It wasn’t my idea!  I swear it wasn’t!”

The face moves a fraction of an inch, no change in the
expression.  He just stares at him.

“IT WASN’T!  I JUST… helped.”

No sympathy from the face, no understanding.  He’s cornered
now, just waiting to buy it. He’s just waiting, being a real prick
about it. That’s the way they are. They like their revenge served
cold, probably why they run New Detroit.

“Knock, knock, Jakes.”

He looks around.  The face didn’t say that.  So who
did?

“Knock, knock, Jakes!”  It’s a female voice. It’s coming…
from behind.

“Wake up, asswipe!”

 

He’s on the couch again. His head is terminal. He looks around
and sees the bad light. His arm is still floating in the solution,
and the living room is clear. But his pulse is about a thousand
beats a second and he’s sweating like a zhū.  He
hears the door chiming.  Between that, there’s knocks and loud
protesting coming from the other side.  He struggles to get up
and answer the door, shut the source of that the hell up!

“Jakespa!” he hears the voice more clearly. He cringes.

He palms the door and brings it open a few inches. He sees her
face, she sees his. It’s standoff time. 

“Jakespa, you know what day it is.”

“Do I?” he thinks hard. Yeah, it’s that day again. He
groans.

“Do you have it?”

“I can get it, just need some time.”

“You said that last month.”

“I know, but…” he can remember what Maestra told him. Obvious
advice really. He can also remember his cut and how its shrinking
on him. “Mrs. Wu, is there any way we can settle this out of the…
usual channels?”

It takes a second for her to process what he’s just said. 
When she gets it, she looks like someone just spat on her
ancestors. She’s shocked, then just the slightest bit amused. How
nice, he thinks. Rotten whore!

“Jakespa, you have what you owe by end of week, or I throw you
in garbage collection, you end up in bin.”

“Already been there,” he mutters to her back as she turns to
leave.

“WHAT?”

“Nothing, Mr. Wu, see you end of the week.”

“Fine.  And get to a doctor, you look like shit!”

She’s off. He closes the door, runs his hands over his head.
He’s still sweating, but at least his heart rate’s slowed. He takes
a look at his living room again. He’s got that bile taste in his
brain, the remains of some half-remembered nightmare sitting there.
What the hell had he been dreaming about? Was it really a dream?
Had to be, but something about it scared the shit out of him. Maybe
it’s finally catching up to him, mixing the meds is giving him
nightmares. He might run it by the doc.

Shit! he thinks. He checks his chrono. He’s already
running late!

 

The lights come on.  Jacobs can see the wall sensor again,
the way it contains him in a way that is just a little bit
unnerving. He felt like a piece of recycled tin going in, now he’s
feeling like some scanner waves have had their way with his
body.  The creepy doc isn’t helping much. The way he talks,
the way he smiles.  Damn Ariana for being so cheap!

The scanner’s results resolve themselves on the display mounted
opposite them.  It’s a skeletal diagram, minus the ugly spots
he saw on the Maestra’s own display. The doc walks away from the
scanner and let’s Jacobs get dressed.  He looks it over, his
thick accent distracting him from the outcome of this whole
process.

“As you can plainly see, Meester Jakes. There is no trace of
radiological substances in your bloodstream.  You are very
lucky?”

“So… no rotting from the inside out?” says Jacobs, getting his
pants back on.

“No, sir.  As I say, you are lucky.”

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“You have some concerned freends, Meester Jakes.”

“So it would seem.”

Jacobs pulled his pants up to his waist, sensing the eyes of the
doc on him as he did so.  He looks up at him once the last of
his effects are on, a very awkward silence going on right
now.  He’s wondering if the doc is expecting something
“special” in return for this favor.  He looks at him sideways,
wondering how easy it’d be to take him apart.  No, he’s
creepy, but not that kind of creepy.  He’s staring at him some
more when it hits him.

Bitch Ariana didn’t pay him!  Crap!

“How much doc?”

The man’s smile gets bigger.  He’s hit it right on the
head.  “Oh, yes, you’re fee.”

“Yeah, right,” Jacobs says.  He’s sensing another deal in
the making.  Another part of his cut going to waste. And he
hasn’t even collected yet…

 

“This is Fazal Mehmed Alawi, you know what to do…”

He curses.  The answering service prompts him to start
leaving a message.

“Faz, you asswipe!  I went by your digs in the old quarter,
you weren’t there.  I went by your storehouse, new guys there
said they never heard of you!  Where’s the shipment, where’s
my cut?  Get in touch with me – !”

“Ho! Jakes!” the image comes onto the monitor, cutting his rant
short. “Where are you?”

“Downtown, Faz! What’s it look like? Where the hell are
you?”

“Yeah, looks like a rainy day,” he says, noticing Jacobs’s
background, the smoky wet cityscape. He leans back in his seat and
begins explaining. “I’m just taking a little vacay, man. Word on
the street is the local bosses are combing the turfs, looking for
who hit ‘em. I had to go to ground.”

“Go to ground?” he wonders just where has could be that he
hasn’t already checked out. He thought he knew all his hiding
places, all his normal hangouts. The thought that Faz had one he
kept even from him is just plain insulting. Then it hits him: he’s
gone everywhere Faz is known to frequent, and the boy says the
bosses are looking for them…

“Dude, anybody watching you, you figure?”

“Not right now, but’s because I ‘aint been to my usual spots.”
There’s a pause. “Why?”

“Didn’t you hear what I said! I just told you I been to your
place and to your storehouse! Plus them shitty bars and that Trōp
den you like! If they’re watching you, they know me know and might
think I know something!”

“Well nuts to you man! Wouldn’t want to be in your shoes right
now!”  Faz chuckles for a sec, but then something else occurs
and he goes angry. “Wait, you went to my storage?”

“Yeah, some new people moved in there, said you cleared the
place out. No trace of our take, none of my cut neither!”

“Man, you tried to take from me! What the hell is that
about?”

Jacobs’s slams his hand beneath the display. “You’ve been
ducking me! And that ‘aint the point! If they’re onto you, they’re
onto me! So tell me, anybody following you or scoping out for
certain since we made the hit?”

“I dunno, I don’t think so. I just heard what I heard, so I
figure, better safe, you know.”

Jacobs drops his head and takes a few deep breaths. The jonesin’
is coming back, making the edge he’s riding too much to handle.
He’s feeling a prickly sensation in his back too, like any minute
he might get a knife for being out here, talking like this in
public. Damn Faz for not getting an implant! Untraceable, they
coulda done this shit at home!

“Alright, alright. Just tell me, did you fence it already?”

“Not yet.  Got it stashed away until things die down. 
Some off-world guys have spoken for it, but I figure we oughta wait
til things die down! Got your cut put aside too, mighty nice of
me.  You wanna come get it?”

“That’d be real nice, I need the stuff for some trades.”

“Dude, do whatever you want with it, just get rid of it before
anyone sees it on you! This shit is like a magnet.”

“Alright, jeez, how did I let you talk me into this?”

“Last I checked, you didn’t protest too much!”

“Whatever, just when can we meet?”

“Not right now, let me pick a time and place. I’ll contact you.
Meanwhile, toss this link, I sure as hell am!”

The display goes dead, the bright happy logo of
Hermacom taking its place. He steps outside into the
rain.  It’s the hard stuff the city is known for.  Comes
straight down from the clouds, dripping off of every sky cutting
building and leaves a terrible film on your flesh.  He takes a
deep breath of the heavy air and feels let down.  Not nearly
carcinogenic enough to ease the nerves.

He walks the length of the Motor, looking for a quaint smoke
shop to duck into. His eyes drift down the length of the road, the
two rows of buildings making him feel like he’s walking through the
valley.  It gets nauseating quick; the view below is much more
fun. The long lines of booths and shacks that hug the road are much
cooler. Every kind of shit one would need, everyone hustling and
doing their thing. Too bad he doesn’t have hard currency or a
useful cred chip on him.  The place can be fun and stimulating
when everyone’s trying to score from you.

He spots a shop off to his left and ducks in. The owner is
squirrelly and loud, telling everyone who’s in there to be careful
with the stacks of news chips and antique pipes.  He’s able to
get some attention long enough to score a pack of Zhong Nan
Hais.  He slips outside, sparks one, and slaps another
derm on his wrist.  His right elbow is beginning to look
haggard from too much use. He has to wait a few minutes for it to
get going, but soon, the warm light returns, softening all the hard
edges and turning the grey into a beautiful rainbow.  Faz or
no Faz, cut or not cut, he’s got a feeling that everything is going
to be alright.

 










Chapter 3
Answers


The warehouses are moldy tonight. Cold, wet and windy. And yet
somehow, all Jacobs’s can feel is the burning in his veins. It’s
not just the desire for a hit, he’s got that going on som’fierce!
No, tonight, something else is making his veins burn!

Faz’s wasted. But they didn’t just kill him. They took him
apart, piece by piece and left all his ends where they could be
found by anyone who came wandering in. Over at the far end of the
old building, his spinal grafts and vertebrae implants are hanging
on the end of a rusty hook. His facials are dangling from it by
their connecting circuits. His novus’ arm was taken off at the
joint and left on the floor, his other one pinned to the wall. Legs
and carcass were strewn about the room in empty barrels or sitting
in the nook of a window. He found what was left of his head, once
they tore out all its silicon, sitting in a small reefer unit. Faz
must have kept his foodstuffs there, but now, its just holding his
screaming face.

Oh, and there’s no trace of Jacobs’s take. Not that matters
anymore…

Jacobs sweats cold and can’t stop shaking his head. They found
him here, of all places! How did they know to do that? Nobody knew
about this place, ‘cept him, and that’s only as of twelve hours
ago. How did they get to him in that time?

Was it the call he placed on the com terminal? Could they have
put a trace on that?  Seems somewhat likely, they got people
everywhere it’s said, even the semi-legit industries. Still, only a
few days to figure out who dunnit and to get their friends in
Hermacom to filter the comnet for any transmissions between them.
That’s some serious shit, kind that makes Jacobs stomach and bowels
turn to liquid, worse than that bowl of beef tendons Lou had
convinced to try once. All he knows is, time to get scarce!

One shoulder forward, he stumbles out of the room, eyes on his
sticky red boots. The way they make that sickly squeaking noise as
he runs makes him want to vomit.

Outside, the air seems cooler. The dock lanes are busier
suddenly. The sounds of private security buggies doing the rounds,
little hornets that’ve had their nest poked. Jacobs’s the possum
now, keeping low and making sure he’s ducking whenever a light
comes his way. Dock pigs are dumb and scared, luckily! As long as
it isn’t threatening property or shooting at them, they’ll let it
slip. Once he’s to the fencline and through, it doesn’t matter if
they see him running off. Off the property is no longer their
problem.

He runs, runs until his legs are on fire and his heart is a
supernova. He runs straight toward the mag tube, no real
destination beyond that. He runs with the plan of getting somewhere
packed, real public-like. Whoever the Akuma had stalking Faz has
just shown how good they are.

 

The New Detroit Hub is pretty sparse tonight. The platform has
only a few attendants waiting for the tube and they look rattier
than Jacobs feels. But still he’s getting looks from the folks, the
kind of looks that make him feel underclass. It takes several
minutes for him to catch his breath, then he just feels real tired.
The kind of tired he hasn’t felt in forever. His skin is crawling
and his head is pounding too. He needs another derm. No sense
checking his stash pouch,  he knows he used the last one
already. But he does anyway, hoping for the one that got away or he
might have forgot about.

And damn, so such luck!  He can feel the bugs beginning to
crawl all over him, some of the nasty buggers even burrowing! 
He needs another fix.  He needs to check in with his contacts.
 He needs his score so he can get all these creditors off his
back.  He needs to find a place to go to ground too!  The
memory of that twisted dream and the site of Faz in a dozen pieces
makes him think home’s not the safest place right now. 
Wherever he’s going, it’ll have to be out of the way. Public
too.  No sense getting anyone else killed or going where he
can be ambushed. 

“Next stop, Banrock Station,” says the helpful voice on
the tramline.  It begins to cycle through other languages as
he dives for the open door.

“Xià yí zhàn, Banrock zhan. Nächste Station,
Banrock.  La siguiente parada, estación de Banrock. Pwochen
sispann, Banrock estasyon…”

He grabs a seat and leans his head against the bar.  The
quick sprint has given him a nice burst of endorphins, slowing the
bugs advance.  He feels the slightest twinge of relief now
that he knows where he’s headed to.  The old Sin Station,
Banrock out near the floating docks.  He hasn’t been there in
a few, but who can forget such a place?  is still running his
club, last he heard.  Maybe he’ll have a fix for him. 
He’s usually good for some info too.  Maybe he’ll know what
the hell is going on.  Maybe, just maybe, he’ll find out that
the Akuma aint looking for him specific, that they’ve been whacking
off all the others around him.  Withdrawal brings its share of
paranoia, maybe he’s just been imaging that troubles been following
him everywhere.It aint withdrawal, it’s overuse! he hears
a voice in the back of his head say.  You plug your body
full of that shit as long as you have, no wonder you’re getting
bugs and thinking you’re being tailed!

How like Ariana the voice sounds!  He feels like telling
her to shut up and quite minding him.  Hell, its partly her
fault he’s jonesin now anyway.  Lady should have let him go
with some zene tabs, some cordone shots, something!  She can
be such a bitch sometimes!

His eyes shut and he feels the tug of dream sleep pulling
against him.  The lull of the train as its zips by at subsonic
speed, the calm, soothing voice of the automated voice.  He
feels himself drift in and out a few times, some little microsleeps
before they land in the good ol’ Sin.

Someone pushes past him, a lady who looks at him like she just
scraped him off her dainty, leather shoe.  He peers up at her
and gives a second head start before pealing himself off the seat
and popping out at the same stop.  No sense in letting her
think he’s stalking her, she should be so lucky!  A few more
people shuffle out ahead of them, most of them showing similar
sentiments to the first lady.  Since when did Banrock people
cop such attitudes?  He hasn’t been around in awhile, but last
he checked, there were few angels to the place.

He clears the doors of the tram and hears a squawking voice
shout in his ear.

“The road to salvation is paved with good intentions, not
enhancements and drugs!”

He grunts and looks over to see two young men in jackets and
ties handing out pamphlets, the images of the Pearly Gates and
angels dancing around on them.  His heart sinks a little
further at the prospects of this place.  Seems the faithful
have moved in on it as well.

“Young man, are you satisfied with the path your on?  Do
you know God’s plan for you?”

“Not now,” he says, pushing past them and making for the nearest
stairs.  One of the two tries to follow, holding the pamphlet
out in front like a talisman, hoping to touch the uncoverted with
it and save them.  There are too many people moving about for
Jacobs to ditch him this easily, he can’t miss what he’s
saying.

“Do you believe in the Almighty?  Do you think he
has a plan for you?”

He turns to stare him in the face.  His dark goggles barely
an inch from the pasty-faced, bright-eyed kid that seems to think
he’s in a position to lecture.  The boy recoils slightly but
still smiles at him.  Jacobs is struck by the overwhelming
desire to fix that.

One shot from his flesh arm sends the bowls the boy over onto
someone walking behind him.  The two falls down, knocking a
few more off balance.  Like a set of dominoes or pins;
whichever, its funny as hell to watch!  He gets a rush that’s
almost as nice as a patch right now.  He looks around for any
sign of security before making a dash.  Some final thoughts
for the kid:

“Take a look around, shithead! You think God’s full of love when
he makes shit like this?”

The boy brushes at the bloody spot on his nose.  His friend
rushes to his side and begins pulling him up.  He has a
comeback ready, it seems.

“Devil spawn like you make this city what it is!  We are
just trying to save it.”

Jacods raises his fist again but sees some bright yellow jackets
moving through the crowd.  The transit cops are onto
him!  He drops his fleshy weapon and dashes for the stairs,
adrenaline and the small rush he just got powering his legs. 
He manages to reach the top of the street and get hit by the full
weight of the Big Sin before anyone catches him.

And weighty it is!  The tall skyline that holds the dark
grey sky up like a canopy, it sagging in the low-lying areas
between here and the main hub.  The bright lights and
holodisplays being projected into the streets over every major
intersection.  Every one advertising some major chains in big,
bold typeface or graceful characters, the lesser known brands off
to the side or forced to advertise in the side streets
entirely.  And the crush of bodies as they walk the streets
and pass by the vendors and the shops that open into the
streets. 

Vaguely recalling the route, he begins to push through it all,
past barely concealed Tropic dens, street meat, noodle houses and
dynamo parlors.  Onward toward Gitchy’s.

 

At least this place hasn’t changed, he thinks as he
steps inside the club proper.  A few reno’s, sure, but the
spirit and concept remain unchanged even after months of being
away.  After a quick convo with the due manning the front, who
was prick enough to check when he said he knew Gitchy, he found his
way inside.  He’s thankful for his goggles, which mercifully
tint to a darker shade to block out the strobing lights.  If
he had to face that shit with naked eyes, he’d probably be
sick!

Everywhere, there’s the stench of people packed together, body
sprays and pheromones covering up their musks and intermingling
with the smell of Rock gin and other spirits.  Judging by the
way some of the people are consumed with manic movements, he’s
guessing a few other substances are being passed around too. 
Boy would he love to get his hands on some.  But, first things
first.  Find Gitchy, get answers, then hit em up for something
to take the edge off!

And from the look of things, Gitchy’s been doing pretty well
too.  The place has taken on a few more features, every wall
within the curved, kidney shaped place is now covered with some
sort of display.  Some play action news, others scenes from
the extreme fighters, a matchup which is streaming in live at this
very moment.  Others still are showing violent sex acts
between animals.  Or are they killing each other?  Seems
like both, and Jacobs aint into that!  Whatever spins your
wheels, but all those elements aren’t something that adds up for
him.

At the edge of this part of the club, the walls constrict a bit,
enclosing around a circular aperture of about four square
meters.  Jacobs gets a flash of a surgical video he was forced
to watch in school once, back before he’d made tracks from
it.  Had he made a mistake and stepped inside the bowels of
some big creature out on the street?  Would this thing close
around him the second he walked through and start digesting
him?  Had to be the jonesin’, he told himself.  Paranoid
thoughts, nothing more.  He would not die on the other side,
he could see plenty of people there that looked happy. 

As soon as he stepped through though, he felt a twinge of
panic!  Everything looked hazy and it felt like his eyes were
starting to cloud over.  Was the withdrawal getting that
bad?  Was he losing his eyesight?  He was about to call
out for help when he saw the smoke billowing in around ankle
height.  The people here were dancing through it, eyes glassy
from Shine.  He sighed and pushes through the happy,
glittering people, making his way to the second aperture and the
third segment of the long kidney. 

Once again, he had to stop and wonder if he was losing it. 
In this section, the music was intense, harsh even.  The
lights had gone from a soft blue to a piercing red, the walls
dynamic with what looked like oozing liquid.  In his
semi-lucid state, he considers that maybe this section has been
converted to a slaughterhouse.  Once again, the urge to run
comes to him.  Christ on a stick, he needs something to even
himself out!  This fucking place is just too freaky for him
right now!  Luckily, he sees a bar through the next pass and
shoves his way through the bleary eyed freaks who occupy this
section.  He’s not sure what they’re on and isn’t about to
stand around to find out.

“Gitchy, huǒbàn!” he hollars as soon as he spots the slick,
slender man in the black suit.  He’s sidled up to the bar,
speaking in some young things ear, when he turns to look angrily in
Jacobs direction.  The young woman looks his over like she’s
seeing a festering wound.  She whispers something to the Gitch
and he nods at her to go somewhere else.  Turning around in
his seat, he gives Jacobs a similar look.  He ignores it and
presses up to him, stopped short by two barrel-chested gorillas who
get in his way.  Jacobs looks up and sees four hard eyes
staring into him from on high, massive arms looking like they want
to tear into him and rip his Novus parts from his flesh parts.

“It’s okay, gents.  I know him.”

Jacobs chuckles at them, steps proudly through as they part and
let him pass.  He gets to the bar and grabs the seat
immediately next to his old bud.  Feeling his body slump and
demand rest from him again.

 

“Yep, same old locale.  Couldn’t miss it.”

“You like what I did with it?”

“Yeah, fine.  Listen –” he says, hoping to skip the
pleasantries.  “I need your help.  Guess you figured that
out already.”

Gitchy smiles and looks on.  His arms stretch out and
balance the rest of him against the bar.

“You’re not exactly in a position to be asking favors,
Jakes.  I’ve done you a couple solids, last I checked.”

“Yeah, but don’t forget who got your all those narco-contacts
when you was first opening up.   I never once asked for a
cut of this place’s action.”

“I haven’t done business with any of those contacts in years,
Jakes.  In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve gone upscale. 
Your kind just doesn’t fit in anymore.”

“Gitchya, c’mon–”

“My name’s Gjerge!” he says, all serious-like.  “Nobody
calls me that anymore.”

Jacobs raises a hand.  “Fine, sorry.  Gjerge! 
Look, I need your help and I don’t got many other places to
turn.  You gonna’ help me or what?”

Gitchy (or Gjerge, now that he’s upscale!) looks away and seems
to be considering that.  His bouncer friends are not far away
and are watching intently.  At any moment, a nod from him
would bring them back, and Jacobs will find himself leaving feet
first.  All he can do is wait and hope he’ll be merciful this
one last time.

“What do you need?” he asks.

Jacobs sighs.  “I need something to take the edge off,
man.  Anything you got, just a little.  I can tell you
the rest, but first, man –”

Gitchy spins around in his seat and waves at the bar tender
who’s down the opposite way.  The hulking, brown skinned man
with sculpted pecs comes round and has something whispered in his
ear.  He takes one look at Jacobs and makes that same
look.  What’s with all the attitude, he wonders?  The man
ducks away for a moment, reaching somewhere Jacobs can’t see and
isn’t willing to look.  They’ve got a few seconds, so he
decides to fill it with some useful info.

“So Faz and I were doing a job, right?  We were hitting a
pile of Juice and shit coming in through the docks.”

“These here docks?” Faz says with a  start.

“No, spaceport docks man.  Relax!”  Gitchy does. 
“Anyway, went down fine, but I got a bit messed up in the
scuffle.  Had to pull back and get help.  When I show up
at Faz’s to collect my cut, he’s dead and everything’s gone.”

“Ah-ha,” Gitchy says with a nod, only marginally effected by the
news of a mutual acquaintance being killed.  “And you want to
know if I heard anything about it?”

“Well yeah, huǒbàn.  I figured you might know
something…”

Gitchy slaps his Novus arm.  “You’re not Pudong Jakes, stop
talkirmng like that.”

“Man, you and me used to talk like that all the time! 
Since when you get so pure bred?”

“Since I rediscovered my heritage,” he says, straightening his
jacket.  “Any case, I haven’t heard about recent
acquisitions.  You say it was a big take?”

“Yeah, huo – sorry, man!  Pretty big.”

“That would be hard to miss, unless someone wasn’t looking to
fence it once they got it.”

Jacods swallows hard.  At what point will he admit that
he’s almost positive it was the Akuma who did all this?  That
there’s no talk of fencing because they were simply reclaiming lost
stolen property and wouldn’t be advertising it like a bunch of
rookies?  He can expect Gitchy to nod at his boys the second
he breathes their name so he won’t.

The barman shows up a second later and hands Gitchy a small vial
which he accepts only.  No need here to be covert, not with
everybody using and the local authorities paid to let things
slide.  Gitchy is still deep in thought as he passes it over
to Jacobs, who studies the contents of the small tube before
putting it to his vein.

Clear liquid, five milliliters, label says anastro.

“What the hell is this?”

“It’s zene, just take it!”

Must be a medical knock-off, Jacobs thinks, and plugs the tiny
needlepoint into his vein and waits for the contents to
empty.  He gets a rush of euphoria the likes of which he
hasn’t felt in days.  Oh yes, he thinks.  Knock-off or
not, this shit is the real deal!  He breaths and languishes
there for seconds before cluing in to the fact that Gitchy is
talking to him again.

“Hey, Jakes!  I said, I could make some inquiries, that
okay with you?”

“What?” he says, seeing wavy patterns that somewhat resemble his
old acquaintance.  Though the suit and pressed black hair are
a little different than what he remembers.  Something reaches
out from the images, two things, that cup his face.

“I will ask around, for old time’s sake.  Meantime, you
gotta go wait someplace else, you’re scaring the candy away!”

He hears some a soft snap, followed by footsteps that lead to
two heavy sets of hands reaching under his arms and hoisting him
up.  He can see some images through his heavy lids, but his
eyes want to stay closed.  He can hear angry music, sees the
soft sensation of blue light through his lids, then some flashing
lights.  Then blackness, and the ever-present knowledge that
his feet are dragging along the floor.  He hears what sounds
like a door opening and gets the sudden sensation of something soft
hitting his backside.  He feels his way around on it, gets the
warm, inviting sensation of a heated divan.  He finds his way
to a lumpy outcropping of cushion and plants his head down,
drifting off into blissful sleep.  Oh, how he’s needed
this!  So, so much…
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