The Pandora Playback

Opening Moves

That last blow had nearly robbed her of her vision. Annika Griebe staggered backwards, her longblade poised defensively in front of her. The attacker pressed on, his Greatsword lashing out in wide arcs. Annika stumbled backwards, frightened by this mans skill. The hall rose high above them but the walls were too close. The black man had already drawn blood and now he was pressing the attack, thrusting his blade at her. Again Annika danced backwards, closer still to the arching wooden sidewalls. She had no room left to move!


The man swung downward, bringing the combined weight of his muscled brown arms and his great sword upon small woman. At her full height she only rose to his chest but she was crouched now, thin arms parrying blows desperately. Sweat and blood darkened her white tee shirt. She couldn’t last much longer. She had to! She couldn’t let herself fail. Not now, not ever again. The man raised his blade to strike and she used the moment to roll away from him. She scrambled to her feet and charged.


The voice of their blades clashing cast echoes across the long hall and joined there with another voice, and it seemed more urgent than the screeching whine of metal on metal. 


”Yesterday in Vladisvostok, Yamatetsu announced that it would not try to launch another probe in hopes of winning the probe race—“ The trideo jerked away angrily to another news stations, following search parameters Annika had coded in hours ago. She wondered for an instant if she would live to see the program run its course.

The black man answered with action. His elbow thundered against her shoulder. Annika nearly fell to the ground. He grinned wildly and thrust his sword forward, tearing into that same shoulder. She screamed in pain.

 “—Transoribital claims that it has no probes capable of winning the Probe—“ The trideo spat out the words then surged off to find another channel. Annika spat blood. She was on her knees,  the gray legs of her sweatpants rolled up to her sweaty calves. The black man was bare chested. He danced back and forth, circling her, savoring the kill.

“—since the destruction of Duccio, space industry giant Saeder-Krupp has been ominously silent in the probe race—“ 

Caelum ignored the trideo. He laughed at the woman trembling at his feet. “I believe I’m too strong for you Ms. Griebe. You should have found someone your own size to play with.”

He was stronger yes, but she would be faster. She would not fail. Annika began to hum. It was a very old sound she was intoning. Older than either of them. Older than their world. She saw herself as a part of such things. Eternal. She saw herself as part of a great diagram laid out over centuries. Eras. 


“—Shiawese suffered complications and was never able to launch their controversial manned probe dubbed Brahe—“

The humming became song. The power of the manasphere collected in each syllable she uttered. She could feel it reaching out to her like an old friend, arcing through her blade and into her body.


Caelum lunged, but it was already too late. His cyber-augmented muscles drove the greatsword at her again and again but she sang louder and moved faster. Their blades crashed together in a hypnotic whirl of parries and feints. Yet, his technology was not enough to keep pace with her magic. He staggered backwards, a jagged X of slashes decorated his chest. Caelum moaned desperately and tried to regroup but she moved like lightning. The power of her spell called out. Her longblade bit deep into his ribcage. 

“—Ares has called an emergency press conference. We take you there live. Senior PR executive Paul Thomas is at the podium” The trideo locked into the KRZW news feed and the volume jumped the seven notches. The words stole her mind from the fight.

“ At twelve seventeen A.M. this morning, the Ares Space Probe Velox suffered a massive systems failure. That failure has left the probe dead in the water and out of the Probe race.” The podium was flooded with questions. Annika broke into a grin her eyes fell to the man dead at her feet. His blood colored the edge of her longblade. 

 “The color of victory”. A voice floated into her mind. It came from nowhere yet it resonated inside of her. She knew this voice. Her master.

“How long have you been listening?” Annika’s spoke in a nervous whisper.  

“Long enough to watch you train. Though that is not why I have joined your thoughts. Your time has arrived.” It felt like he was inside of her, and around her all at once. His presence made her feel warm and safe. Yet, the only real indication of his presence was the way the air wavered in the empty hall behind her.


“Everything is in place my lord. We need only to find pawns for this matter.”

The voice grew darker now, hinging on the black veil of threat. “If you fail me, my wrath will be far worse than you ever experienced from him.”

She shivered. “I could never fail you.”

“Never is a word mortals use too often.”

“I would not fail you.” Annika spoke quickly, and then added, “My every thought moves to serve you”.

The Dragons voice called out one last time. “I will be listening.”


Emptiness filled Annika Griebe. It was as though a part of her soul had fled suddenly, leaving only air and doubt to fill the void. She put a hand to her chest, staunching the bleeding of this invisible wound. A moment passed and when she could move again, she stepped over the body of her training partner and crossed the room. 

Annika Griebe picked up the receiver and muttered a name. A voice growled lowly on the other end. “Yeah?”

“This is Ms. Brackhaus. I need shadowrunners.”

