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CHAPTER ONE
 
If this thing could be said to have started anywhere, I suppose it started with a woman with a gun.
It had been one of those days. I was scragged to the bone, so tired I could barely keep my eyes open as I climbed the two flights of stairs to my doss in the La Jolla Apartments. (Don’t be fooled. The name may be fancy, but that’s about all that can make the claim on D Street in Auburn.) Assorted lacerations and abrasions about my neck and chest were making their presence felt, and a nasty contusion on my left thigh—where my armored duster had just barely stopped a small-caliber round—throbbed dully. On the bright side, the certified credstick in my pants pocket bulged with nuyen and was like a comfortable warmth. I could never be sure when dealing with Anwar the fixer, but this time he had paid my fee in full.
I was glad to see that the corridor leading to my door was empty. Security at the La Jolla is a laugh when it comes to keeping out serious trouble, but it’s generally enough to keep out the gutterpunks and chippies. Just as well, too. Scragged as I was, I wouldn’t have been much good at persuading some half-drowned squatter to step aside. Reaching my door, I thumbed the lock, then stepped inside with a sigh.
The message light on my telecom was flashing, the sequence indicating the number of calls that had come in. I gave up counting at nine. What could I expect after being out of the sprawl for almost five days? For a while I’d had a portable phone, but I’d quit carrying it when the damn thing went off during a surveillance job. I’d forgotten to disable the buzzer, and almost got my head blown off. Right now I wasn’t in any drekking mood to deal with phone messages, but it was possible one of the circumstances may nave forced me to edge my way info the shadows, but I emphatically do not consider myself a shadowrunner. A shadowrunner will usually take on any kind of operation he’s physically able to handle: extraction, datasteal, lift-out, transport, muscle, even—in some cases—out-and-out wetwork. Me, I’m selective. I’ll do surveillance, I’ll do recovery, I’ll even do close-cover if I figure the body I’m guarding is worth keeping alive. But I’ve got to know the why before I’ll take any job, and the reason has to make at least a bit of sense to me.
The world’s a dark place, full of people who either enjoy making it darker or else don’t give a frag if that’s how it works out. I’m not so dense as to believe I can reverse that trend all by my lonesome, but I sure as drek can decide not to make it any worse. And even if I did want to make it worse, hell, I’d have too much competition.
Remember about twelve years back that revival of old—I mean old—pre-simsense, "hard-boiled" detective fiction? It was real period stuff, set maybe a century ago, but it seemed to really click with some people. If I’d been in business in those old days, I’d probably have had a license, an office—maybe with my name on the frosted glass door, "Derek Montgomery, Investigations"—and a gun. Now? No license, and my office is wherever I happen to be at the time. I’ve got the gun, though.
The throbbing in my left thigh reminded me that, unfortunately, so does everybody else. And too many people aren’t afraid to use that firepower, no matter how small the provocation. Take today, for example. The guy who shot me wasn’t even involved with the case I was working. He was just some wireheaded kid who’d slotted one too many "Slade the Sniper" chips and decided to unload his Streetline Special into a crowd of pedestrians. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.
The kid’s luck wasn’t any better. Very calmly, very professionally, the guy beside me handled the situation by sending a magical fireball back along the line of fire and cooking the kid where he stood. Then the mage just as calmly moved off down an alley, and that was that. Such is life (and death) in the Awakened world.
Well, at least I could turn my back on all that for the next twelve hours. Even better, I wouldn’t have to worry about people pointing guns at me. And if they did, I’d be too sound asleep to know it. I kicked the door shut, made sure the maglock was engaged, and hung my duster on a hook in the corner. The drab wash of the rainy Auburn twilight leaked through the partially polarized window, giving the one-room doss a dull, tired illumination that perfectly suited my mood. I considered turning on a light, then decided against it. I could find the bed even in the dark, and that’s all I really wanted to do.
For one fleeting moment I thought about food. My stomach felt like a clenched fist, but even the half-minute it would take to flash one of the packs of Soyamenu stashed in the freezer would mean a half-minute I wasn’t sleeping. Easy decision. I sat on the edge of the bed, pulled off my boots, and flopped back, still fully clothed. I swear I was falling asleep even before my head hit the pillow.
I was drifting through a warm, drowsy haze when the door chimed. Probably one of my neighbors, making a courtesy call. "Frag off and die!" I shouted in my best neighborly, courteous manner.
The slag at the door didn’t take my subtle hint. The chime sounded again. With another neighborly curse, I flailed around on the bedside table, creating minor havoc until I found the remote control. Thumbing a button, I opened one eye to look at the telecom screen.
The tiny security camera hidden in the wall above the door—courtesy of a chummer of mine—picked up the image of my visitor and splashed it onto the screen. I opened my other eye for a better look.
Even foreshortened by the camera angle, the visitor was definitely worth the additional effort. Tall and slim—just under a meter-eight, I judged—with short, straight coppery hair. From this perspective, it was hard to make out features, but the camera’s angle of vision showed me the chrome-edged datajack I might not have immediately spotted otherwise. Her clothes weren’t quite haute couture, but they were certainly a cut above anything seen on the street of southwest Auburn, particularly after the sun goes down. The tailored gray synthleather suit enhanced rather than concealed the arresting curves of her figure, but—considering the place and time—I’d have bet that jacket was as armored as it was stylish. Mid-level corp, I tagged her. But the look of her clothes told me she wasn’t in working-class Auburn for the rush of putting her pretty body on the line—that foolish game some people called "sprawling." No, for that her outfit would have been newer but would have looked older.
I hit another button on the remote. "Yeah, whaddaya want?" I growled.
The redhead jumped at the sound of my voice, then glanced around for the speaker. Her cool gray eyes scanned the area around the door, seeming to pick out the camera’s location almost immediately. (Interesting, I thought. You have to know something about tech to pick out my toys.)
"Derek Montgomery?" she inquired. Her voice was low and smooth, but with a touch of nervous edge. I wondered what it would be like to hear her say my name without that edge.
"What do you want?" I repeated, enunciating a little better.
I knew she couldn’t see me, but I had the strange sensation those eyes were fixed on mine. "I want to talk to you," she said levelly. "It’s important. It’s …" She hesitated.
"…A matter of life and death?" I
finished for her.
If she noticed the irony in my voice, she gave no sign. "Yes," she shot back. "Yes, that’s just what it is."
I gave her one final scan. Her clothes said money, her manner said money. When you do what I do, the problem isn’t finding people who want your services. It’s finding people who can pay for your services.
"Yeah, well, maybe," I grumbled. ‘’And just who are you?"
I expected some kind of street handle, but she surprised me. "My name is Jocasta Yzerman," she said matter-of-factly.
"All right," I told her, "give me a tick." I keyed up the lights, killed the security camera, and clambered out of bed. Checking the mirror, I saw that my eyes were bloodshot and my clothes looked like I’d slept in them—no surprise there. I raked fingers through my hair, rumpling one side to erase the flat spot made by the pillow. Then I crossed to the door and swung it open.
"Come on in,,, I said, stepping out of her way.
In the flesh my visitor looked even better than on the screen. The thin, tight line of her mouth said she was obviously distressed about something, but I liked imagining how those lips would look in a smile. Stepping inside, she didn’t spare my place even a quick glance. Just as I’d figured, she was business, all business.
"Grab a seat," I told her, shutting the door and double-checking the maglock. Then I turned back to her, giving Jocasta Yzerman my best professional poker face.
She was standing, almost quiveringly alert, in the middle of the room. But after the first millisecond I didn’t even notice her bearing. That was because all my attention was focused on the weapon that had sprung into existence in her left hand.
Officially, the Colt America L36 is classed as a light pistol, barely one step up from a holdout: five mil, with an eight-centimeter barrel. But even the lightest pistol seems to have a bore like a subway tunnel when you’re looking down the business end of one. From the way the barrel-top laser sight flared in my vision, I knew its ruby-red targeting point was centered between my eyes.
I gauged the distance between us. A couple of meters. If I tried to go for her gun, I’d almost make it before she got off a shot. It would be real close, but close only counts in horseshoes, hand grenades, and dancing. So instead I showed her my empty hands, forced a disarming smile onto my face, and put on my best let’s-keep-calm-here tone of voice.
"Hey, let’s keep calm here," I said somewhat lamely. "If there’s a problem, we can talk about it and—"
She cut me off, her voice cold as steel. "You killed my sister," she announced.
"And now you’re going to kill me? Makes perfect sense."
Again, she missed the irony. "That’s right," she said. "You killed Lolita."
"Lolita …" That’s when it hit me. It must have been ny general grogginess that kept me from realizing her surname was familiar. Lolita Yzerman, a name from the past. We’d met a few years back when I’d helped her out of a real bad spot. It wasn’t long before we got something hot and heavy going, but then Lolita iced me out of her life, probably figuring a chummer like me wasn’t what you’d call an asset for a smart, ambitious girl like her. It had been, frag, almost a year since we’d spoken.
And now she was dead. Little Lolly, of the bubbly laugh and big blue eyes.
"That’s right—Lolita," said Jocasta Yzerman, jolting me back to the present. "I’m glad you remember her name."
It was my turn to ignore the irony. "Hey, look," I told her, "I know Lolita … knew her, we had a thing going. You probably know that. But the last time I talked to her, the last time I saw her, was sometime early last year. I didn’t kill your sister. Why would I?"
As I spoke, I watched her eyes. You can learn a lot from somebody’s eyes. If nothing else, you can sometimes tell when they’re about to pull the trigger. There was a shadow of … something … in Jocasta’s gray eyes. It wasn’t quite doubt, but it was enough to give me hope. No matter how steady she held that gun, her eyes told me she didn’t really want to use it, not deep down. She’d steeled herself to this point, and she could probably steel herself enough to actually pull the trigger. But she didn’t want to. She wanted to find some reason not to take my life. And that was a desire I could fully support.
"You had your reasons," she said.
"What reasons?" I asked, spreading my hands and taking a slow step backward. Noticing the move, Jocasta did the natural thing in response: she took a couple of steps forward. The distance between us was a little less. Not much, but it was a step in the right direction. "What reasons?’" I repeated.
"To get out from under," Jocasta said coldly. "It was the only way to stop her from blackmailing you."
I stared at her. Blackmail … Sure, from what I’d seen of Lolly, she was capable of trying to carry off blackmail if the stakes were high enough. But I was safe. She hadn’t known enough about me.
"Believe me," I said, becoming sincerity personified, "Lolly couldn’t blackmail me because she had nothing on me." Again I stepped back; again Jocasta stepped forward. This time the little gavotte cut the distance between us to slightly less than two meters.
And not a moment too soon, for something changed in her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was sharper, more strained. She was working up her anger so that she’d be able to pull the trigger. "You’re lying," she snapped. "You’re a liar and a murderer. You did something bad and my sister knew about it, so you killed her. You killed my sister." She was crying now, almost hysterical.
Her finger tightened on the trigger. "Die, you motherfragger."
In that instant, I moved. I pivoted sideways, my torso and head swinging down and to the left, my right foot scything up and around. Just in time. Jocasta’s silenced pistol coughed, the bullet making a whipcrack as it split the air terrifyingly close to my head, then shattered something behind me. My right foot swung on through, slamming into the inside of the woman’s wrist. A perfect scythe-kick disarm. That kick would have made my instructors at Lone Star proud, though they’d probably have been sorry her bullet hadn’t connected.
The charge of adrenalin must have fired me up a little more than usual. Coming around with the force of my momentum, I saw that the kick had done more than take her gun offline and break her grip. I’d literally kicked the woman off her feet. She lay huddled on the floor, whimpering, clutching her quite possibly broken right wrist to her belly.
I hesitated. It wasn’t that I thought she was faking it; the impact had been hard enough to hurt my foot, even through the adrenalin. It was my emotions that were slotting me up. Part of me was glad to see my would-be murderer injured, at least to some minor degree. Had I not reacted, her little bullet would have splashed the thinking part of Derek Montgomery all over my apartment wall.
Another part of me, though, saw a woman in pain, and reacted in the predictable manner. She hadn’t wanted to kill me. It was something she thought she had to do, something she had to work herself up to, and something that probably would have fragged up the rest of her life with guilt. I picked up her gun and slipped it into the waistband of my trousers. Then I knelt beside her.
Jocasta was curled up in fetal position, her slender shoulders shaking with the deep sobs racking her throat.
I paused before tentatively reaching out to lay a hand gently on her back, taking care to make the gesture as non-sexual as possible. (That was a further complexity I just didn’t want to get into.) She didn’t shy away from my touch, but I could feel the muscles of her back tighten as though she might somehow pull her skin away from a loathsome contact.
I sighed. Okay, if that’s the way she wanted it. I stood up, pulled the gun from my waistband, and placed it on a table within easy reach. Then I sat down in the apartment’s only chair. Depending on how tough she was, it night be a while before Jocasta could pull herself together. Might as well be comfortable while I waited. I triggered the massage system, another toy courtesy of the chummer who’d done my security camera, then settled back into the armchair’s warm embrace. And I watched.
It didn’t take her long at all. Mentally tough, this Jocasta Yzerman. Knowing her sister, that shouldn’t have surprised me. First the sobs stopped, then the shaking. Then, slowly, she unwound from her fetal ball. When I could see her face again, it seemed unmarked by a single tear nor were her eyes even red or puffy. I glanced down at her right wrist, and felt like a slotting bastard. It was already swollen and starting to discolor, though I didn’t think it was broken. She seemed to pay it no mind as she rose to her feet, as though the pain wasn’t worthy of her notice.
I watched her, fascinated. There was a grace, a kind of poise, to her movements that she hadn’t shown before. It was as if her homicidal mission, however unsuccessful, had freed her in some way. Her eyes were steady on my face. They didn’t show hatred, they didn’t show fear. If anything, they showed resignation, almost fatalism. Her face was calm, any calmer and I’d have declared her dead.
"I’m sorry," she said quietly, not a trace of emotion in that voice. "I’ll go now."
I was out of the chair before she’d taken a step. I reached out to grasp her shoulder, but pulled my hand back at the last moment. I’d seen emotional control before, and I’d seen what happens when it cracks. I didn’t want to do anything to trigger that. Instead, I only stretched an arm out across her path like a gate. "No," I told her, "don’t go."
She looked up into my eyes. "Why not?" Again, not a hint of anything in her voice, not even curiosity.
Which was ironic, because curiosity was exactly what was consuming me at the moment. There were some things about this whole slotting mess that 1’d better know. I needed a better answer for the lady, though.
I tried to keep it light. "Oh, I don’t know," I temporized. "Call it misplaced hospitality, but I don’t feel right if somebody comes over and tries to shoot me, then leaves before I can even offer her a drink."
The response was just what I’d expected: a whole lot of nothing. At least she’d stopped walking for the door. I hesitated a moment, then grasped her shoulder. Gently, and very slowly I turned her around. I felt that muscle-tension reaction again, but her visible control didn’t crack. I gave her a soft push toward my chair.
"Go on," I told her. "Have a seat. I’d like to talk."
She walked smoothly in the direction I’d pushed her. The grace was still there, but it had a kind of mindlessness now. Her brain was in full control of her body, but that control was below conscious level, like an autopilot. It was like a waking form of sleepwalking. She turned and plopped down into the chair.
That got a reaction out of her. I’d neglected to turn off the massage system, and it was still running full-blast. As her back and bottom touched the chair, I saw all her muscles spasm, and she virtually levitated a couple of centimeters above the seat. Then gravity reasserted itself, and she fell back into the chair’s embrace. This time she didn’t fight it. Her whole body seemed to go limp, and her eyelids drooped to half-mast. Her eyes were still on me, though.
I watched her for a few moments, then went to sit down on the edge of my bed. "I’m sorry about Lolly," I told her quietly.
Again, no response. I sighed. I’d seen people strapped up this tight before. Usually they’d come out of it on their own by suddenly cracking—sometimes at the worst possible moment. A few, though, would never let themselves go. Jocasta had broken down, just for a few minutes, lying on my floor. That had been cathartic, but it obviously wasn’t enough. The fact that it had happened at all gave me some hope that she could go all the way. All she needed was the right kind of push.
Why am I even thinking this? I asked myself again. It wasn’t my problem. It was she who’d decided to kill me, and she could fragging well live with the consequences of that decision. I should just leave her to it, and to hell with Jocasta Yzerman. But, for various reasons, that wasn’t acceptable.
I’m no idealist; an idealist couldn’t last very long in the world of 2052. In fact, I’m as cold and hard as the next man when necessary. But that doesn’t mean I feel good about turning my back on a situation where I might be able to help. There was another reason, too, of course. I‘d known Lolita Yzerman. I think I might even have loved her. Now she was dead. It was too late to help Lolly, but I could help her sister Jocasta.
"Do you have a picture of Lolly?" I asked softly. Jocasta nodded. She reached into her pocket and brought out a palm-sized holo. She reached out to hand it to me. "Uh-uh," I told her, shaking my head. "You look at it."
She hesitated, perhaps realizing what I was doing, but then she did as I told her. She stared at the holo for a moment before her face began to twist with grief. The holo dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers. With a soft keening sound, she slumped down and forward in the chair. Her forehead was touching her knees and she was gripping the sides of her head as if to keep her skull rom exploding. Once again, her body was racked with gasping sobs.
I turned away, a little embarrassed. Not wanting to intrude further on the grief of this weeping woman, I picked up the forgotten picture.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Lolita Yzerman. The holo was obviously an amateur job, slightly out of focus and the perspective a bit off. But it was good enough. It was unmistakably Lolly who smiled out from the holo.
On the surface, Lolly and Jocasta did not show a striking family resemblance. Jocasta was tall, where Lolly was short, with wavy blonde hair and bright blue eyes. And Jocasta was slender, somewhat sharp and austere, where Lolly was attractively rounded in all the right places. Looking closer, though, I could see the resemblance. The same cheekbones. The same mouth—a little small for the face, with good teeth. And, of course, both had datajacks high on their right temples.
Lolly Yzerman. She’d told me a little of her story. I hadn’t automatically believed all of it, but some parts had the unmistakable ring of truth. Her father, David Yzerman, had been a big-rep freelance computer designer. Lolly’s own brilliance in math and science had shown up early, so it was only logical that she follow in her father’s footsteps. She’d entered the University of Washington’s Computer Sciences program at the tender age of fifteen, graduating less than three years later, U-Dub’s youngest honor grad. I suppose her father had been supplementing her training as well. Even while still a student, Lolly was doing hired-gun programming work for a drekload of local outfits, all the while building an extraordinary track record.
Predictably, she decided that she needed a datajack to really progress, but her father refused to even consider letting his daughter go under the laser until she was twenty-one. Just as predictably, Lolly didn’t give a frag what her father said. She took on a few more contracts to earn enough nuyen, then ran away to get the operation done. She was still only seventeen, I think. Lolly’s father had punished her when she returned home, the shiny new new jack in place, but Lolly was sure he was secretly very proud. She laughed when telling me about it.
The contracts kept coming from all over: Matrix programming, system analysis, hardware design and maybe even a few shadowy matrix runs, but she never talked about that. Until now a generalist, Lolly began to specialize. She’d always loved solving puzzles, she’d told me, and soon she found her niche in signal-enhancement and "washing." Washing was the half-art, half-science of picking out the true signal from background noise, and then cleaning it of distortion. Her goal had always been to work for UCASSA—the UCAS Space Agency—enhancing signals from deep-space probes, improving the signal-to-noise, or S/N, ratio. But she was still young, and would need to gather more experience before she could get the job she wanted. And that was why she signed on with Avatar Security Technologies, one of the Lone Star subsidiaries—to get experience.
Lone Star needs signal-enhancement specialists, too, but for a very different reason than UCASSA. When Lone Star conducts an investigation, standard procedure is to tap the telecoms of everyone even peripherally involved with the subject of the investigation. That’s right, everyone, whether or not he or she is suspected of a crime. An infringement of personal rights? Morally and ethically speaking, you’ve got it, chummer. But according to the letter of the law, if not the spirit, it’s kosher. As long, that is, as Lone Star notifies everyone whose line has been tapped … within four months of the tap’s removal. But can’t Lone Star get around that restriction by leaving the tap in place forever? Again, you’ve got it, chummer. Lone Star officers are notoriously absent-minded when it comes to notification.
Anyway, somebody has to handle all the data that comes out of the tap. In Seattle, that somebody is Avatar, and that’s where Lolly ended up. Taps and bugs are notoriously noisy. The signals get fragged up by all the electronic drek just about everybody’s got at home these days, and the S/N ration is fragging awful. Sure, contemporary signal-enhancement software and automatic filtering algorithms are sophisticated and wiz, but sometimes they’re just not wiz enough. What’s needed is that indefinable something, that purely human artistry that some people seem born with. Lolly was one of those people, and the signal-washing job might well have been created especially for her. She told me that she never listened to the contents of the taps. She didn’t give a frag about what the subjects were saying. The only thing that mattered was tweaking the data stream to give that last boost to the S/N ratio.
That’s how Lolly and I met. It was while doing some shadowy work for a Lone Star employee that I found out, purely by accident, that little Lolly had gotten herself into deep drek. Seems that Lolly, who was only twenty at the time, was involved in some Machiavellian political infighting, with her blackmailing some guy who was trying to block her advancement because she’d rebuffed his sexual advances. Lolly had gotten in way over her head. Because of some leverage I’d developed during my own case, I was in the perfect position to help her out, which I did, pro bono. When her opponent moved on to another company, Lolly was in the clear. Meanwhile we’d slipped into a torrid affair that lasted five exhausting weeks.
I learned a lot about Lolita Yzerman in that short time. Because of her looks, a lot of people’s first impression was that Lolly was a bubble-headed blonde, with nothing weightier on her mind than getting a blast out of life. Wrong. That was a mask she wore, and it was a good one. If you did manage to see through it, however, you found a calculating person, someone ruthless about getting what she wanted. Part of me hurt bad when Lolly broke off our relationship, but another part recognized that perhaps it was a lucky escape.
Her tattoos probably said it best. On each ankle was a delicate tattoo that glowed baby-blue under UV light. The left one read, "Good girls go to heaven"; the right one said, "Bad girls go everywhere." Lolly Yzerman went everywhere.
And now she was dead. I set the holo down and looked over at Jocasta.
She was starting to pull herself back together. Though she still had her face down on her knees, the heaving of her shoulders had stopped. Tough woman. The second break had been bad. Some people might not come back from something like that for a couple of months—and then only if they found a good head-shrinker.
I felt the need for a drink. I didn’t feel like sleeping anymore—amazing what a laser sight between the eyes will do for you—but my brain was leaden with adrenalin hangover. The bar was within easy reach of the bed (convenient), so I didn’t even have to stand up. I poured myself a good clout of synthahol masquerading as scotch, hesitated, then poured a second drink for Jocasta.
When I turned back, she was sitting upright and gazing steadily at me. Those cool gray eyes were clear and focused. Still emotionless, but watchful and fully aware. That last catharsis seemed to have straightened her out, it least on the surface. (I wouldn’t want to share the dreams she’d probably have, though.) Like I said, tough woman. Wordlessly I handed her the drink.
I watched her hand as she took the glass. Steady, no visible shake at all. She inclined her head minutely in what might—just—have been a nod of thanks, and took a sip. She screwed up her face a little at the taste, either because she didn’t like scotch or because she liked real scotch, but she took another mouthful. Then she lowered the glass.
Her silence and her steady gaze, still fixed on my face, were making me uncomfortable. I took a swallow of my own drink, mainly for something to do. Then I asked, "Can you tell me what happened?"
"Lolita was shot, point-blank, in the face." Her voice wasn’t the dead monotone it had been earlier, but it was dispassionate, as though describing a downturn in the stock market instead of the murder of her sister. "It happened in her apartment. The police said she apparently opened the door to someone she knew, someone she trusted. And he shot her." Her words said "he," but her eyes were still saying "you"—meaning me.
"How did you connect me?" I pressed. "How did you even know my name?"
She shrugged slightly. "I’d known about you all along," she said. "Lolita told me about your … involvement." For the first time Jocasta was showing a little discomfort.
"We had an affair," I told her flatly. "But you also know it lasted less than two months, and we haven’t been in contact since."
"Until she started blackmailing you."
I sighed. Blackmail again. "For what? And how did you get that idea anyway?"
"She sent me an e-mail message two days ago, the day before … before she died." Her icy control almost slipped there. I found that somehow reassuring. Tough she might be, but she was human.
"And how did you know where to find me?"
She looked at me like I was an idiot. "Lolly told me."
Interesting. As far as I knew, Lolly didn’t know where I lived. She had my phone number, sure, but I’d moved several times since we’d been together. "Go on about the message," I said.
"She was scared, and was just starting to realize how dangerous you were. That’s why she told me all about it."
Something occurred to me. "A voice message?"
She shook her head, and her copper hair swung. "No, text only."
Even more interesting. But I’d follow up on that later. "What did she say? What was she supposedly blackmailing me for?"
"She didn’t say," Jocasta said slowly. "She only told me you’d done something wrong. You’d stepped over the line—those were her words. And if she let it out, it would destroy your ongoing relationship with Lone Star."
I barked with bitter laughter, making her flinch. "Oh, drek," I almost snarled. "Do you know what my ‘on-going relationship’ with Lone Star is?" I didn’t wait for her to answer. "They’re looking for me. They’re trying to track me down. I went through their training program, I was going to be a cop. Then I found out just what that meant, and I skipped. Lone Star doesn’t like that. I think my continued existence offends their delicate corporate sensibilities. My `ongoing relationship’ is that they’re trying to find me and I’m trying not to be found."
I swallowed back my anger—talking about Lone Star always slots me off—and took another gulp of near-scotch.
Her eyes were still on me, but now I could see the wheels turning as she thought it through. "But you worked for Lone Star," she said slowly. "That’s how you met Lolita."
"Yeah, sure, I’ve done some work for individual Lone Star employees, but it’s all been shadow stuff, all out-of-the-light. For Lone Star itself? Frag, no. My only payment would be a holding cell or a nine-millimeter migraine." I snorted. "But I suppose you don’t believe me.
"Look," I went on, a little quieter, "it’s been a rough couple of days, and I feel like drek. I’m going to check my messages—now that I’m awake—but then I’m going back to bed. Feel free to finish your drink, then feel free to use the door. If you want to talk about it again, call me back in thirty-six hours or so."
I turned my back on her, slid down the bed until I could reach the telecom, and shifted the flat screen so I could see it better. Then I keyed in Message Replay. Instantly the screen lit up with the weasel-like face of Anwar the fixer. "Dirk," he began, but I hit the hold key. I checked the time/date stamp in the bottom-right corner. Wednesday, November 13, 2052—six days ago. Probably a demand for a status report on the case. Well, I’d given him his status report a few hours ago—case closed—and picked up my payment. Frag Anwar. I hit Delete and keyed for the next message.
Anwar again, Friday, November 15. Delete. Next.
The screen lit up once more. Another weasel, not Anwar but another of his kind. "Montgomery," the weasel snarled, "the credstick you sent me is short. I’m very displeased."
"Oh, yeah?" I snarled back at the image. The payment from Anwar would be more than enough to cover outstanding debts, including this weasel. He could wait till tomorrow. Frag him. Delete. Next.
This time the screen remained blank. Voice only. I could guess who this was. The familiar voice from the speaker just confirmed it. "Mr. Dirk," the cultured voice said smoothly, "this is Mr…. Johnson. I just wish to confirm that you are indeed working on …" I hit hold. There was no need to let Jocasta hear about biz. This particular Mr. Johnson had called a week ago from somewhere back east—Chicago, I guessed from the accent—with a simple trace job. A missing employee, and the great benevolent corporation wanted to confirm that nothing bad had happened to her (like drek). And now Johnson, like everyone else and his fragging dog, wanted a status report. Tomorrow. Save, this time. Next.
The next image, and the voice, galvanized me like a taser hit. Instinctively I glanced over my shoulder. Jocasta was bolt-upright in the chair, staring at the screen.
No wonder. The big blue eyes of Lolita Yzerman looked back at me from the telecom. In place of the familiar twinkle was a shadow I knew very well. Fear. Lolly was terrified out of her wits. I glanced at the time/ date stamp: Saturday, November 16, 2052. The day before yesterday. The day before little Lolly was blown away. I leaned forward.
"Derek," Lolly’s image said quietly, "if you’re there, answer, please. I need to talk to you." She paused for a few moments, then her normally steady gaze dropped. When she looked up, the shadow in her eyes was darker. "I guess you’re not there," she went on sadly. My heart went out to her. Poor little girl, now a dead little girl. "When you get back, call me. My number’s the same. It’s … "—she hesitated—"it’s really important. I think I’m in deep drek." She forced a smile onto her face, but it was a sorry attempt. "Call me," she repeated. "I’ll be waiting. Catch ya, Dirty Dirk."
I hit the key to cancel the rest of the message queue, and sat back, still staring at the blank screen. "Catch ya, Dirty Dirk." One of Lolly’s phrases, words from the past. I felt the urge to bring up a freeze-frame from her message, to drown one last time in those deep blue eyes. But I resisted the temptation; I knew how much it would hurt. I remember a line from one of my old Lone Star chummers. "Some girls are like malaria, Derek m’lad," Patrick Bambra used to say, especially when he was into the whiskey. "And once you get ‘em in your blood, you’re never free of ‘em." I wondered idly if Patrick had known Lolly.
With an effort, I pushed back at the depression that threatened to settle over me. I turned toward Jocasta.
And found myself staring down the muzzle of the L36 again, dazzled by the targeting laser. Frag it, I’d left the slotting thing on the table, right by the armchair. I can’t have been thinking straight. If I hadn’t been so bone-fragging tired, I’d never have done anything so drek-headed.
Before I could say anything, Jocasta took her finger off the trigger, and the laser died. Then she let down the pistol’s hammer and snapped on the safety, all in a very businesslike manner. She extended the weapon toward me, like a gift. "I’m sorry," she said. "I was wrong. That wasn’t a blackmailer talking to a victim … or to a murderer." I looked down at the pistol and shook my head. With a nod, she concealed the small weapon in a pouch on her belt.
Silence stretched between us for half a minute. I was feeling too emotionally drained to strike up a conversation, and she was too busy scrutinizing my face. She must have approved of her conclusions, because she gave me a tight, businesslike smile. "You said you do shadow work?" I nodded. "Will you take my nuyen?"
I was very tempted to tell her just what she could do with her money. I didn’t think I particularly liked Jocasta Yzerman, but that might just have something to do with her pointing a gun at me twice in twenty minutes. But then I looked into her eyes again, and saw the hurt that was still there and would be for a long time to come. She’d lost a sister. What had I lost? An ex-girlfriend? Not even that, not even a real friend. Just a few hours’ sleep and a bit of pride.
I nodded. "Sure." Neither of us had to say what the job was.
She smiled, just barely. "What’s your rate?" she asked. She fumbled in another belt pouch, and pulled out a credstick. A three-ring certified credstick. I bumped Jocasta Yzerman up one notch on Montgomery’s Socioeconomic Ladder and down one notch on Montgomery’s Intelligence Scale. A certified credstick is pure money, no ID needed. And I’ve got some neighbors who’d happily geek her for a one-ring credstick.
I waved her off. "We’ll talk about it later," I said. "I don’t know if there’s anything I can do."
She accepted that with a nod, returning the credstick to her pouch. Then she pulled out a card and handed it to me. "Here’s my phone number," she said, smiling again with what looked almost like a real smile this time. "Call me if you get anything." She stood, smoothing the sides of her pants with her palms. and took a breath. "Now get to bed. You look like drek."
"Thanks," I said, perhaps a bit sarcastically. "Shut the door on your way out." I started to settle back onto the bed, then a thought struck me. "How did you get here?" I asked.
"By cab."
"Is he waiting for you?"
"No."
Drek. "You’re expecting to flag a cab?"
"Sure," she shot back. "Why not?"
"You don’t know Auburn after dark." I levered myself to my feet. "I’ll drive you home." I grabbed my duster off the hook and started readying myself to go outside.
She wanted to argue, but seeing that my preparations included checking the action on my Colt Manhunter, she shut up. Smart girl. I shoved the massive chunk of metal back into the duster’s built-in holster, and opened the door. "After you," I said chivalrously.
One of the only reasons I like the La Jolla Apartments is that it’s about the only building in Auburn that has its own secured parking. Sure, the gate and the locks won’t keep out the real pros, but at least it’s some protection from the street apes who’ll chew up a parked car just to pass the time. The pros wouldn’t waste time on my wheels. The body’s a standard 2047-vintage Chrysler-Nissan Jackrabbit, beat to hell and gone and looking like a piece of drek. All the mods that make the car worth owning are well out of sight.
I thumbed the doors open, and lit up the engine as Jocasta struggled to get her long legs into the passenger side. You know what a normal petrochem Jackrabbit sounds like: a pair of boots in a tumble-dryer. Well, the engine in my baby sings. From the look Jocasta shot me, I knew she’d noticed the difference. I just smiled, and turned on the control systems.
Quincy, the same slag who’d done my apartment’s security system, worked on the car as well. (It’s a great deal Quincy and I have. Thanks to some gray contacts, he buys tech toys at wholesale price minus. I pay for them, and he installs them for free. It’s symbiosis. I get some cutting-edge tech for next to nothing, and Quincy gets to play with all the neat hardware.) Jocasta just stared as I fired up the Head-Up Display and the navigation subsystem. "Where do you live?" I asked casually.
"South Fifty-sixth," she said. "The cross-street’s Yakima." 
I raised an eyebrow—Tacoma, yet—but didn’t say anything as I punched the destination into the nav system. The screen flashed up a map showing the most direct route. As I’d guessed, just hop onto Route 18 over to Highway 5, then south till you smelled the "Tacoma aroma."
Jocasta watched, fascinated, as I told the nav system to transfer the waypoints to the pilot. "Amazing," she said, shaking her head. "I’ve only seen anything like that on a Nightsky." I just grinned, even though I’d never seen the inside of a Nightsky. "Does it have rigger controls, too?"
My turn to shake my head. "No use to me," I told her. I brushed back my hair to show a metal-free forehead. "No datajack. I’m off-the-rack."
That surprised her. "Isn’t that a drawback in your … your occupation?"
I shook my head, and slipped the Jackrabbit into gear. It was a topic I didn’t like to think about much. Sure, most of the runners I know have some kind of cyber mods. Datajacks, at the very least. I suppose there’ve been times when I’ve wished for a smartgun interface or enhanced optics. But I’ve always found some reason not to get myself metalled up. It just doesn’t seem right. Maybe I’m just insecure, but the idea of losing even a little of myself—of Dirk Montgomery—just doesn’t sit well.
We made the trip in silence. As we traveled through the apartment-blanketed hills west of Auburn, the sprawl that is Greater Seattle was glowing like fairy-lights—or maybe a convention of chipped-up fireflies—a spreading sea of light that seemed to reach to the horizons. Its brilliance leeched up into the sky, so thick with chemical smoke and its normal devil’s-brew of toxins that the air itself seemed to glow with a sullen red light. The city shone on the underside of the solid cloud deck, which in turn reflected the light back to the earth. Highways were radiant rivers, and the taller buildings were pyramids, ziggurats, or talons of multicolored illumination reaching upward as though the corps wanted to own the clouds, too.
It was easy to tell when we’d entered Tacoma. The buildings were taller, the lights brighter. Even the cars on the freeway were more expensive. Toyota Elites replaced Jackrabbits, and Mitsubishi Nightskys took the place of Westwind 2000s. Even the air seemed cleaner, fresher, but I knew that was just an illusion.
Historically, Tacoma’s a weird place. It used to be a sleepy little bedroom community. From pictures I’ve seen, it looked like small-town U.S.A. around the turn of the century. Then the money rolled in, and Seattle’s poor cousin got to go to the ball.
The Taco Dome was a ways behind us on our right when the nav reminded me to take the Fifty-sixth Street exit. I hung a right, flashed around the cloverleaf, and cruised east on South Fifty-sixth, a broad, well-lit street. The buildings on both sides were tall, probably eighty-plus stories. Another difference between Auburn and Tacoma. I’d have known I was out of my neighborhood and rather out of my element even if I didn’t see the rich types strolling along the sidewalks. (Strolling? At night?)
South Fifty-sixth hit Yakima, and I turned right on Jocasta’s instruction. Nice neighborhood she lived in, and quite different from what we’d passed on Fifty-sixth. Tall buildings seemed to be out of fashion here. The structures flanking the road were low, no more than three or four stories, and they looked for all the world like century-old brownstones. (All make-believe, of course. The "brownstones" were construction-plastic and ferroconcrete jobs, with textured facades that probably included some kind of armor. And if they were more than ten years old, I’d be really surprised. By now, real brownstones would have been turned into piles of sand by the corrosive nasties in the air.)
"That’s my place," Jocasta said, pointing. She smiled at my reaction. "Not the whole thing, just half of the top floor." I estimated the building by eye. "Just" half the top floor was maybe four times the size of my doss. Money. Definitely money.
I pulled over and hit the button to pop the door. "I’ll call when I’ve got something," I told her.
But she wasn’t paying attention. She was looking, a little dismayed, at a gunmetal-gray Westwind parked two cars up from us.
"What’s up?" I asked.
She shook her head. "Tony," was all she said.
"Tony? Is that trouble?"
She shook her head again. "Not the way you mean." She was silent for a moment. "It’s Tony DeGianetto. We were … we …" I let her off the hook by nodding understandingly.
"I broke it off a week ago," she said. "I thought it was amicable enough on both sides, so I didn’t change the lock codes." She looked irritated but maybe a little worried, too. "I guess he’s come back."
I waited for her to go on, but she didn’t seem inclined. She also didn’t seem inclined to get out of my car. I sighed. "Do you want me to come in with you?"
"Well …" She hesitated. "Tony’s not dangerous. But I really don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want to go over it all again. Would you mind?"
I did mind. I was tired, and I wasn’t in the mood to run cover for Jocasta Yzerman. But what the frag? "Sure," I said as sincerely as I could fake.
As we got out of the car, I looked up at the top floor of the brownstone. No lights. I pointed that out to Jocasta.
She shrugged. "Maybe he just got here."
Right on cue, a light went on in the top-right window.
Followed by a much brighter light. A fireball blossomed, and the window leaped into the street. I tried to fling Jocasta to the ground, into cover, but the shockwave beat me to it. Something hard slammed into the back of my head—my car, I think it was—and out went the lights.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
I couldn’t have been out for more than a few seconds. When I opened my eyes, miscellaneous drek was still raining out of the skies onto the sidewalk and parked cars. My ears were ringing, and my head was pounding as if somebody were using the insides of my tympanic membranes as, well, as tympani. The whole front of my body felt tender, as if I’d run head-on into a wall, and the back of my head throbbed bloody blue murder. But I was still alive, and that made it all okay.
Jocasta was sprawled on her back beside me. Her eyes were open and moving, but they were glazed and definitely weren’t tracking anything in the real world. I looked around, expecting to see a crowd of spectators gathering.
No crowd. Then I remembered where I was. Tacoma isn’t Auburn, where people usually head toward trouble, just to see what’s going down. Here, the pedestrians who’d been on the street only seconds before had pulled an admirable disappearing act. Besides Jocasta and me, the only person still on the sidewalk was literally on the sidewalk. Sprawled bonelessly on the cement. And the chunk of something that the blast had driven into his skull seemed to imply he wouldn’t be moving, at least not under his own power.
Jocasta’s brownstone was still standing—a testament to modern building techniques—and even the false stone facade didn’t seem much worse for wear. The two windows in the top-right corner were gone, though, and a fire was blazing merrily in what had been her apartment.
Jocasta stirred and said something, but I couldn’t hear it over the ringing in my ears. Then I did hear something else. The sound was faint but unmistakably that of approaching sirens. Logical. Not a soul on the street, but every PANICBUTTON within three blocks was probably sending out its signal.
PANICBUTTONs and sirens mean Lone Star, and that meant it was time to move. (I myself wasn’t tracking all that well yet, but enough to figure that one out.) I grabbed Jocasta’s shoulders, pulling her to her feet. Thumbing the passenger door open, I shoved her inside. Then I was in the driver’s seat, lighting up the engine and booting out of there. (Sure, I know leaving the scene of a crime is bad news. And making a fast getaway like that could definltely start people wondering if the guy in the red Jackrabbit might be involved somehow, but I honestly didn’t give a flying frag.)
My equilibrium was shot, probably because of the shock to my ears, and my depth perception kept doing strange things, neither of which helped my driving. The steering wheel kept shifting in my hands as Quincy’s upgunned autopilot intervened ("More to the left, drek-head") to keep us from piling into buildings and other immovable objects. Jocasta was watching me with wide, frightened eyes, but she had the sense to keep quiet. Or maybe I just couldn’t hear her.
By the time we were back on Highway 5 and heading north and east again, the ringing in my ears was starting to fade. As normal sounds began to come back, the wild panic and paranoia twisting in my chest also began to fade. Loosening my death-grip on the wheel, I let the speedo bar on the HUD creep down from outrageous to merely excessive.
As for Jocasta, she was still looking a little shell-shocked, but she had herself under control. Not knowing what to say, I tried to play it safe. "I’m sorry," I told her.
She shook her head slowly. "I should feel bad," she said softly. "Tony’s dead." Her gray eyes fixed on me, silently asking for understanding. "But I can’t feel bad. I’m too busy being glad it wasn’t me."
I smiled comfortingly. "It’s always like that," I reassured her. "You’re not being cold or callous. You’re still alive after somebody else didn’t intend you to be. That’s reason enough to feel good. You’ll have time for grief later."
Jocasta nodded, but remained silent for a few minutes. As she turned to gaze toward the lights passing outside I let the speed drop down another few klicks. Now wasn’t the time to get nailed with a speeding ticket. Then I felt her eyes on me again and I glanced over.
"Why?" Her voice was quiet, but virtually crackling with tension.
I shrugged, putting off giving an answer, she wouldn’t like.
But she wasn’t accepting that. "Why!" she repeated.
"Loose ends," I said with a sigh. "You don’t leave your tools lying around after you’ve used them."
Her brow furrowed as she thought about that. It was only a couple of seconds before I saw the comprehension in her eyes. (Smart lady, I thought again.) "Explain what you mean,’’ she told me.
I shrugged again. I knew she’d already figured it out by herself, but maybe she just wanted to hear somebody else say it. "Somebody killed your sister. Let’s call him X," I said, then quickly corrected myself. "Or her. Anyway, X sent you an e-mail, supposedly from Lolly, and generally set things up so you’d come to my place and dust me off. Then you go home and conveniently blow yourself to pieces. I kill Lolly, you kill me, and then—poetic justice—you lose your life in an accident."
She cut me off there. "Accidents don’t blow up apartments."
"Sure they do," I shot back. "Particularly since you were playing around with explosives in your kitchen—just in case you had to wire my car." She stared into my grinning face. "Oh yeah," I confirmed. "Want to bet that the forensics find evidence that you had a stash of C6 plastique or something like that in your kitchen closet?
"Anyway," I went on, "I murdered Lolly, you murdered me, and then you were hoisted by your own petard. Case closed. We’re all out of the way, and X is totally in the clear."
She didn’t answer for nearly a full minute. I could almost hear her brain ticking as she thought it through. "You’ve got to be right," she said at last. "I was programmed, then sacrificed. You were merely sacrificed." She scowled. "I can’t believe it. This just doesn’t happen."
"Maybe not in your world."
I could see that she wanted to ask about my world, but then thought better of it.
We were approaching Meridian Avenue. Time to decide where the hell I thought I was going. And then there was Jocasta to worry about, too. Drek. "You’d better lie low until I know what the frag’s going on here," I told her. "I can find you a safe doss if you need it. Not what you’re used to, but—"
"I’ll handle that," she cut in. "I can stay with colleagues."
"Where?"
She thought about that a bit more. "You can drop me on One hundred-and-eighth," she said. "The south end."
Bellevue. Beaux Arts, to be exact. Even more a money neighborhood than Tacoma. Curiosity got the better of me. "What do you do?" I asked. "What corp?"
She smiled a little. "No corp. I’m a neo-ecologist at the University of Puget Sound."
I glanced at her tailored synthleathers and snorted. "UPS must have upped its salaries."
"No, they still pay drek. But KCPS pays better than scale."
KCPS. I recognized the call letters of one of the metroplex’s educational trid stations. Something tickled in he back of my memory.
Then I remembered. "The Awakened World," I blurted.
Jocasta was smiling broadly now. "You watch it? I wouldn’t think it was your kind of thing."
I ignored the subtle jab. "I’ve seen it a few times." Mainly to watch you, is what I didn’t add. Call me narrow-minded, but I’m much more interested in mammals that look like Jocasta Yzerman than in novopossums or metapedes.
Well, that explained the money. Trid presenters, even on ratings dogs like "The Awakened World" get paid a drekload. It also explained the feeling of familiarity that tad been nagging at me ever since I’d set eyes on Jocasta. Okay. Beaux Arts it was.
I cruised straight up Highway 5 to Route 99, east into the relatively quiet bedroom community of Renton, and then north on 405 through Newport Hills. As we blew toward the Intercity 90 exit, the buildings flanking the highway began to change. They were still mostly apartment blocks, except bigger, cleaner, and newer than the ones in Renton and Newport. Where the two southern districts were home to low- and mid-level wage slaves and managers, Beaux Arts was where many upper-level corp execs had their penthouses. I remembered the security rating catalog I’d scanned when I was still with Lone Star. The Star rated Beaux Arts luxury class, security rating triple-A. It doesn’t come any higher.
I slowed down some more, and swung west onto Intercity 90, heading toward the East Channel Bridge, then cut right onto Bellevue Way. Right again onto 113th Avenue South East, then jog over to 108th, into deepest, darkest Beaux Arts. Bright lights rose into the sky around me. Mentally comparing the signs of the good life with my own doss in Auburn and with my final destination this evening, I let out a sigh. It was fragging hard to believe all these places were in the same city.
"Where now?" I asked Jocasta.
"You can drop me here."
I was about to protest, but caught myself. Bellevue’s Bellevue, after all, and Beaux Arts is one of the few neighborhoods where someone who looks like Jocasta can walk the streets without becoming the unwilling joy-toy of some thrill-gang. It rankled a little that she didn’t trust me enough to let me know exactly where she’d be staying, but only a little. There are times when I don’t completely trust me, and I know myself a lot better than did Jocasta Yzerman.
Then I got to thinking, and realized the Beaux Arts Village was up the street from here. The Village is a little enclave, with walls and gates guarded a lot better than some banks. The houses are separated by big trees—real ones—most of them with a great view of the East Channel or down onto the heavily secured yacht harbor just south of the bridge. I smiled benignly at Jocasta. "The Village it is," I said mildly. She twitched slightly, and I knew I’d got her.
I didn’t drive up to the Village, however. Not wanting to draw attention to either my car or myself, I just pulled over. "Remember," I told her as she swung her long legs out of the car. "Lie low, zero out. Don’t let anybody know where you are or even that you’re still alive. Both of us are supposed to be meat right now. X might not slot up twice."
She flinched a little, but recovered instantly. "What about Lone Star?" she asked. "They’ll be looking for me after … "
"Frag ‘em," I snarled, on basic principles. "It’s safer. We don’t know who X is or where he’s tied in. Maybe he’s got connections into the Star. Will your colleagues cover for you?"
She had to think about that one, which worried me a little. Then her expression cleared and she answered, "Yes. He owes me, big time."
Curiosity again, but I bit down on the obvious question. "Okay," I allowed. "But keep in touch. I won’t ask for your number, but you take mine." I handed her a business card, the one without the street address. "Call me tomorrow. If I’m out, leave a message."
She pocketed the card without looking at it. "You’re not going home?"
I snorted. "Don’t worry about me," I told her. "I’ve done the fade before. Wherever I am, you can get me at that number. So use it, okay? Tomorrow?"
She nodded, closed the car door and started to walk away. Then turned back. I powered down the window. "I’m sorry I got you into this," she said softly. She looked upset enough that I didn’t shoot back the smartass answer on the tip of my tongue.
"Null perspiration," I replied smoothly. "I got dragged into this when X first picked me as his shill. You just followed the script."
She bit her lip, the troubled expression only making her prettier. For a nanosecond I debated suggestimg—oh so sincerely—that she’d have a better chance of making it to morning if she dossed down with me. But then I purged that thought and all the other ignoble ones tagging along with it. A quick jam with Jocasta Yzerman would be wiz, but I really was tired. And if I had to ditch her later, for whatever reason, any involvement would only make it harder.
"I’ll call you," she said, then turned away for the second time. The ignoble thoughts returned as I watched her receding rear aspect, but I stomped on them like so many roaches. I ran the passenger window back up and pulled away from the curb.
Bellevue was a good cruise from Tacoma and from my main base in Auburn, but it was conveniently close to my secondary doss. I got back onto Intercity 90 and pointed the Jackrabbit’s streamlined nose east. Hitting Route 405, I swung north, then took a right onto the old Woodinville Redmond Road, and finally onto the Woodinville-Duvall Road.
The moment I left 405, the scenery changed again, wen more drastically. I was into Redmond—the Barrens—and anyone who’s ever been there knows you can’t miss the boundary of that district. The buildings were suddenly lower, as if the graceful giants of Bellevue had been cut off at the knees, while scattered pools of bluewhite carbon arcs replaced the yellow brilliance of sodium street lighting. It was back in 2050 when Governor Schultz decided that all the Barrens needed was better lighting. At the cost of uncounted millions of nuyen, the city engineers—with Lone Star and Metroplex Guard units running cover—had installed high-intensity carbon arc lights everywhere they could get to safely. The residents of the Barrens had responded in typically warm Redmond manner by shooting most of them out. The small hills were cut here and there by concrete-lined drainage culverts. I couldn’t see the foul and corrosive water, which is usually liberally garnished with dead dogs or worse, and thanks to the Jackrabbit’s air filtering, I couldn’t smell it either.
As I passed Cottage Lake, I put my foot down until the tach display flashed warning-red in the HUD. Thanks be to Quincy, forever amen, the active suspension took care of the speed-wobble, and the engine howled like a banshee. Muzzle flashes split the night to my left, but nothing unpleasant even came near me. The Crimson Crush just weren’t shooting straight tonight. Once past Paradise Lake Road I let off on the throttle. The Crush never played east of the intersection, knowing the Rusted Stilettos would eat them for breakfast if they did.
Left onto High Bridge Road, then left again onto Jasmine Boulevard—no jasmine, and it sure wasn’t a real boulevard—and into the area known as Purity. A real nasty part of the Barrens if you’re an outsider, but Purity’s got a kind of code you don’t find many places in Redmond. The code is simple: "Don’t frag with me, I won’t frag with you (unless somebody makes it worth my while)." If you’re a local, that is.
And in a sense I was. I kept a secondary doss in Purity, paying my protection money to the Amerindian street gang in the area. Our deal was that I pay my nuyen, and they get to use—but not abuse—my place when I’m not in it. With most other gangs, you cut a deal like that and you should have your head examined. Come back after they’ve used your place and it’ll be stripped to the floorboards. A couple of big guys will also probably be waiting to separate you from anything valuable you happen to be carrying—or maybe the fillings in your teeth if they’re feeling militant. But this gang has a sense of honor. Maybe it’s their tribal background. In any case, once they’re bought, they stay bought, at least until somebody else outbids you. My secret is to pay them more than anybody who lives in the Barrens can.
I parked the Jackrabbit in what used to be a corner store until somebody took out the front wall with a grenade launcher. That’s my private garage, covered under the same deal as my doss. Then I made the appropriate courtesy call to the gang’s leader, a frigid-looking street samurai whose name I’d never learned, tossed him a certified credstick to cover the next couple of months, and wandered up to my apartment.
My place in Auburn is small, but my Redmond doss would fit in it with enough room left over for a pool table and clearance to make your shots. The single room was empty, like it always was when I stopped in, but I saw lots of evidence that it hadn’t been for long. Again, that was situation normal. After stepping over the empty chip-carriers and used family-planning products, I powered up the telecom. As always, I checked the usage log first thing. As expected, the Amerinds had been making long-distance calls, but at least they continued to have the courtesy to charge them to another number. Governor Schultz’s, I was glad to see.
I keyed in the telecom code for my Auburn apartment. When the other machine opened the line, I triggered a wiz little slave utility that I’d picked up from Buddy, a drek-hot decker of my acquaintance. The utility, which is designed to play merry hell with the local telecom Corp, persuades the central switching computer that the two telecoms—one in Auburn and the other in Redmond—are actually one machine, located (electronically speaking) at my Auburn LTG number. Incoming calls ring on both machines. I can access all features of my Auburn telecom from Purity, and I can make outgoing calls from the Barrens while the grid computers would swear up and down that the calls were being placed from Third Street Southwest and D Street in Auburn. Slick, and potentially a lifesaver. With the utility running, somebody would have to be more than very good to ever trace me via telephone grid records.
While the two machines were sorting out the hand-shaking necessary to cooperatively dry-gulch the LTG computers, I sat back and thought about my next move.
This business with Lolly, Jocasta, and our mysterious X was understandably high on my priority list. But I had other irons in the fire as well, a couple of cases—paying cases—on the go. I couldn’t just forget about them without doing irreparable harm to both my street rep and my cred balance. What I could do was back off on the intensity a little.
The telecom beeped its readiness, so I called up a listing of all incoming messages. The list couldn’t tell me a caller’s identity, but it did give me the time and date of the message and, in most cases, the LTG number from which the call was placed. That let me flip through and delete junk messages like those from Anwar the fixer. I flagged a couple more whose originating number I recognized, instructing the telecom to fire off a standard I’m-busy-I’ll-call-when-I’m-not to them.
That left two messages, neither of which showed an originating LTG number. (This piqued my interest, of course. Someone with the right hardware wouldn’t have too much problem suppressing the originating number, but it’s not a common skill.) The fact that both were identified as voice-only gave me a good clue as to who the caller was. I highlighted the first one and hit Play.
I had guessed right. The flat, calm voice, with its trace of an accent, was unmistakable. My Mr. Johnson from (probably) Chicago. "Mr. Dirk," he said, "I assume that you are proceeding with the issue we discussed some days ago. Your binder and first week’s payment have been transferred from the holding account, which, I presume, means you are still standing by our agreement. Please contact me, as per the agreed-upon arrangements, to confirm. Thank you."
Pedantic slot. I keyed up the next message.
The time/date stamp showed that it had come in earlier that evening, about the time Jocasta and I were dodging debris. "Mr. Dirk," the same voice droned, "the urgency on this issue has just increased somewhat. We believe that our … our asset is in physical danger. I would greatly appreciate it if you would upgrade your efforts appropriately. I would also appreciate it if you could confirm your continued interest in our arrangement. I would prefer not to have to dispatch someone to trace your whereabouts. Thank you."
I snarled inwardly. I don’t like supervision, even remote supervision like this, and I certainly don’t like veiled threats. Sure, Mr. Corp Johnson would send another runner after me if he thought I’d skipped with his payment. But he should respect my fragging professionalism enough not to remind me of the fact.
The slot did have a point, though. I’d been a little dilatory with my status reports. I pulled out the alpha keyboard and pounded in a quick note, which I dispatched to the e-mail bulletin-hoard system Mr. Johnson had specified. Basically it said, "I’m on the fragging case, and don’t fragging call again." but in slightly more cordial language.
That out of the way, I sat back and considered the case. I’d been hired by Mr. Johnson to track down a corporate employee named Juli Long, who had disappeared from her company and then apparently resurfaced in Seattle. The corporation was concerned, Mr. Johnson had told me, that some foul play might be involved, and they feared for young Juli’s safety. My job was simply to find her, extricate her from any dangerous entanglements in the plex, and put her on a plane heading east.
Stripped of all the drek about the Corp’s concern, it was a straightforward skip trace. For whatever reason, Juli had tendered her unofficial resignation by running rom the corp. From the wording of Mr. Johnson’s instructions, it didn’t sound like a poach or an extraction by another corp. Juli wasn’t running to something, like another job; she was running from something. I didn’t now what and I didn’t have to know. I’ve seen what corp life is like for a wage slave like Juli, and I’d run too.
A young woman, with little or no financial support—Johnson had been very clear about that—coming to the Seattle metroplex for the first time. No friends, no corporate arms around her. Raw meat for the street predators. It was almost certain that Juli Long would show up in a couple of days, floating off the piers. There’d been lot of that recently.
I said as much to Johnson, but he demanded that I do the trace anyway. If I was right, and Juli’d bought it, I was to send him incontrovertible proof of her untimely demise. I hadn’t done much but set up a routine on my telecom to scan all news sources and datafaxes for the name Juli Long and her description. I’d probably have to invest a little more effort in the matter. Eventually.
I pulled out my wallet and extracted a printout of her dossier picture. Looked like a nice kid. Clean-cut, fluffy blonde hair. Reminded me of Lolly.
Frag, I was getting morbid. It always happens when I’m bagged. I thought about the early night I’d been planning, and laughed. I returned the picture to my wallet, kicked the telecom to standby mode, and collapsed on the bed. Images flowed over the insides of my eyelids. Explosions, gun muzzles, targeting lasers. But mostly young, blonde women: sometimes Lolly, sometimes Juli Long. They followed me down into the dark pit of sleep.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Early morning is one of the quietest times in a jungle. Nocturnal predators have called it a night, and their diurnal counterparts are only just stirring. The same thing’s true in Redmond, and for the same reasons.
I don’t know what it was that woke me just after 0800 the next morning. Maybe it was the quiet. Redmond nights are typically split by sirens, the roar of passing Citymasters or low-flying Yellowjackets, and even sporadic gunfire. I rolled over in the relative silence, and tried to force myself back to sleep.
But oblivion remained just beyond reach. After fifteen minutes of trying, I gave it up as a bad job and forced my stiff body out of bed. I was still wearing my duster, and the armor plates had pressed into my flesh while I slept. Running a hand under my shirt, the ridges and depressions I encountered along my ribs felt like some kind of bipedal armadillo. That fit: my mouth tasted like I’d been eating ants. I cursed my way over to the sink, ran a cup of lukewarm water, and rinsed out my mouth. (I didn’t swallow, no sir. Real Barrens-dwellers seem to build up a resistance to amoebic dysentery and other such pleasant diversions, but I’ve never hung around long enough for my immune system to get with the program.) Caffeine-based Wake-Ups were the only non-prescription drugs I’d allowed myself recently, except for alcohol flavored to taste. I popped out a couple and swallowed the bitter pills dry. Waiting for the concentrated caffeine to jump-start my central nervous system, I slumped in front of the telecom and flipped it back on line.
One of the best ways I’ve got for solving problems is to sleep on them. The truth is, my subconscious mind seems to be a couple dozen IQ points smarter than my conscious mind, and also seems to operate better when I’m not looking over its shoulder, so to speak. More often than not, if I’m trying to puzzle through something, I only need to give my conscious mind a break. I used to do this through exercise, which hurt, or through alcohol, which ultimately hurt more. Now I tend to choose sleep, and I can even justify it as resting up my body to continue fighting the good fight. When I wake up, the answer I’ve been seeking is often sitting at the front of my thoughts, along with a mental note that reads something like, "Here it is, drekhead."
When I’d checked out last night, the question was what to do next. The answer my hindbrain had dredged up during the night was a name: Naomi Takahashi.
I’d met Naomi while both of us were struggling through Lone Star training, undergoing the same mind-bending grind but determined not to get our minds bent. That was about all we had in common. She saw the Star as a way to get out from under the control of her wealthy family. I’d gone into the program as a misguided form of therapy for the guilt I felt after my parents died in some random street violence. Despite our differences, we each soon recognized that Lone Star training was an effective form of brainwashing, a program intended to turn all recruits into brutal, compassionless blunt instruments. Naomi, I, and another slag named Patrick Bambra—the chummer who equated women with malaria—swore we would never get our brains washed, and we clung together in a kind of mutual support group. Frag, we even called ourselves the Three Musketeers, which shows how idealistic and drek-eatingly romantic we were. Patrick got himself flushed from the program early on, mostly because even the Star’s soul-killing brutality couldn’t get him to see the world the way it really is. Naomi and I bore down, however, and made it through with our personalities basically intact (I like to think).
Even though the training was intended to turn us into beat cops and street monsters, it didn’t destroy us enough to make us accept that fate. Naomi requested and received a transfer to data processing; I just cut out and ran for the shadows.
Naomi and I still keep in touch, but only sporadically and very carefully. She’s my only remaining friend within the Lone Star system, but she’d be in deep drek if her bosses found out. I’ve made a few major deposits in the favor bank with Naomi over the past few years, mainly by doing some shadow work to help out friends and colleagues of hers. Now it was time to pull in a few of those markers.
I checked my watch. Just after eight-thirty; that meant she’d be at work. I selected voice-only on the telecom and punched in Naomi’s direct-access code. A few seconds later, the screen lit up with her image.
Naomi Takahashi was as beautiful as the first day I saw her. Her brow furrowed slightly under her black bangs as she reacted to the fact that the call was voice-only, but her musical voice gave no hint of frustration. "Lone Star, Records Department."
I pitched my voice lower than normal and added a gravelly edge. That would be useless against a voice analyzer, of course, but probably enough to fool any supervisor who happened to be listening in. "Uh, yeah," I rumbled, "I want Joe Dar-tag-non. He around?"
Naomi’s expression didn’t change, but I saw the flash of recognition in her almond eyes. Even with my disguised voice, the brutalized pronunciation of D’Artagnon, one of the three musketeers from literature, would be the giveaway. "I’m sorry, sir," she said smoothly, "we have nobody here by that name."
"Frag," I snarled, enjoying her performance. "Later." As I cut the connection I saw her subtle wink, no more than a slight nervous twitch. Message received and understood.
I stood up from the telecom and stretched. I knew Naomi would take a break at the first opportunity to call me from a "secure" phone somewhere else. I couldn’t be sure how long that would be. But knowing Naomi, not long.
To pass the time, I flipped the telecom into trideo mode and slumped down on the bed. Nothing like a little mindless trid to kill some time. Preferably something with minimal data content and scantily clad stage decorations. Something like "Nuevo Wheel of Fortune."
But I happened onto a news broadcast instead, and couldn’t summon the energy to get up and flip the channel. The talking head, a bottle blonde with capped teeth and enhanced mammalian protuberances, was babbling on about the latest gang war, all the while wearing a smile that would have looked more at home in a bedroom. Oh, well, her appearance was a suitable distraction, as long as I didn’t listen to what she was saying.
That was easier said than done, of course. The sound channel of news broadcasts is always electronically enhanced, with added supersonics, so that it insinuates itself into your brain. A ratings-garnering trick, of course, making it more difficult to switch off or change channels.
The video feed behind the blonde changed from the standard, pro-smooth shots of carnage and chaos to a more arresting image. We were looking down on the nighttime cityscape of Seattle. From the vibration and the way the perspective shifted, I knew the camera must be aboard a high-speed aircraft, maybe a small helicopter. It reminded me of war coverage. I started to pay more attention.
"And now, a KONG exclusive," the bottle-blonde was saying. "Last night, a KONG remote-camera crew rode along with an emergency response vehicle operated by Crashcart."
Oho. I sat up. Crashcart was a new entry on the metroplex scene, but the company had taken only a couple of months to make its presence felt with a vengeance. They were in direct competition with DocWagon, the emergency extraction and medical service, and were doing surprisingly well. Some of their success was due to wooing clients away from DocWagon with lower rates or attracting new subscribers who couldn’t pay the other company’s tab. But mostly it was due to their special "guerrilla marketing" tactics.
All roving Crashcart vehicles carried scanners tuned to the same channels as DocWagon’s receivers. Later, as DocWagon started encrypting their transmissions, the scanners were coupled with the appropriate decoding gear. Whenever a DocWagon vehicle got a High-Threat Response call—say, somebody went down in what some media wags call the DMZ, or Downtown Militarized Zone—the nearest Crashcart vehicle would tag along. Crashcart would always let the DocWagon trauma team make the first extraction attempt. If the DocWagon team got themselves geeked or had to abandon a particularly hot extraction, only then would Crashcart go in and try to do better. In nearly a dozen cases, Crashcart had been able to pull the victim out after DocWagon had failed. What made it worse for DocWagon was that three of those extractions had been top-tier corporate suits holding DocWagon Super-Platinum contracts. Understandably, quite a few other Super-Platinum clients were wavering in their devotion to DocWagon. After all, if you’re paying 75,000 nuyen a year, you expect the best. Some had already made the switch to Crashcart.
Sure, DocWagon mouthpieces were screaming that the whole thing was a setup, that Crashcart was hiring street thugs to shoot the drek out of DocWagon vehicles and then pull a quick fade when the Crashcart buggies arrived. But they had no proof. Crashcart didn’t even bother to deny it. They just kept blasting the airwaves with their slogan: "Why go with the first when you can go with the best?"
The bottle-blonde on the screen was still talking. "Around midnight last night, the vehicle carrying the KONG crew picked up a DocWagon High-Threat Response call. The broadcast identified the victim as Daniel Waters, a newsman and trideo personality with a minor local station."
Minor local station? That was a hoot. Like just about everyone else in the plex, I knew Waters’ name, and could easily visualize the avuncular half-smile that was his trademark. He was the top anchorman for KOMA, the local ABS afffliate, and definitely not a
minor player. In fact, most people in the sprawl seemed to rate Waters as a source of Truth, perhaps one small step below god almighty, and he had the ratings to prove it.
"In accordance with Crashcart’s mandate," the talking head went on, "the vehicle carrying the KONG crew stayed clear while the DocWagon trauma team made its extraction attempt. After that, well …" she smiled almost broadly enough to swallow her ears "the pictures tell their own story."
The video "window" that had first appeared behind the blonde expanded until it filled the whole screen, blotting out her image. Simultaneously, the metroplex night-scape pulled back as the cameraman adjusted his zoom lens. For the first time, I could see enough of the aircraft’s interior to identify it as a Merlin, smaller cousin of the tilt-wing Osprey II, similar in design to the Federated Boeing Commuter. I could also see that the camera was pointing out the open door on the starboard side of the craft. There was a hulking shape to the right of he image, but not enough light to make it out.
I wasn’t interested in what was inside the Merlin, anyway. All the action was outside.
The Merlin was less than three hundred meters up, orbiting above one of the small parks that dot the east side of Downtown. (And that turn into killing grounds for pedestrians after dark. If Daniel Waters had wandered in there, he deserved everything he got.) Another craft hung in the air over the trees and brush. It was a single-rotor Hughes WK-2 Stallion, slightly larger than a Merlin. The flashes from the helo’s anti-collision strobes illuminated the DocWagon logo on its flanks.
The Stallion was trying to put down, but it couldn’t find a safe spot. The darkness in the park was alive with large-caliber muzzle flashes and evanescent fire-flowers that could only come from heavy-duty autofire weapons impacting rounds struck blue-white sparks against the Stallion’s armor.
The DocWagon trauma team wasn’t taking any of it Lying down. I could see the flames of answering fire from the helo’s gunports. But the targets on the ground had concealment on their side, while the Stallion was a big hovering target. On top of that, it was obvious that the DocWagon team was heavily outgunned.
The final outcome wasn’t in doubt, and it came quickly. A shot from the ground must have found a vital spot, because the helo bucked wildly and smoke poured from its port-engine housing. The sound of the Merlin’s twin engines drowned out all else, but I could imagine the banshee wail as the Stallion’s starboard turbojet fought to take the strain.
The DocWagon trauma team were hosed, and they knew it. Still bucking wildly, the Stallion clawed for altitude, then sideslipped away from the park.
The Crashcart team responded even before the helo was out of the area, and they did so with almost military precision. The motor noise changed as the Merlin’s wings pivoted and the craft dropped like a stone toward the park. The night lit up again as the gunmen on the ground opened up on the new threat.
That was when I learned what was the hulking shape to the right of the video image. A dazzling beam of light split the darkness, looking for all the world like a death ray from an old science-fiction movie. My telecom’s small speaker rattled with a noise like a giant canvas tearing or maybe King Kong farting, a colossal ripping that went on and on. The beam swept over the ground, and I could see trees and bushes bursting into splinters as it touched them.
For a moment, I felt sorry for the gunmen on the ground. The shape in the Merlin had to be a 7.62mm minigun, probably the GE M134, a Gatling-gun style weapon with a rate of fire up in the thousands of rounds per minute. Typically, one out of every six or eight shots was a "lit" round, a tracer. And even that minority was enough to make the stream of fire look like a solid bar of light.
There were a few muzzle-flashes as the gunmen shot back, but not many. Nobody in his right mind engages a minigun.
Everything jounced as the Merlin put down, hard. The cameraman panned quickly to the other side of the vehicle, just in time to catch a squad of four armed and armored figures leaping out the other door into the darkness. The cameraman moved, trying to follow, but another bulky figure rose up to block his way. The image panned back to the port door.
The minigunner had stopped his continuous fire, and was now engaging targets of opportunity. Glare from the muzzle plume was bright enough to effectively blind the video camera, making it impossible to discern the targets. The gunner must have had flare-compensated optics, or he’d have been flash-dazzled himself. I couldn’t see any return fire. Either the gunmen were all dead, or they’d headed off for safer pastures.
There was another jolt, and the Merlin was in the air again. Belatedly, the cameraman panned over to the other side. The armed squad was back aboard, and with them was a body-shaped bundle cocooned in ballistic cloth. The image zoomed in, and the familiar face of Daniel Waters filled the screen. His short gray hair was matted with blood, and his skin looked like old parchment.
The image froze, then retreated back to become a video window behind the buxom blonde. "Another successful extraction by Crashcart," she cooed, "and another KONG exclusive." Her multi-megawatt smile faded, to be replaced by a look of concern about as authentic as her cleavage. "Good luck to you, Daniel," she said, with a slight catch in her voice. "You know we’re all rooting for you." Like drek.
The telecom chirped, announcing an incoming call and giving me an excuse to turn off the trid. I hit the appropriate keys and the blonde vanished, to be replaced by the face of Naomi Takahashi. From the out-of-focus background, I knew she was placing the call from a public street phone. A flashing icon in the top-left of the screen confirmed she had the hush-hood down. I assumed she also had the screen polarization set so that only she could view what was on it. Seeing she’d taken the appropriate precautions, I hit the key that turned on my own video pickup.
Naomi smiled as my face appeared on her display, but it was a worried smile. So she knew what was going down, at least some of it. Her first words confirmed it. "You’re in a pretty sweet frame, chummer. Got any new enemies I haven’t heard about?"
I chuckled. "Just a redhead with a gun," I told her. "Nothing unusual." My smile faded; down to business. "Talk to me about Lolita Yzerman," I said. "What’s the Star saying?"
Naomi sobered instantly. "Not much," she said. "They’re keeping a tight lid on it. Kurtz is in charge."
That was had news. Mark Kurtz. I remembered that miserable fragger from my training days, and I was sure he also remembered me. Kurtz had been one or the primary reasons I’d skipped out, and I’d made sure he knew it. The man was a hard-driver and as tenacious as a pitbull. Once he was onto a lead, nothing—including the acts—would distract him.
"I suppose I’m the prime suspect, right?" I asked.
"Chummer, you’re the only suspect."
I digested that for a moment. Then I asked, "Aren’t you going to ask me if I did it?"
She didn’t dignify that with an answer. "I take it you’re not at home."
"You take that right." So Kurtz was on the case, and they had the lid screwed down tight. "Well, thanks a lot, Naomi. I know you’re sticking your neck out."
"Null perspiration," she said with a grin. "So I guess you don’t want to scan the report, huh?" She waved an optical chip before the video pickup.
I goggled at it for a moment, then grinned. Friends like Naomi don’t come along very often. Maybe once in a lifetime, if you’re lucky. I worried for a moment about he risk she’d taken, then had to dismiss the twinges. For one thing, it was already done. For another, I think Naomi knew more about the Lone Star records computer than the designer.
"So, do you want it?" she teased.
I laughed. "Slot and run, lady. The Star’s not paying you to waste cycles out of the office."
"You got that," she agreed. "Here it comes." As her video image slotted the chip into the phone’s socket, I instructed my telecom to open a file to receive the data. The machine beeped and chortled happily for a couple of seconds as it digested the upload, then flashed completion. I keyed a verification routine, and telecom and chip conferred over whether the arrival corresponded to what had been sent. A second or two later, confirmation appeared on the panel.
"Got it chipped, chummer," I told her. "Arigato gazaimashta. I owe you."
She waved that off. "Keep your head down, Dirk," she said seriously. "Knowing Kurtz, he’ll see this as a chance to clear the board where you’re concerned. Geek first, then fingerprint the corpses, you know what I mean?" I nodded. "And then there’s the guy that put you in the frame in the first place," she went on. "You got any idea who?"
"Maybe after I scan the report. Not now."
"Yeah, well …" She was looking worried again, so I gave her my best confident, roguish smile. It didn’t feel convincing from my side of it, but Naomi seemed to buy it. Her brow smoothed, and her eyes sparkled again. "Okay, I’m gone. Keep in touch, omae. Neh?"
"You got that," I promised. "Head down." I gave her another rebel smile and cut the connection. As soon as her image vanished, so did my smile. Except for the part about Kurtz, it wasn’t that Naomi had told me anything I didn’t already know, but our conversation had brought home to me the reality of what was going down. X, whoever he/she/it was, had already tried once to get me out of the way. Why not a second time? And Kurtz would be glad to help him out, then arrest my corpse. Ah, well, another day in the shadows.
I pulled my chair closer to the telecom screen, bringing up the file Naomi had transferred. I recognized the standard Lone Star file-header and grinned. Naomi wasn’t one to do things by halves. Instead of just scamming bits and pieces, she’d taken the whole fragging file. I started the data scrolling and began to read.
I saw immediately that Naomi was right. I was in a sweet frame.
The first part of the report dealt with the on-site investigation, which was basically just as Jocasta had described it. Lolita had been found lying face-up just inside the door of her forty-eighth floor luxury apartment, a big nasty hole blown in her forehead. The hole was star-shaped, the report said, which equated to a contact wound: the gun barrel was touching her when the shot was fired, and the expanding gases had torn the delicate skin of her face. The door was unlocked, with no sigh of forced entry. Nor did any evidence indicate that the body had been moved. The reconstruction was simple. Somebody had come to the door, someone Lolly had known and trusted enough to open the door to. The killer had stepped inside, stuck a gun up against Lolly’s face, and blown the brains out the back of her pretty blonde head. Time of death was estimated at between 2000 and 2020 hours on November 17.
I stopped the scrolling and sat back. The language of he report was factual, clinically unemotional, making it easy for the reader to pretend that it was all an intellecual exercise. Which is just how it was intended. But every now and then the ugly reality would squeeze its way through the facts. A young, promising life had been chopped short. The irreplaceable individual who had been Lolita Yzerman now existed only in the memories of those who’d cared for her.
I rubbed at my eyes, which were watering a little from the strain of staring at the screen, then restarted the automatic scrolling.
The Lone Star detectives had done all the usual stuff: accessed the call log on Lolly’s telecom, reviewed the video record of her apartment building’s lobby camera, strong-armed her financial institution into releasing her banking records. A couple of key points caught my eye.
According to the call log, Lolly had placed a voice-and-vid call to my LTG number on Saturday, November 16, just short of midnight. The call hadn’t been archived, but I knew it was the message she’d left on my machine, asking for help. Although the log did not mention my name, nobody’s better than Lone Star at tracking down an LTG. That was the first strand that tied me to Lolly’s death.
Next, the security camera’s record. At 2011, on Sunday the 17th, a figure wearing a long duster and a hat pulled down to screen his face, entered the lobby and took the elevator up to the forty-eighth floor. At 2014 hours, the figure reappeared and left the building. That was just long enough to ride the high-speed elevator up, buzz Lolly’s door, geek the blonde, and ride back down again. But there was more. As the figure opened the front door, a gust of wind shifted the hat-brim enough for the camera to catch at least part of his face. I stared at a freeze-frame of the recorded image for a few minutes. Either I had an identical twin brother—a murderous twin brother—or X the killer was magically active. The face aught by the video camera was mine. The second strand was in place.
Finally, Lolly’s financial records. Her banking behavior was chaotic, to say the least. She made big nuyen and spent big nuyen, and didn’t seem to grasp the concept of `minimum balance." But there was a pattern there, and the Star had quickly picked it out. Over the last nine months, she’d made twelve sporadic deposits, each one exactly 10,000 nuyen and all from the same source. And that source was … ? Three guesses, and the first two don’t count. That was the third strand, interwoven with the other two to form a rope. And the rope formed a noose.
A very pretty frame.
Okay, I knew I wasn’t guilty, and I knew how it had all been done. Illusion magic can fool cameras, which would explain my face on the security video. Bank computer systems are pretty secure, but some of the deckers running the Matrix could hack a transmission log without even breaking a sweat, especially if nobody was ever going to withdraw the "funds" I’d supposedly deposited. And the phone call to me? Well, that was legitimate, and a pure bonus for X. The way it looked Lolly had called me to put on the screws for another 10K nuyen. I’d responded by dropping over and rearranging her cranial architecture.
Sure, I could figure all this out. But my deductions were based on the fact that I knew I didn’t flatline Lolly. Without that key datum? Lone Star would be after me with everything they had.
Time for logic. How could they track me? Some obvious ways first. Like my LTG number. Theoretically, it’s a simple task for a drek-hot decker or for the telephone company itself to cross-reference an LTG number with the phone’s physical location. (I’m talking plugged-into-the-wall telecoms here, not portables.) Based on that, Lone Star should already be visiting my Auburn loss.
Luckily, it’s not that simple. Buddy, the decker benefactor who supplied my slave utility, also beat the location problem. As far as the LTG self-diagnostics and search routines are concerned, my LTG number doesn’t exist any more. It did exist, but was canceled a couple of hours before the trace attempt was made … whenever the trace attempt is made. As far as the connection routines go, the number’s perfectly on the up-and-up. Wiz, huh? And I don’t even have to pay a phone bill. (Okay, okay, I know it doesn’t seem to make much sense. But remember how compartmentalized big computer systems are. And how much operators—and even corporate deckers—trust the diagnostics. Ah, the wonders of our digital age …
How else could the Star get a line on me? SIN, maybe? But I don’t have one. Driver’s license, bank accounts, medical plans? Either I don’t have them or else they’re associated with SINs that aren’t mine.
The conclusion? It’s hard to track a shadow. Lone Star would have to fall back on techniques that cops used last century.
Ah, but what about magic? Well, if I’d actually scragged Lolly, I might have to sweat a bit. A good mage or shaman could, theoretically, track me down from a fresh drop of blood, broken fingernail, maybe even a trace of exfoliated skin that I might have left behind at the crime scene. But since I didn’t do it, any such trace should lead them to somebody else—namely, X.
The Star might think they had me dead to rights, of course. Anyone who enters the Lone Star training program is forced to give blood and tissue samples that remain on file. The official story is that the samples are taken to prevent problems with rejection or incompatibility of body parts in case they have to put you back together after a line-of-duty injury. I have this nasty suspicion the samples are really so a Lone Star combat mage can track someone down astrally if he or she decides to skip the force. That’s why my first shadowrun, which took place even before I "unofficially resigned," was to replace my blood and tissue samples with something that wouldn’t get me into trouble. If that putative combat mage tried to track me from the samples, he’d catch up with a mangy Redmond alley cat, assuming some squatter hasn’t eaten it in the interim.
I let myself relax a little. As far as I could see, I was as safe as I was going to get. Lone Star hadn’t tracked me down in the years since I’d bid them farewell, and I didn’t think that was about to change now.
But what about Jocasta? I thought with a start. Whoever planted the bomb in her apartment might have got hold of something that would let him track her magically. Ritual magic can be even nastier than C6 plastique. Then again, if Jocasta was dossing down in Beaux Arts Village, she’d probably be okay. Most enclaves like that are protected by hermetic circles, elementals, even dual parabiologicals like piasmae or hell hounds, which can watch in astral space as easily as the mundane world. That should be enough to save Jocasta’s shapely ass.
Okay, I had some breathing space. Which was good. My head hurt from the combination of too little deep sleep and too much deep thought. To take my mind off Lone Star and Lolly, I pulled up the results of the search routine I’d sent off to find references to Juli Long.
To my surprise, there was one hit. Displaying the full text, I skimmed it quickly.
Then I took the picture from my wallet and looked at
it one last time. This wasn’t a good week for young blondes. The fact that I’d predicted it didn’t make me feel any better.
Juli Long had been found floating off Pier 23. Dead, of course.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
I remember once reading that it’s better to waste your childhood than not to do anything at all with it. I might have misspent my childhood, but I certainly didn’t waste it. And I’ve got the wide range of contacts, acquaintances, even friends, to prove it. In my business, that’s the difference between squeaking by and starving. I’ve never liked starving.
The contact du jour was a chummer named Bent Sigurdsen. Bent and I had been best buds while growing up in Renton. At ages fifteen and sixteen, we did a lot of illegal drinking together and made a lot of plans to become neoanarchists when we grew up.
So much for childhood dreams. We both followed the paths our respective fathers had chosen for us, at least for a while. Against my better judgment, I’d gone into computer sciences at U-Dub, where I stuck it out for three long, slogging years until finally getting up the courage to drop out and tell my father to go frag himself.
Bent also followed in his father’s footsteps, but the difference was that he liked it. His dad was a drek-hot orthopedic surgeon, and Bent took to med school like one born to it. When it came time to specialize, he decided that orthopedics wasn’t his interest, but that was okay with Sigurdsen Senior. Bent followed the pathology route instead, and when he graduated—magna
cum laude, no fragging surprise—his old man pulled the strings to get him hired by City Health as part of the medical-examiner staff for the Seattle sprawl. (That’s right, an ME, the guy who takes apart dead bodies to figure out what made them that way. I guess Bent prefers patients that don’t bitch and who he’s sure won’t sue him for malpractice.)
Anyway, Bent and I kept in touch over the years. When my parents were killed, he was there to get mind-fragging drunk with me and then make sure I didn’t jump in front of a bullet-train. And when I escaped from Lone Star, he immediately got word to me via Naomi Takahashi that he was still a
friend even if I was newly SINless. We kept in touch after that. Not regularly, not often. We’d get together maybe every couple of months to pummel our cerebral cortices with alcohol. Ours was one of those solid friendships where it isn’t necessary to touch base often, where you know that even after a couple of years the other person’s still going to be there for you.
And so I had no second thoughts about keying in the LTG code for Bent’s lab (with another one of Buddy’s wiz utilities running cover for me).
Almost immediately, Bent’s cherubic face appeared on he screen. "Yeah?" He frowned into what I knew was blank screen. Bent’s image was slightly blurred by the protective layer of transparent plastic that, for reasons as obvious as they are nauseating, covers the lab’s telecom. Eyeing him, I cut in my video pickup.
His frown instantly vanished, to be replaced with a smile that lit up his face and made his blue eyes twinkle. When Bent Sigurdsen smiles, he looks like the Cheshire cat. Any moment you expect he’s going to fade from view, leaving nothing but that grin. "Hey, chummer," the beamed, "it’s been a long time. How’s biz?"
I was tempted to tell him, but that would only make him feel bad. And I didn’t like making Bent feel bad if I could help it. So I shrugged. "Pretty good," I told him. "Lots of stuff on the go." (Classic understatement.) "You?"
I didn’t think it possible for his grin to get broader, but it did. "Wizard," he offered. "Things couldn’t be better."
I could tell he was about to launch into shoptalk—no doubt a blow-by-blow rendition of how his latest customer had ended up on the slab—so I derailed that train of thought before it could get up to speed. "I’ve got some biz, Bent. Got a few ticks?"
"Of course," he said at once. "Anything for a chummer." (Any wonder I like Bent so much?) He gestured over his shoulder, probably at the worktable that was, mercifully, out of frame. "Jane Doe here isn’t in a hurry. What can I do for you?"
"Juli Long," I said, then filled out what little I’d learned about the fluffy blonde’s departure from this mortal coil. "Any chance you can pull up her file and give me a capsule review?"
Bent’s smile had faded as I spoke. Now he looked sadly into the video pickup, and I could tell he was grieving for young Juli. (For the hundredth time I wondered how the frag someone as sensitive to the human tragedy as Bent could do his job.) "Null perspiration," he said. "The report should be on line. Long, Juli … right?"
I nodded, and he was off, attacking the telecom’s keyboard with the gusto of a teenage decker. For a moment I thought I’d be treated to nothing but a view of his face as he worked, but then he remembered my existence long enough to slave my display to his. The video picture shrunk down to a quarter-size window in the upper corner of the screen, while the rest of the display revealed what was showing on his monitor. I watched as he entered the search syntax, pleasantly surprised at the speed with which two side-by-side digitized images of Juli Long flashed up on the screen. One was the same picture I had in my wallet: Juli flashed a devilish grin into the camera. The other was the identical face, but perfectly at rest. If not for the blue tinge of cyanosis about her lips, I might have been persuaded she was just asleep. The rest of the screen filled with text, but Bent quickly blanked that off my display. "Confidential," he explained, a little apologetically. "I’ll tell you if there’s anything interesting." I suppressed a smirk. Bent’s ability to mentally compartmentalize continued to amaze me, but of course now wasn’t the time to share the joke with him.
I watched his cornflower blue eyes flick back and forth as he read the text. It took him maybe a minute, and I was hard-pressed to keep my mouth shut and not try to hurry him along, particularly when I saw him raise his eyebrows and purse his lips in surprise. Finally he was finished. "Well?" I prompted.
"Interesting case," he pronounced slowly. "I wish she’d come across my table." Then he looked up at me guiltily; I didn’t think my telecom’s microphone was sensitive enough to pick up the grinding of my teeth, but I might have been wrong. "Heart failure," he stated. "Apparently brought on by the chip she was using."
It was my turn to raise my eyebrows and purse my lips. "Simsense good enough to kill?"
He shook his head. "There’s more to it than that."
I waited, then realized he wasn’t going to continue without prodding. "Oh?" I said.
Bent looked uncomfortable, and I knew I was pushing the limits of what he felt easy about doing. Friendship’s a big thing to Bent, but he’s got his own somewhat convoluted sense of ethics. I watched as friendship fought with principles, and was relieved when friendship won. "There’s another file reference here," he told me. "Filespec L-S-S."
"Which means?" I asked, though I could guess.
"Lone Star Secure," Bent confirmed. "Lone Star’s got a security hold on the appended file for some reason."
"Can you get past it?"
He looked almost affronted for a moment, then his mile returned. "Of course I can. The question is …"
"Will you?" I finished for him. "It could be interestng, chummer. Something even you haven’t seen before. Simsense to die for …"
As I’d expected, he took the bait. "Yeah," he mused, "yeah, could be interesting." Then he looked up and his gaze met mine. Deep in those intense blue eyes was a gleam that told me he knew perfectly well what I was doing, but he didn’t care. "Your LTG number’s the same?" I nodded. "Then I’ll get back to you. Hang easy, chummer." And with that he broke the connection.
I sat back, fingers laced behind my head. If Bent Sigurdsen said he’d get back to me, he would. Good thing, too. The Star doesn’t lock the file on a stiff unless it’s something really out of the ordinary. I considered getting on the line to my eastern Mr. Johnson with a status report, then thought better of it. He could wait until I had the answers to a few more questions. Juli Long sure wasn’t going anywhere.
 
The next day dawned cold and gray. No rain, but the clouds were like dirty lead, and the air had a chilling damp that made my head hurt. (Or maybe it was the half-bottle of ersatz scotch I’d drunk to kill the dreams.)
Lolita Yzerman had been very much with me as I’d tried to get to sleep last night. Little Lolly’s memorial service was scheduled for today, Thursday, November 21. But how could I go? Null perspiration. I had a bucketful of fragging good reasons why not. It wasn’t until I climbed into bed on Wednesday night and then couldn’t turn off my brain that I realized how much Lolly’s death was slotting me up.
I tried for more than an hour, but my brain wouldn’t cooperate. Sleep? Null program, cobber. I would just start to get that warm, floating feeling when some image of Lolly would flash into my brain—a smile, a turn of phrase, or something more intimate—and I’d be awake again, lying there tingling. The worst moments were when I saw the shadowy stranger with my face raising the gun and pressing it against little Lolly’s forehead … .
I gave it about ninety minutes before I conceded and reached for the bottle of synthahol. Only that eventually managed to push Lolly, and everything else, out of my brain, so that finally I slept.
This morning, of course, I was paying the price. A dull headache had taken up residence behind my left eyebrow, and seemed disinclined to leave. I accepted the pain as partial penance for missing Lolly’s memorial. As further penance, I decided now was the time to do something that I’d been putting off as rather unpleasant. I had to go to see Buddy.
Don’t get me wrong, Buddy the decker is a good friend. I respect her, trust her, even like her. But not face to face, and definitely not when I’m feeling under the weather.
Everyone has a history, but Buddy’s is more interesting han most. In my experience, most drek-hot deckers start off as the stereotypical computer nerd. Often they get into decking simply because they get along better with machines than with people. But Buddy came at decking from the other side. She was originally into neurological research at U-Dub, where she made some major breakthroughs in monitoring. Like any researcher, she had to learn about computers, over time becoming especially intrigued by techniques of interfacing electronics and the brain. The logical next step for her was research in that area.
That was a while back, sometime about 2027, before decking became what it is today. Buddy was right out on the cutting edge, with a background that set her apart from other computer researchers. Not only did she understand the hardware and software, she also knew a lot about the "wetware."
When the axe fell during the Crash of ‘29, her qualifications weren’t lost on the government. One of the first people to be recruited for the "enhanced" Echo Mirage program, Buddy later became a member of the cadre that led the major assault against the computer virus that lobotomized the world’s datanets. Everybody in Echo Mirage was a volunteer, and Buddy wouldn’t have missed it for the world. But she paid a steep price for that experience.
The cyberdecks the Echo Mirage team used were barbaric compared to the toys you can pick up at any Radio Shack today. The software was even worse. From the little I understand of it, the persona programs were really sludges, just as likely to hang as to work right. And without the persona program to run interference, it’s the decker’s naked psyche that confronts the alien world of the computer Matrix. Most people know that four of the Echo Mirage team died, while others came out mind-shattered and vegetative. Buddy survived and even remained functional, but she didn’t make it totally unscathed.
Perhaps she’d always had the tendency, or maybe it was purely a result of her experiences. Whichever, she came out of Echo Mirage with what the shrinks call a "bipolar disorder." In English, that means she’s manic-depressive, but with a twist. At the highest point of her cycle, she’s about as down as I am on a bad day. At the bottom, she’s out-and-out paranoid. Apparently this hasn’t stopped her from pulling in some major contracts over the years. I guess the corporations don’t really care how fragged up a decker is as long as he or she can perform. (In any case, paranoid isn’t a bad way to be in the sprawl.)
The personal significance of all this was that I had no way of knowing in what stage of the cycle Buddy might be at the moment. Calling wouldn’t help: she never answered her phone. You just leave a message and hope.
So that’s what I did. I punched in her code and waited for her outgoing message—a very informative five seconds of dead air, followed by a beep—and told her I was coming over. That being all the preparation possible, I jumped in the car and headed south on 405. I tuned my radio to the traffic station, just in case something was going down that I ought to know about.
And hit the jackpot the first time. It seemed that something big and tentacled had slobbered its way out of Lake Washington and onto the deck of the Route 520 bridge, the floating one connecting Bellevue and Downtown. After eating a couple of cars, the thing had slobbered its way back into the water. The traffic advisory was recommending that drivers select an alternate route. No drek. Ah, the wonders of the Awakened world.
I took the advisory to heart, of course, my alternate route taking me down 405 until it cut west, then up Ambaum Boulevard into White Center. Buddy had a place on Roxbury Street. It was a good-sized flat near the top of the tallest building in the area. With the apartment’s western exposure, she also had a great view out over Puget Sound toward Vashon Island.
The view meant nothing to Buddy, however, other than a reminder of how vast and threatening was the outside world. Within days of moving in, she’d covered up the big, beautiful windows with sheets of reinforced construction plastic. She’d also reinforced the door, the walls, the ceiling, even the floor, and rigged every possible entrance with security devices. (While making all these modifications, Buddy had asked me to recommend an air-conditioner mechanic who also knew high-voltage electricity. Jumping to the obvious conclusion, I assumed he wanted him to rig unpleasant surprises for anyone who tries to break in through an air vent.) At the same time, she was beefing up the apartment’s sound insulation. Which was just as well, considering Buddy’s other obsession.
That other obsession is percussion. From the way I put it together, she’d always loved percussion-heavy music, stuff with lots of polyrhythms. Her tastes became even more arcane and twisted after her Echo Mirage days, untile no commercially available music would suit her. That was when she built herself a computerized drum machine, programming it to write and play its own intersecting polyrhythms, using insanely complex weighting algorithms to make it stay with the stuff she rinds pleasing. And that’s the crux of the matter. To anyone ellse, Buddy’s "music" sounds like street repairs or like driving around with rocks in your hubcaps. To make it worse, she plays it so loud I’m surprised Sea-Tac Airport hasn’t threatened to move.
(As a trivial footnote, a while back I thought I’d figured out that Buddy took her street name from Buddy Rich, a drek-hot jazz drummer from the previous century. Buddy didn’t confirm or deny my speculation, but, only pointed out scornfully that even if Rich’s music weren’t woefully simplistic, it was slotted up anyway by all those horns and drek playing over it.
So that was why I looked on a visit to Buddy as penance of a sort. A paranoid, depressed drum addict certainly wasn’t my company of choice on a Thursday morning.
I parked on Twenty-eighth Avenue Southwest, just around the corner from Buddy’s place, then tried vainly to run between the heavy and probably acidic raindrops that had begun to fall. I gave my name to the doorman/guard in his booth of bulletproof glass, and was reassured when he buzzed me in. At least Buddy was enough with the program to put me on the guard’s "okay" list.
I rode the elevator to the fortieth floor, where I got off and turned left down the hall.
Buddy must have scoped me out with her security systems, decided I was really me, and that I posed no immediate threat. Mechanical locks, bolts, and chains rattled; maglocks snapped open. The door opened a crack. I put on my best reassuring smile. "Hoi, Buddy," I called. "Can I come in?"
The door opened wider, releasing a sound like multiple epileptic drummers trading chops. Trying not to let my smile slip, I gritted my teeth and stepped into the apartment.
Buddy was so quick in buttoning up behind me that she gave my shoulder a hefty clip with the door. Then she busied herself locking the dozen or so fastenings that she’d unlocked to let me in. Her preoccupation gave me a chance to look her over.
She was a small woman, short and thin-boned. I knew she was in her early fifties, but she could have passed for at least twice that. When we’d first met, I thought she looked like someone on her deathbed, and she’d looked worse every time after that. Buddy had no muscle tone whatsoever, simply because she never did anything even vaguely physical. And the only reason she wasn’t a tub of lard was because she ate only when she remembered to … which was rarely. The corpse-like pallor of her skin didn’t help, either, but what else could be expected for someone who probably hadn’t stepped out of the house in years?
The walking-dead look was completed by her costume, consisting of several meters of gray cloth wrapped sari-like around her form. Although this get-up looked like a burial shawl, I knew the gray fabric was actually ballistic cloth. Buddy’s paranoia at work again. Her gray hair was chopped brutally short, and the entire right side of her head was depilated so that nothing got in the way of the three chrome datajacks in her temple.
The last lock secured, she glanced up at me with bright, bird-like eyes. Then she flashed me the lengthiest smile I’ve ever seen on her sharp face: a millisecond at least. I breathed easier; she had to be pretty near the top of her cycle.
With that worry out of the way, other concerns flooded back, chief among them an intense aural discomfort. "Hey, Buddy!" I shouted over the background din. "Can you turn the drums down a notch?"
She scowled. "They are down," she snapped. But then she relented. From the recesses of her ballistic-cloth sari she pulled out a remote-control unit, and thumbed a key. The deranged, spastic percussion dropped in volume from painful to merely irritating. I knew enough not to ask again; this was as good as it was going to get.
I followed Buddy as she picked her way through the hallway and into the living room. The floor, like every other available horizontal surface, was covered with piles of printouts, chips in chipcases, experimental breadboard rigs spewing medusa-heads of optical fibers (and even, here and there, real-and-for-true metal wires), tools and instruments, and all the other drek you’d find in any electronics lab or gadget store. In the center of the room, in pride of place, was Buddy’s baby: a custom Fairlight Excalibur cyberdeck. It was sitting on the floor, surrounded by a bewildering array of peripheral garbage wired into the deck in some totally incomprehensible way. With a fluidity that belied her appearance, Buddy dropped into the perfect lotus beside the deck, then turned to stare up at me, waiting.
I glanced around for a place to sit down, but Buddy seemed to hold to her old belief that furniture was redundant when you had floors. There was a small table and a single chair, but both were covered in junk. The floor, then.
Even before I could begin to sit, Buddy scowled with impatience, reached over and shoved everything on the chair to the floor. I nodded my thanks and sat down.
"Well?" Buddy demanded. Even an "up" Buddy was an abrasive Buddy.
"Datasteal," I answered curtly. I knew the best way to deal with her, and had prepared my spiel on the drive overb. "Avatar Security Technologies. I want you to crack into their work logs—"
"Avatar’s Lone Star. Why them?"
"Did I ever mention someone called Lolita Yzerman?" Buddy shook her head. "She was"—I hesitated—"a friend. Now somebody’s geeked her. I want to find out why."
"She was Avatar?" I nodded. "Tap work," Buddy pronounced. "Heard something she shouldn’t."
Buddy may be strange, but she sure isn’t dumb. Based on just one or two of my remarks, it took her something like two seconds to figure out what had cost me several minutes of skull-sweat. "You’ve got it," I said. "I want to find out what it was she shouldn’t have heard. Can you do it?"
She just snorted at that. Of course she could do it. Paranoid or not, she had the same overblown ego of any decker worth the name.
"Will you do it?"
She thought about that for a moment—a long time for Buddy. "Standard rates?"
I thought about my credit balance and sighed. "Standard rates."
She flashed me another millisecond smile. "Worth the nuyen," she announced. "You ride along."
"Sorry, Buddy," I reminded her. "No datajack, remember?"
She scowled again. "Still a coward?"
I smiled. "Still a coward."
"Doesn’t matter. Picked up something just for you. Trode rig." She pointed to the high-tech junk piled around her Excalibur. "You can ride along, jack or no jack."
I looked askance, surprised that she’d actually gone out of her way to pick up the electrode net. It was more than likely a commercially available set-up intended for use by those who wanted the full experience of simsense without having to spring for a datajack implant. I’d used one occasionally, and probably still had one for my old Atari simdeck buried in the back of the closet, but I’d never thought about using one to ride the Matrix. It made sense, though. The cyberdeck’s internal systems were really just simsense circuitry designated to translate the quasi-reality of computer data into a multi-sensory symbolic form that could easily be understood.
I must have been thinking for too long—maybe a second or two. Even on her best day, Buddy’s patience doesn’t last that long. "Come on," she said. "See the Matrix."
And that, of course, was the fascination. Everywhere you turn, you read or hear something about the "virtual reality" that is the Matrix. But if you haven’t got a datajack in your skull, you can never experience it directly, or so I’d thought. And if what they say is true, you’re missing out on as rich an experience as if you’d been worn without eyes. (In fact, the second-best decker I know is blind, and she’d be ecstatic if she never had to jack out. In the Matrix she can see.)
So the temptation was major. But so was the fear, cowardice, or call it what you will. I’d never had a datajack installed because I didn’t like the idea of anyone messing with my mind. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea any better if the messing came from the outside via electric currents. The brain’s delicate. Induce a current in the wrong place and Dirk Montgomery spends the rest of his life believing he’s an orange.
"Did you build the rig, Buddy?" I asked, trying to keep my voice casual.
Buddy shook her head. "Got it from VRI in Cheyenne," she shot back. "One of their latest. Beta test model. "
VRI and Cheyenne set some of my fears to rest. The firm’s one of the best in the world, and Cheyenne is the source of most of the cutting-edge decker technology going. But "beta test model" didn’t inspire confidence. "They’ve got you looking for bugs?" I asked.
"No bugs," Buddy said with the kind of certainty usually associated with natural laws or stone tablets replete with commandments. "It’s the best yet, but too exspenive to be commercial. I’m showing them how to make it cheaper."
"So it’s safe?"
She snorted. "I tried it," she said flatly. "Didn’t slot me up any."
I looked into her death’s-head face, saw the impatience building in her eyes, and sighed. I knew the signs. If I didn’t go along with her, she’d just close up and I’d get no help from her. The choice facing me was easy to state, but harder to make. Did I risk getting my brain scrambled by Buddy’s trode rig, or up and leave and wait for our mysterious X to blow that same brain out the back of my head? Decision, decisions … .
It was the thought of actually running the Matrix that made up my mind, I think. I’m a sucker for new experiences. It’ll probably kill me one day, but maybe this wasn’t the day. I sighed again and nodded. "I’m in," I told her.
Buddy flashed me another millisecond smile, an approving one. I think Buddy likes me, at least as much as she’s able to like anybody, and she obviously thought I’d made the right choice. She leaned over and scrabbled around in the pile of techno-drek beside her Excalibur. Within moments she pulled out something that looked like a crown of thorns with a few dozen hair-thin optic fibers trailing out of it. The contraption sported some straps and bands to hold it in the right place on the subject’s (victim ‘s) head, including a chin strap. Yeah, it was a beta test model; it had none of the ergonomics of current commercial rigs. Buddy held it carefully, almost with reverence, like it was the crown of the kingdom. She got up onto her knees and approached me, ready to place it on my head.
If I was going to back out, now was the time. Frag, of course I wanted to. But I kept my jaw clamped shut. Buddy gently set the rig in place on my head. It was like some horrible parody of a coronation. The tiny, thorn-like electrodes pricked my scalp, and the straps felt cold and alien against my skin as Buddy tightened them. The rig was a little heavier than a lightly armored helmet, and the balance was different, making me feel top-heavy.
As I got used to the sensation of having this thing on my head, and struggled to quell the acidic churning in my stomach, Buddy settled herself back into full lotus, the soles of her scrawny feet toward the ceiling. She picked up the cyberdeck and settled it comfortably in her lap. Then she took the jack by the end of its optic fiber, and slipped it into one of the three sockets in her right temple. The jack settled home with a metallic snick that I found profoundly disturbing. Buddy’s fingers flew across the keyboard, running some kind of diagnostic, I suppose.
After a few seconds that seemed like hours, she looked over at me. "Ready?" I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I just nodded. "Okay," she said, "Phase one." She hit a key.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
And I was struck blind. Frag, what a freaky, terrifying sensation. I’d always imagined that blindness must be like an engulfing blackness, but this wasn’t like that at all.
Blackness is an attribute of something; blindness is nothing. I hated it, and I feared it. I heard a mewling sound, and realized it was my own voice.
"Stay frosty," Buddy told me, her voice as crystal clear and reassuring as I’d ever heard it. "That’s just clearing the stage. Now it’s show time." I heard the faint click of a key-press, and the reality of the Matrix burst into my brain.
How to describe the Matrix? Scientists call it a "consensual reality," a virtual reality. I’d experienced a diluted form of "virtual reality" during Lone Star training; anyone who’s been in a flight simulator or even played some of the better trideo games has. I thought I was prepared for the Matrix. I thought it would be like a simulator, but more so: different in degree, but not in kind.
Wrong! My belief that a simulator had prepared me for the Matrix was as naive as the kid who thinks that seeing a softcore movie lets him know what a romp in the hay would be like. In even the best simulator, you know deep down inside that you’re in a simulator and not where your senses are saying you are. But in the Matrix, you’re there, and you fragging well know it. To hell with the fact that my meat body was still sitting in Buddy’s doss. I—the I that matters, the I that usually inhabits that meat body—was in the Matrix, and that’s all there was to it.
My first impression was of size. The Matrix is big. As big as a world, as big as a universe. There’s a horizon, but it’s a long was out, and it’s an artifact of perspective, like the "vanishing point" of art and not of curvature, as in the "real" world. (In fact, the distance has the strangest sensation of non-linearity, if that makes any sense. It’s like—and here I really feel the inadequacy of words—the further away something is, the faster distance increases. Like the Matrix is mapped onto some non-Euclidean space. Or maybe not.)
My second impression? The Matrix is beautiful! The pitch-black sky is crisscrossed by intermittent beams of light in more colors than have names, each looking solid as steel. The "ground" is black, too, with the same kind of network of intersecting lines. And scattered throughout the space between are big glowing icons that represent nodes within the Matrix. I could pick out the shapes of the ones nearby—a perfectly mirrored sphere, a ruby-red pyramid, an image of the Space Needle, a pagoda glaring in eye-piercing green—but the ones more distant were just specks of light. Toward the electron horizons, the discrete icons blurred together until they looked like an impressionist cityscape shining into a starless sky.
And that was when I realized exactly where I was. If the image of the Space Needle was to scale, I was way the frag up in that black sky, maybe a few thousand meters up, with nothing below but a dizzying fall to whatever ground there was. My first impulse was to look around for Buddy, and that’s when I got my second major shock. I couldn’t control my body (if I even had a body here; I certainly couldn’t see it). My mind was sending out the orders to turn my head, but my angle of vision didn’t move. It was as if I was paralyzed.
I’ll freely admit it: I panicked. I called out, "Buddy!" and was only slightly reassured when I heard my own voice.
Then Buddy’s voice sounded in my ears, as close and immediate as if she were standing right behind me. "Null perspiration, chummer," she said. "I’m here." There was something different about her voice, but at first I wasn’t sure what. No matter what phase of her cycle Buddy was in, her voice always had an edge of tension. Not now. For the first time since I’d known her, Buddy sounded relaxed.
Good for her. I was far from relaxed. "I can’t move," I almost shouted. "And where are you?"
She chuckled. (The Buddy I know does not chuckle.) "Stay frosty," she told me again. "Course you can’t move. I’ve got the stick, you know what I mean? You’re just a passenger. See?" To prove her point, my field of vision shifted as though I were turning my head from side to side, up and down. "And where am I? I’m here, and—if we’re being precise—you’re not. You’re just kind of tapping into my senses. Got that?"
I didn’t answer for a moment as I struggled to bend my mind around the concept. Then, out of the blue, I picked out an image that did the job for me. In Lone Star training I’d operated a surveillance drone, the kind usually designed to be run by riggers—another datajack connection—but the Star had manual-control systems as well. You put on a headset, complete with vid-screen "goggles" and stereo speakers, that connects you with the drone’s "senses." As you drive it around with a little land-held control until, you see and hear everything the drone does. That’s basically the situation I had here, except the control unit was in Buddy’s hands, not mine. I could live with that.
"Got that?" The repeated question had Buddy’s familiar impatient edge to it.
"Got it," I replied.
"Okay, so here we go." She chuckled again. "Hang onto your brain cells, and enjoy the ride."
It was like being strapped to the nose of a missile. We tipped over and accelerated straight downward at a speed hat was absolutely ludicrous. Just as we were about to plow into the ground, we pulled up, then dived headfirst into a glowing light-beam. As the bright blue brilliance engulfed us, we accelerated even more. Though I knew my body was sitting, safe and sound, in Buddy’s apartment, it felt as though the speed was tearing the breath from my lungs.
The speed run lasted only seconds before we burst out of the glowing data pipe. Immediately before us was a huge Matrix construct that I recognized instantly. It was the box-like Lone Star building, with the enormous five-jointed star on its side and its gold mirror finish reflectng all the lights of the electron world
"We’re here," Buddy informed me unnecessarily.
"Welcome home." I muttered.
We drifted closer to the Lone Star construct, and for the first time, I could see "my" body reflected in the gleaming surface of the star. It was really Buddy’s body, of course, or more precisely the icon she’d chosen for herself. What I saw was a beautiful woman in her early twenties. Her body was slender, almost perfect, her expression warm and caring, her flowing hair the color of polished ebony. The woman was dressed in an elegant evening gown that glowed the brilliant green of laser light.
Was this how Buddy pictured herself? The idea was grotesque, ludicrous, until I realized how tragic it was. Of course this was how she saw herself. It was probably how she’d looked when young, when still a rising-star researcher. And probably still did in her mind’s eye. What about the walking-dead body the rest of the world saw? That was just a prison, chummer, a prison of flesh that young girl’d got herself trapped in. No wonder Buddy spend most of her time in the Matrix. It was the only place she could be herself.
The shining gold star opened in front of us like a curtain drawing back. I’d been too busy with my thoughts to see what Buddy had done. I mentally shook myself, forcing my attention back to what was going on around me. When we stepped through the wall, we came into a corridor lined with doors that seemed to stretch away to infinity. With the institutional gray of its walls, ceiling, and floor, it might have been a real hallway in a real office building except that the "doors" were actually barriers of shimmering light. We cruised down that hall at a comfortable walking speed.
"Where are we?" I asked.
"The Avatar directory in Lone Star’s datastore," Buddy said. "When stuff gets transferred from Avatar, this is where it ends up."
I wanted to look around nervously, but of course I couldn’t. I knew I wasn’t really there, yet the sense of being inside the Star’s facilities was decidedly uncomtfortable. "What about security?"
"We came in the back door," she explained. "There’s heavy security on the front end, but once we’re inside, it’s only trivial drek."
"Why? That doesn’t make sense."
"Sure it does," she said. "If you’ve got a really hot security system on your office door, are you going to load your desk drawers with alarms too? Too much security degrades system responsiveness."
I knew I was distracting Buddy with my questions, but I couldn’t let it go. "Then how did we get in here so easily?"
"Back door," she repeated, her tone impatient. "I know the chummer who did the security for this part of the system. I taught him all he knows, and he’s an unimaginative little slot. Always uses the same tricks." As she spoke, we continued down the corridor, looking from side to side at the many doors as we went. Suddenly Buddy muttered, "Aha," and we stopped in front of one doorway that was, as far as I could see, identical to all the others. I considered asking Buddy how she knew this was it, but decided against it.
"Okay," Buddy murmured, more to herself than to me, "this is where things get interesting." The alabaster-skinned arm of Buddy’s icon reached into my field of vision. The slender hand held a scalpel whose blade glittered like diamond. With great delicacy, Buddy ran the scalpel down the shimmering barrier that blocked the door, from the top of the frame all the way down to the floor. The barrier sizzled and parted like a curtain as the scalpel blade passed. When the scalpel reached the ground, the barrier vanished totally.
What came next happened so fast that I could barely grasp it at the time. At the instant the barrier blinked out of existence, a shadowy figure leaped out into the hallway right past us. As it sprinted away, I thought my sanity had cracked: the figure was a vintage, Wild West-era U.S. sheriff, spurs and hat and badge and all.
Buddy responded instantly. My field of vision snapped around, and Buddy’s arm again came into view. But this time it was clutching a huge, fragging hogleg of a six-shooter revolver. She steadied the brutal piece of ordinance with her other hand, and squeezed off a single shot, taking the "sheriff" in the back of the neck. The slug knocked him clean off his feet, and when he hit the ground, the figure flickered and vanished. His dusty-brimmed hat, which the impact had knocked off his head, lasted an instant longer, then it too flickered into non-existence. Buddy opened her hand, and the six-shooter was gone.
"What the frag was that?" I demanded breathlessly.
"Life and death in the Matrix, cobber," she said jauntily. "There was white ice on the doorway. When I broke through, it tried to trigger a trace program, but I unofficially canceled it. No strain."
If I could have shaken my head, I would have. "Are you sure it wasn’t another decker?" I asked.
"No way," she shot back. "Any decker worthy of the name would have stayed to duke it out." I remembered the hogleg roaring in Buddy’s icon’s hand, and was silently grateful that we hadn’t gotten involved in any decker dogfights.
When we stepped through the open door and into the space beyond, I think I gasped out loud in amazement. From the scale of the corridor, I’d expected the typical three-meter-square wageslave office. The Matrix had done it to me again. We were in a space that could only just be called a room. The walls were slightly farther apart than the width of the doorway, but they extended away ahead of us and upward until they merged at infinity. And those walls were like something out of tequila-fueled nightmare. They seemed to be made of different-sized rectangular blocks, each filled with a swirling cloud of glowing characters, some just zeroes and ones, some alphanumeric, and some Greek symbols and
happy-faces and other drek (encrypted files maybe?).
Buddy, predictably, didn’t waste a moment rubber-necking, which meant I couldn’t see as much of this strange space as I wanted
to. She just walked along slowly, running the palms of her
perfect hands along the surfaces of those infinite wails. "Lolita Yzerman, right?" she asked.
I tried to nod, vainly, of course. "You got it," I told her.
We stopped, and turned our merged perceptions to face one wall. Buddy laid both palms against it, and the two blocks she
touched glowed brightly. "Getting warm," she murmured. With no warning, as though it
were the most natural thing in the
world—and in this world, it might well be—we lifted from the ground and floated straight upward. As we climbed, Buddy touched one block after the other, coaxing each to a brilliant glow under her fingers.
Finally we stopped. "Lolita Yzerman," Buddy announced. She reached out to touch one particular block in front of us, and it flared ruby red. Then she extended her hands through the wall of the block, and the characters within swirled like a data dust-storm around her fingers.
"Can you download the files?" I asked.
"No chance. That would trigger drek like you’ve never seen. We can browse, though."
"Do it," I told her.
It was as if somebody had placed a transparent computer display in front of my eyes. I could still see the wall and Buddy’s hands, but superimposed over it was brilliant amber text scrolling by so fast I could make no sense of it. "Can you slow it down?" I asked.
Buddy snorted, but the text did slow its frenetic scrolling. Not enough for me to read it, though. I debated asking again, but decided against it. Buddy knew what we were looking for as well as I did, and she’d be more likely than me to spot paydata anyway. I kept my silence.
"Your chummer wasn’t high up in the hierarchy, was she?" Buddy asked.
I tried to shrug. "I don’t know. Why do you ask that?"
"This is all petty drek she was assigned to," Buddy said. "Acquaintances of suspected tax evaders. Nothing worth getting flatlined over. It’s all small, sordid stuff."
I remembered the efforts that my mysterious X had gone to. Nothing small, sordid, or petty there. "There’s something else," I said firmly. "If you dig deeper, it’ll be there."
Buddy didn’t answer, but her silence was a rebuke in itself. The scrolling text picked up speed again, and I knew better than to complain. The text blurred by for several more seconds, then stopped abruptly. I heard breath hiss through Buddy’s teeth in surprise and frustration.
"What’s up?" I asked.
"Shut up," was all she would say, in true Buddy style. She pulled one hand out from the wall and inserted it into another block. More text flashed in front of my eyes, this time jade green and laid out in the format of a directory listing, but still scrolling too fast for me to read. She pulled her other hand out, drove it into another block. Another blurred directory listing, another hiss of anger from Buddy. Then she drew both hands out of the wall and all the blocks went dull again. "Frag!" she spat out.
A big red push-button appeared in the air in front of us. Buddy stabbed it with a slender finger.
And we were back in the real world. I was sitting on the chair in Buddy’s apartment, my hands locked in a death-grip on the seat. Buddy—the real, walking-dead Buddy—squatted on the floor in front of me, her cadaverous face in a frown. She pulled the jack out of her temple and set her cyberdeck aside.
"What the frag happened?" I demanded. Buddy didn’t answer, just went about neatly coiling the jack’s optical fiber. I undid the chin strap and pulled the crown-of-thorns contraption off my head, dumped it unceremoniously on the floor. "What happened?" I insisted.
Buddy shot to her feet and began to pace jerkily about the apartment. Out of the Matrix and in her meat body, the old familiar paranoid Buddy was back. "Dead-ended," she said at last.
"What do you mean?"
She dropped to the floor again, sinking back into lotus, clutching her knees with both hands and rocking back and forth with barely restrained anger. "Records are gone," she said. "Not deleted. Gone. "
That didn’t make any sense, of course. I bit back on my own frustration, struggled to keep my voice calming. "Buddy," I murmured, "I need you, chummer. You’ve got to tell me what you mean. What did you find? Use simple words, omae, like you’re talking to a baby. Okay?"
Buddy continued her rocking for a few moments, and I was afraid I hadn’t got through. But then I saw the tension go out of her body. She looked up and flashed me another strobe-light smile. "You know what your chummer did at Avatar, right?" she asked, and her voice was almost as relaxed as it had been in the Matrix.
"She washed dataline taps."
"Signal enhancement," Buddy confirmed. ""They keep two copies of everything. The original tap record and the enhanced version. Okay?" I nodded. "They also keep records of who worked on what tap and what the case was."
"And … ?" I prompted.
"And most of those records are gone," Buddy said. "The original tap data she was working on and
her enhanced version."
"Deleted?"
"Not deleted," she said firmly. "When a file’s deleted normally, there’s a Delete flag set to show that a file was there and to record who authorized the deletion. No flags, no flags anywhere. The records are just gone. As far as the system’s concerned, they were never present at all."
"But they were?" I said, confused.
"Of course they fragging were. On the file level, there’s no record. Down at the level of the storage media, there’s a number of clusters that used to be allocated to those files, and now those clusters are free. Understand?"
Clusters didn’t mean a thing to me unless maybe you’re talking about grapes—but I nodded encouragingly. "And what does that mean?"
The set of Buddy’s jaw told me that she was done talking baby-talk. "You figure it," she snapped.
"Okay," I sighed. "So the files were there, but aren’t any more. Two options. Option one: somebody decked into the system and blew away the files. But to do that he’d have to be pretty hot, right?"
"Nova hot," Buddy confirmed.
"Option two, then," I continued. "Lone Star blew the files away themselves. They can do that?" A curt nod from Buddy. "Which means they’re covering up … something. Either way, it means this isn’t small stuff. Which I already knew." I got wearily to my feet. "Thanks, Buddy. I’ll transfer the credit when I get home." I headed for the door.
"William Sutcliffe."
I turned back. Buddy was still sitting on the floor, watching me. "What?" I asked.
"William Sutcliffe," she repeated. "It was his dataline. A chummer of his was under investigation, so they tapped Sutcliffe’s dataline."
"And who’s William Sutcliffe?" I asked.
"Fragged if I know," Buddy snapped back. "You’re the fragging investigator."
 
I got out of there fast, and damn near flew back to my doss in the Barrens. All the way home I wracked my brain for some kind of line on this William Sutcliffe. Null program, cobber. I’d never heard of him in my life. But Buddy was right, I am an investigator. and I could put out various feelers to track down our Mr. Sutcliffe. The supposed dead end wasn’t quite as dead as it seemed.
The message light was flashing on my telecom, so I let myself down in front of the screen and hit the appropriate combination of keys. The screen lit up, and when I saw who it was, the whole room seemed to light up as well.
The young woman smiling out of the screen was attractive rather than beautiful, the lines of her face were utilitarian at best. But her brown eyes sparkled with life, and her smile was as bright as the sun.
"Hoi, bro," my sister Theresa said. "Sorry I missed you. Just checking in to let you know I’m still breathing. Hope things are rolling well for you, and"—she shrugged lightly—"and I guess that’s about it. Catch you later, Derek."
After the image vanished, I sat staring at the screen for a few moments, a lump in my throat. Theresa has that effect on me, always has. Part of it is that she’s my baby sister—at twenty-five, six years younger than me—the other part is that she’s the only living family I’ve got left. But there’s more to it than that.
I remembered her back in the old days, when we were growing up. Theresa was tall and gangly as a kid, all freckles and skinned knees, sudden enthusiasms and innocent laughter. She was the one with the imagination, but it was strong enough for both of us. Even when I was in my rebellious mid-teens, Theresa was one of the few calming influences in my life. I think she kept me sane.
But then we started to grow apart. It’s during the teens that you’ve got to learn one of the most important lessons in life: the world’s a dark and dangerous place, and you’ve got to deal with that if you want to get by. Theresa learned the first part, but not the second. Instead, she’d tried to isolate herself from the world around her. She immersed herself in books, the trideo, and whatever the frag else she could to keep the big bad world from infringing on her reality.
Infringe it did, of course—big time—the year I turned twenty-two and Theresa was sweet sixteen. I’d just had one of the all-time great fights with my old man. It was the night I told him I’d dropped out of computer science—dropped out of the whole University of Washington system, in fact. He blew his top, like I knew he would, but didn’t quite take a swing at me—which I hoped he would, because then I’d have been justified in pushing his teeth down his throat. Instead, he kept the violence on the verbal and emotional level. That only made it worse, of course. I stormed out of the house, wishing him dead in my heart.
It was the next morning that I got the news. The stupid fragger had obliged me. After I’d left he’d taken my mother out for a drive, probably to calm her down after the ugly scene with her son. Whatever the reason, he drove into a patch of turf claimed by a particularly militant go-gang calling themselves the Junk Yard Dogs. And then—goddamn him to hell!—my
old man stopped the car, and the two of them got out for some fresh fragging air. The Dogs were out to play that night, and my parents were just raw meat. The police report said they had died quickly, and I want to believe that.
I took it hard enough, but it damn near blew Theresa apart. She stayed with me while I tried to put her back together as much as I could. It was obvious from the start she wasn’t coping, but I lied to myself that she’d pull it out and get back in control.
Then one night she just vanished, no message, no nothing. I fragging near went mad, but I couldn’t track her down. She showed up a week or so later, acting as if she’d only stepped out for an hour or so. I went up one side of her and down the other, but she just stood there and took it, giving me this inane smile. And that’s when I saw the shiny-new datajack and the optical fiber trailing down to the simsense-chip player on her belt. Theresa had found a better way to escape from the world.
She stayed with me for another couple of months. During that time, I tried to monitor—and moderate—her chip usage. For the first few weeks, she spent most of her waking hours with simsense drek pouring directly into her brain. After that, though, she started to pull back. She was still a user, but at least she wasn’t the full-blown addict chiphead I feared she’d become.
I guess I was hard on her. Like a self-righteous teetotaler, I ground her for using chips at all, for using them to dilute and escape reality. (And, at the same time, I was almost single-handedly supporting the synthahol industry.) I ground her too much. A few weeks before I was to enter Lone Star basic training, I came home and found her gone. The note she left made it abundantly and painfully clear that she could do without my lectures and my posturing. She’d found somewhere else to crash, with people who weren’t so fragging tight-assed. The note was scrawled longhand on a scrap of paper, and was wrapped around her credstick. My baby sister had dropped out for real.
I tried to track her down, both then and after I was into training. But even with the Star’s resources, it’s slotting near impossible to get a line on a member of the SINless understrata. Maybe six months later I was still looking, but growing ever more convinced she’d gone the same way as our parents.
Then, out of the blue, she called me. From a public phone, of course, so I couldn’t put a trace on her that way. I screamed at her for a while, and she just listened until I calmed down. And then we talked and came to a kind of rapprochement. Neither one of us was going to change our world view to suit the other. But what was wrong with that? We’d each found what we needed at the moment. I had the Star, she had her chummers—chipheads or BTLers, some of them, but still her chummers. We talked, and something strange happened.
We became friends. Not siblings, not big brother-little sister, but friends. We weren’t the same, we had different views—I thought she’d funked out, she thought I was lying to myself—but that was okay, really. it was a strange revelation.
Since then we’d kept in touch every few weeks. She won’t tell me
where she is, so it’s always Theresa who makes contact. Probably afraid I’d do something stupid like try to send her credit or such drek. and she’s right. Twice she called for help after getting into some drek over her head, but it’s never been anything too serious. I look forward to her calls, and wish we could get together face-to-face. But that’s beyond the scope of what she’Il allow, and since she’s the one in control I’ve got to live with it.
I was glad of her call now. It was good to see the face of at least one blonde who wasn’t on a slab.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
How do you track down someone if all you know is his name—William Sutcliffe, for example? Various ways, chummer. Some legal, most not. Predictably, of course, the chances of success increase with the illegality of the means. (Call that Montgomery’s Law. Copyright is withheld, royalties are appropriate.) Nevertheless, I decided to try the law-abiding ways first.
There are a couple of database-retrieval services tailor-made for just this kind of thing. It’s like flipping through a "phone book" for the whole of North America—or beyond, if you let the search routine run on. One simply chums through the LTG and RTG subscriber records in case Mr. Sutcliffe consented to have his LTG number posted in the open listenings. In the more likely situation that he didn’t, there are similar services that search corporate employment records—though the number of corps that consent to release the information is pretty fragging small—and even electronic publications, newsfaxes, and screamsheets.
From what Buddy told me, the good Mr. Sutcliffe would seem to be a pretty small fish who only came to the attention of Lone Star and Avatar because he was the chummer of a tax evader. The odds were pretty good, then, that this superficial kind of search would turn up something.
Like drek. Appearances to the contrary, Sutcliffe wasn’t a
small fish. People don’t get killed for listening in on a small fish. So I expected that the legal searches would be merely the first round, and that I’d have to get into some serious and hideously illegal digital tap-dancing. I had to go through the motions, though. Who knows? I might get lucky.
I was sweating away, writing the most efficient search syntax, when the telecom beeped with an incoming call. I considered letting the machine take it, but then reconsidered. I hit the key for voice-only, and growled, "Yeah?"
The screen lit up with the image of Jocasta Yzerman. Her hair shone like burnished copper, set off perfectly by her ivory jacket and jade-green eye make-up. She looked like a million nuyen. Her brow furrowed as she stared into what I knew was a blank screen. I hurriedly cut in my video pickup, and she looked relieved. "Mr. Montgomery," she said formally.
"Call me Derek," I suggested. "Or Dirk."
She hesitated. I could see her trying to decide between being too informal or too rude. She solved the problem by doing neither. "Have you found out anything?"
My turn to hesitate. William Sutcliffe’s name was a lead, but I didn’t know if it would pan out. "Not really," I told her. She clouded up instantly. An impatient woman, Ms. Yzerman. "I’m checking out some possibilities," I added quickly.
But she wasn’t listening. "I’ve got something," she said irritably. "But I don’t know if I should bother telling you."
Great. I ground my teeth, but kept my voice disinterested. "Your call. If you want to run with it alone," I said with a shrug, "tell me where to send flowers."
She bit her lip. I could tell she’d shaken off the shock of the bombing as fast as she’d shaken off Lolly’s death, and she was ice-cold in control of herself. She didn’t want me involved: didn’t trust me and she didn’t like me (there’s no accounting for taste). On the other hand, she needed help. Otherwise she wouldn’t have called in the first place. I forced myself to keep still and waited her out. Finally the hard line of her body relented. "Somebody’s been trying to reach me," she began. "I don’t know who, but he’s been leaving messages all over—"
"Where?" I cut in.
She shrugged. "At work, at the university. Don’t worry," she snapped. "I haven’t been there. I retrieved the messages remotely. I’m not that dumb."
I was about to tell her about the various trace routines you pick up at just about any deckers’ hangout, then remembered she was in the communications biz, if only peripherally. Maybe she had done it right after all. "Okay," I allowed. "Go on."
"He wants to meet with me," she continued. "He said he knows what Lolita was working on before she was killed. He says he’s got a copy of the tap record."
A copy of the tap Lolly was "washing"? That would give us a lot of background, if it wasn’t a set-up … which it was, of course. "So he set a time and a nice safe place for the meet, right?" I said sarcastically.
"No, drekhead," she snapped back. "I said I never talked to him, and he didn’t say anything about a meet. I’m supposed to phone him tonight so we can discuss it."
Now that made me sit up and take notice. "He left an LTG number?"
"If I’m supposed to call him, he’d have to, wouldn’t he?"
I ignored the sarcasm in her voice. "Give it to me."
She thought about it for a moment, then yielded. I opened a data window on the telecom and keyed in the digits as she recited them. She opened her mouth to say something else, but I cut her off. "Give me a few ticks." I put her on hold and expanded the data window to fill the screen. This could be something big. I fired up one of my grossly illegal search utilities and fed in the LTG number. The utility chewed on it for ten seconds, then spat up a wad of text onto my screen. "Paydata!" I crowed. I stashed my find in memory, and brought Jocasta back from electronic limbo.
"Okay," I told her briskly. "I’m going to meet with your mysterious benefactor. What time are you supposed to call him?"
"Midnight," she said. "But I told you, we haven’t set up a meet—"
"He doesn’t think so," I gloated, and stuffed the data my search routine had retrieved down the line to Jocasta’s telecom. "See that address? The LTG number he gave you is for a hard-wired phone, and that’s where it’s jacked into the wall. At midnight tonight, there’s a good chance your nameless friend’s going to be sitting at that phone waiting for you to call. And I’ll be paying him a visit."
Her gaze was steady. Those gray eyes showed some grudging approval, but they showed steel-hard determiration as well. I knew what she was going to say before she opened her mouth. "We’ll be paying him a visit," she said flatly. "It was my sister who was killed."
And it’s my neck that’s on the block for it, I wanted to shoot back. But I’d already decided to let her win this one. If she wanted to put her shapely body at risk, so be it. I wasn’t responsible for her safety. On the other hand, if tonight’s phone call was intended to lead Jocasta into a trap—which I figured was close to a certainty—then our surprise party was a reversal of that trap, and it made sense to bring along an extra body and an extra gun. So, "Okay, omae."
I told her. "You’re coming. Where do I pick you up?"
She shook her head. "We’ll take my car. Somebody might have seen yours outside my place in Tacoma."
I blinked. "You’ve got a car?"
"Of course. I didn’t take it when … on that first night …"—When I came to kill you, is what she meant—"so nobody could trace me."
So you took a cab instead, I thought. Real smart, Jocasta. I didn’t let any of that show on my face, of course. I just nodded agreeably. "You drive, then. Pick me up at the Redmond Center Mall at twenty-three fifteen. I’ll be wearing a white carnation."
She snorted. Humor-impaired, I decided. "Where are we going?" she asked.
I grinned. "Downtown."
 
I let myself sink into the upholstery of the passenger seat, and smiled. I’d been playing guess-the-car with myself while waiting, and felt smug that I’d pegged it right on. Jocasta drove a Hyundai-AMC Harmony. A good entry-level exec luxury car. I’d blown out on the color, though. I’d figured a stolid corporate black, not candy-apple red. Maybe there was some spark to Jocasta’s personality that I hadn’t seen yet. Or maybe it was just that the red model was on sale.
Jocasta herself was wearing another slate-gray tailored suit in synthleather, accessorized in brushed steel and hematite, and she looked like something out of Corporate Woman magazine. Her matching purse was at my feet, and I’d already confirmed that her Colt America L36—the laser-sighted pistol with which I’d become personally acquainted—was inside.
My own garb was a marked contrast to hers: a black "business suit" consisting of close-fitting roll-neck shirt and black pants that could almost qualify as tights, topped with my trusty duster. The only accessory I carried was my Colt Manhunter, and it wasn’t color-coordinated with the rest of my outfit, so sorry. As she pulled to a stop to let me in, I noted Jocasta’s look of distaste. Well, okay, sure, I looked like some piece of street drek the rat dragged in. But my duster could stop a round that would core Jocasta front-to-back, and I was also fragging sure that jangling jewelry wouldn’t give me away or get caught in a door or some other such drek.
I’d told Jocasta we were going downtown, so she’d immediately navigated us onto Route 520 heading west. Now she glanced over at me and asked, "Where are we going?"
"Deepest darkest downtown," I told her. "Westlake Center. Suite 4210."
The traffic was almost nonexistent as we hummed over the floating bridge and into the sky-raking lights of central Seattle. Jocasta knew downtown, I was glad to see, so I didn’t have to direct her onto the fastest routes. We followed I-5 south, then swung off the freeway and cruised along Fifth Avenue toward Seattle Center.
Westlake Center has been around for over sixty years, but it’s undergone some significant changes during that time. When it was built in the late 1980s, it replaced the old south terminus of the monorail line. (This was back when the monorail ran only from the corner of Westlake Avenue and Olive Way to Seattle Center and back, before being extended into the circle route it is today.) It was originally a three-story shopping complex, with the monorail terminal incorporated into its upper floor.
Things have changed since then. At about the same time that the monorail route was extended and the obsolete Alweg wheel-driven monorail replaced by state-of-the-art maglev technology, some developer realized how inefficient was the use of space at Westlake Center. Only three stories? In downtown Seattle? Give me a fragging break.
And that’s when Westlake Tower began its rise into the smoggy sky. With the newly renovated Westlake Center as its base, the Tower became a sixty-story magnet for members of the mid-to-upper corporate executive strata. For a yuk, I dressed up in my best and showed up at the rental office when the Tower first opened. They wouldn’t even let me in to see the show suite unless I could prove my credstick had the credit balance to make it worth their while—which I declined to do, of course. As I was leaving, though, I heard some bona fide customers yakking about the rates. A small suite on the fourth floor—the one right above the monorail station and obviously in the low-rent district—was renting for thirty-K nuyen per month. Jocasta’s mysterious "benefactor" was on the forty-second floor, high enough to have a view, and no doubt also with a rent high enough to bankrupt many a small company. Kinda makes you think, doesn’t it?
Jocasta tooled her Symphony around onto Stewart Street and down into the parking lot underneath the Tower. The security guard looked into the car, his face showing some doubt when he scanned me. But he opened the gate and let us head down. Jocasta and I exchanged a quick grin over the guard’s geeky-looking black gloves and Zorro-style hat, but my amusement was tempered by the word on Westlake Center security. Death on two legs, is what I’d heard, dorky outfit notwithstanding. And those effete black gloves were actually shock-gloves with enough juice to make even a troll lose interest in the proceedings.
It was a little after 2330 hours, and all the stores in the Center above would be closed. Some of the restaurants and the brew-pub called Noggins would be open for another hour or two yet, and a number of cars were still in the transient parking levels. (The residents’ cars were, I knew, nice and secure a couple of levels down.) Jocasta followed the glowing signs reading Elevator To Westlake Tower Lobby, and parked as near to the elevator block as she could.
She killed the engine. "We’re here," she said, "but how are we going to get upstairs? There’s got to be security in the lobby."
I smiled to cover the fact that I didn’t have the answer … yet. I was pretty confident we’d somehow find a way past any kind of security. Maybe it’s my air of childlike innocence (like drek). "Trust me," I said ingenuously. She didn’t even dignify that with a snort of derision.
We were out of the car and Jocasta was just setting the alarm when I first heard it: the explosive roar of large-bike engines, ricocheting around the concrete confines of the underground lot. Multiple engines, which didn’t make me feel particularly comfortable. A full-on go-gang wouldn’t waste their time cruising Westlake Center’s underground lot, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with even some wannabes. I grabbed Jocasta’s right elbow and hustled her toward the elevator block.
We didn’t make it in time. The big blocks were still concussing their way closer when the first of the bikes glided to a stop in front of us. With the noise of the hogs in my ears, there was no way I could have heard this bike. It was one of the newest-generation Japanese crotch-rockets, driven by a turbine engine that even when cracked wide open didn’t get much louder than an electric fan. The bike looked fast and mean and had a rider to match.
He was the classic elf phenotype—tall and slender, high cheekbones, slightly pointed ears—and wore mahogany leathers a shade lighter than his skin. Around his right wrist was some kind of bulky bracelet. I didn’t recognize it, but it looked vaguely familiar. His tight curls were cropped short, forming a red-dyed skullcap. When he grinned at us, at first I didn’t get why he seemed to radiate such a palpable sense of menace … then I saw that his teeth had been filed to sharp points. Charming gentleman. I tried to spot the colors on the back of his jacket, but his stance hid it from view.
The rider released the throttle and flexed his hand as if to work cramps out of his fingers. The razor-studs on his fingerless gloves caught the light perfectly. It was almost theatrical, but I was feeling a little too overly stressed to enjoy his performance.
"Good evening, worthies," the elf said in a voice like velvet. "Going upstairs, are we? Well, perhaps you’d like to, er, chat with my friends and me before you depart."
On cue, the other bikes arrived. Three of them, two Harley hogs and another quiet rice-rocket. The hog-riders were human; the guy on the Suzuki Aurora was an ork running for troll. All three wore the same mahogany leathers as their leader. The roar of the Harleys was a physical pain in my ears and a thudding concussion in my chest. When one of the hog-riders revved his engine just for the frag of it, I felt Jocasta flinch beside me. My ears rang like gongs.
The leader was talking again. At least, his mouth was moving, but I couldn’t hear word one over the blast still echoing around the confined area. I shook my head to clear it … .
And my gaze fell on the ork riding the Aurora. He had something cupped in the palm of his hand, and his eyes flicked back and forth between it and us. Then he nodded almost imperceptibly to the leader.
Fear was suddenly in my belly, like a ball of dirty ice. Even though I couldn’t see it, I knew what the ork had in his hand: a holo of one or both of us. Setup!
With all my strength, I shoved Jocasta to her left, between two parked cars, then flung myself after her. As I did, I saw the elf’s machine pistol clearing his holster. Time seemed to kick into overdrive, and everything suddenly seemed to move at a slow crawl. I saw the machine pistol barrel coming up, saw the elf clamp down on the trigger. The first rounds spattered off the floor as he let the recoil drag the barrel up toward me.
Then I was behind the car, slamming into Jocasta, bringing us both to the ground. Bullets tore into the car’s bodywork, but none penetrated. I grabbed Jocasta and scrabbled my way under the next car in line, dragging her after me. Her eyes were wide and her face pale, but she seemed to be holding it together. I judged that she wasn’t likely to fall apart and get us both geeked. Then came an echoing concussion that I felt down to my bones, and the first car that had sheltered us depreciated in resale value somewhat drastically. One of the bikers was packing heavy ordinance or—pray it wasn’t true—was magically active. Well, one thing at a time. While fragments of car were still rattling to the ground, covering the sound of our movements, I dragged Jocasta another car down and one car over. The tactical decision was simple: put as much distance—and heavy metal—between us and the bikers as fast as possible.
Of course, the bikers knew that just as well as I did, and they had the edge when it came to speed. The advantage was with us only so long as we could keep between or under the parked cars, where they couldn’t easily follow. Unfortunately, that meant we were more or less pinned down. The double row of cars we were sheltering among was maybe twenty cars long, but we’d be cut down as soon as we left their cover, to head for the elevator, for example, or to cut across to Jocasta’s car, which was in another row. I had to find a way of evening things up a bit. Darkness, maybe. I looked up, considering shooting out the overhead lights. But there were too many of them, I saw immediately. I didn’t have enough ammunition to get them all, and the bikers wouldn’t give me enough time. As soon as I revealed our location, they’d be on us.
The concrete space echoed with engine noise. The bikes were moving, no doubt splitting up to flank or surround us. I let go of Jocasta and drew my pistol, thumbing off the safety. The two-and-a-quarter kilos of heavy metal were reassuring in my hand. I clutched the weapon like a talisman and rose to a crouch, ready to sneak a quick peek over the hood of the car beside me. The bikes were moving, and the noise gave me some clue as to their disposition. But the echoes were deceptive enough that I had to check by eye. I gripped my pistol tighter and psyched myself up.
Just as I started to raise my head, I caught a flash of movement out the corner of my eye. I turned.
It was the ork on his turbine-driven Aurora. With the Harley hogs revving their engines, I could never have heard his approach, which, of course, was exactly what the ork had counted on. He was grinning nastily, one hand on his bike’s throttle, the other cocked back as though ready to throw a baseball. But that wasn’t a baseball in his hand. It was a ball of twisting, glowing energy, some kind of spell, and he was all ready to hurl it at us. I spun as fast as I could, bringing my big Manhunter around to bear. My time sense was still in turbo mode, so I had plenty of time to see the ork’s filthy grin get even wider. We both knew I wasn’t going to make it. His muscles tensed as he prepared to throw the spell.
And that’s when the tiny spot of red blinked on between his eyes. His eyes widened as a neat hole punched itself into his brow-line and his head snapped back. The spell—whatever it was—discharged, rocketing up and away, then glancing back down off the low ceiling to explode a car two rows over. Ork plus bike toppled over and landed with a thud.
I looked down at Jocasta. She still had her Colt America lined up on where the ork’s face had been, her finger on the trigger with enough pressure to keep the sighting laser burning. She was rock-steady, as if carved out of marble. Then I saw her hand begin to shake. The pistol wavered and the laser cut out. I grabbed her shoulder, felt her jump from my touch. She looked at me, her eyes dazed. I knew what was going on in her mind. First kill: she was comfortable with her weapon, and she was probably a hot damn at blowing away targets on the pistol range. But she’d never shot anything that was alive, had never seen up close and personal what her little pistol could do to flesh and bone. I squeezed her shoulder and gave her my best reassuring, frag-the-world smile, all the time railing mentally at her to shake it off and get with the program. I was much relieved when her lips curled in the faintest of smiles. "Stay here," I said, then moved forward in a knee-cracking duck walk, keeping my head below the level of the car.
I moved over one car and popped my head up to see what was happening with the other bikers. As I’d guessed from the sounds, the Harleys were buzzing around the car—still burning happily—that the ork’s spell had demolished. It was the leader who really worried me, though. With that bloody quiet bike of his, he could be anywhere and I wouldn’t know it until he cut me in half with his machine pistol. I looked around quickly.
And there he was, one row over and moving our way at walking speed. Like a good general, he’d sent his troops off to check on the commotion while he cruised elsewhere, in case the toasted car was a diversion. (Which it was, albeit not a purposeful one.) I ducked back down and considered my options. The downed ork’s bike was a tempting option, but I discarded it after a moment’s thought. I can ride a bike but I’m not the best, nowhere near in the same class as the typical go-gang jockey.
That was when Jocasta grabbed my ankle. I was so keyed up, my reflexes didn’t know whether to blow her away or scream out loud. I solved the problem by having a slight childish accident. I glared at her.
But she wasn’t looking my way. She was pointing across the open aisle. I followed the angle of her finger, and broke into a grin.
It was another elevator block, this one leading not to the lobby of Westlake Tower, but to the Westlake Center shopping mall instead. The elevators themselves were no use; I could just see us standing there, waiting for the car to arrive, all the while absorbing a couple of kilos of high-velocity lead. No thanks. But next to the elevator was a red-painted door marked Fire Exit. Since we were underground, that had to mean stairs leading up into the mall. Just the ticket. Unless the stairs were unusually wide or the bikers unusually good, there was no way they could take their mounts up with them. Which meant we were on even footing again as far as mobility, but we’d have the advantage of high ground as we high-tailed it up those stairs. Perfect.
Perfect, that is, if we could get to the stairs without getting scragged in the process. The hog-riders were out of the picture for the few precious seconds we needed. But the leader on his rice-rocket would see us the moment we broke cover, and stitch us crotch to crown. I grabbed another glance, hoping he’d turned back or was taking another turning. No luck. Time was running out, I knew. We probably had only seconds before the hog-riders decided there was nothing of interest around the blazing car and came back to join their boss.
"The stairs," I hissed at Jocasta. "Get ready." She nodded, and tensed herself to run.
I tensed myself, too, but not to run. Not yet: I had to distract the elf, and subtlety wouldn’t do it. I raised my head over the hood-line of the car once more, and squeezed my pistol to stop my hand from shaking. The elf’s head was scanning left and right as he cruised down the row of cars. I waited until he was looking the wrong way …
Now. I popped to my feet and brought my weapon to bear. I squeezed the trigger four times, and the big Manhunter roared in response. The recoil punished my hand and wrist, and the reports were like blows to my already-abused ears. I know I hit him with my first shot, and maybe with my second. I was more concerned with squeezing the rounds off fast than with fighting the recoil to keep the barrel on line, so the third and fourth shots were off the mark. But they were probably close enough for him to hear them (and if you’ve ever heard the whip-crack of a Manhunter round passing close by, you know how distracting it can be). Anyway, he lurched backward as if he’d been kicked in the shoulder, and he ditched his bike. I don’t think I hurt him bad—those leathers were almost certainly plated—but at least he was down.
"Go." I yelled to Jocasta. She was off like a hare, sprinting for the fire exit, and I was close on her heels. She flung open the door and darted through. I was fol-lowing her as automatic fire exploded off the wall and doorframe around me. I didn’t hang around to check, but I was sure it was friend elf sending us a farewell gift. Slamming the door behind me, I looked around for some way of securing it. But this was, after all, a fire escape, which meant the door was designed so it couldn’t be secured. I gave it up as useless, and took off up the concrete stairs after Jocasta. Wide stairs, frag it, easily wide enough for the rice-rocket, although too tight for the Harleys.
One flight, two flights, and the blood was pounding in my ears even louder than our running footsteps. We were halfway up the third when I heard the metal fire door crash open, accompanied by the ripping discharge of a machine pistol. The bikers had figured we might be trying an ambush, and weren’t taking any chances. I wished for a grenade or something equally unpleasant to send down the stairs to keep the kids occupied, but of course I never carry the gift that’s appropriate to the occasion.
Another half-flight, and I heard the sound I’d been dreading: the whine of a high-revving turbine. Friend elf had brought his bike and was assaulting the stairs. We didn’t have long.
Jocasta flung open the door at the top of this flight and stopped. I joined her. A short hallway lay ahead of us. To our immediate right was another fire door with panic bar, probably leading outside. At the other end of the hallway was a brightly painted door labeled To the Mall.
Decision time—again—and quick. Outside, and hit the streets? Or into the mall, with (hopefully) lots of people and the dorky security boys. Put that way, the choice was easy. "Come on," I yelled, and nearly dragged Jocasta off her feet as I charged for the door to the mall. From the sound, I could tell the elf was almost on our butts. I had a bad moment when the doorknob—no panic bar here—didn’t turn immediately. But then I twisted it the other way and it opened easily. I remembered only at the last minute to stash my pistol, then we stepped through the door, shutting it after us.
We stood there a moment, overwhelmed at the transition. From the life-and-death world of the street, we’d stepped straight into the business-as-usual operation of a flashy corporate mall. Bright lights, tastefully riveting shop-window displays, even a few premature Christmas decorations hung here and there. There weren’t many people, as most of the shops were closed, but the few patrons still coming and going to and from the restaurants and bars were dressed in much the same style—or at least the same quality—as Jocasta. I was very much out of place.
Who gave a frag? One of the Westlake security guards, a troll who looked like a real geek in his Zorro hat, was giving me the baleful eye. If we moved out of the area fast enough, maybe Zorro and crew and the bikers would keep each other busy while we bugged out.
I could hear the elf’s turbine bike even through the shut door. We didn’t have time. I grabbed Jocasta’s elbow again, and dragged her further from the door. Zorro the troll was up on the mezzanine level, looking down at us over the glass guardrail. Better get him into the action now rather than later, I figured.
"Hey, security," I shouted up to him, waving. "We need help down here. There’s something going down in the underground."
He scowled down at us, and I saw him mutter into his radio headset. Then he started down the escalator toward us. He locked his black-gloved hands together and squeezed, and the shoulders of his uniform almost tore apart at the seams as his musculature shifted. All right, already, I was impressed. Jocasta and I moved further from the door toward the foot of the up escalator. A corporate-looking couple were on their way up. As they passed the troll, he glanced at them, touching the brim of his hat in a sketchy salute.
That was why he was distracted when the fire door burst open and the elf howled out into the mall. The troll spun, and his bloodshot eyes bugged wide open. He reached for his weapon, reached fast.
But the elf already had his machine pistol out and ready. He tightened down on the trigger, emptying the whole clip into the security guard before the troll’s piece had even cleared its holster. The troll just stood there, and I thought for a moment his armored uniform had done the trick. But then the blood burst forth from multiple head wounds and he pitched forward—crash, bang—down the escalator. The corp woman screamed, and her partner very bravely flung himself prone, leaving her alone up there to absorb any lead coming their way. I charged up the elevator at a full run, dragging Jocasta with me. I knocked the corp broad aside, and I think trod on her swain’s neck. Jocasta’s high-heeled boot must have come down on some more sensitive part of his anatomy, because he howled in treble.
I risked a glance back over my shoulder. The elf had jammed another clip into his weapon, and was cutting loose. Bullets sparked and sang off the metal steps of the escalator. The bullets tore a scream from the corp broad and threw her to the steps in a bloody heap. The elf was using his favorite trick again, letting the recoil walk the fire up to his target—us. We had maybe a second. But we were at the top of the escalator. I flung myself forward, dragging Jocasta down with me. Before I hit the ground, something slammed into my left elbow with the impact of a baseball bat. It felt as though the flesh on my hand and forearm had burst into flame. I bit back a howled obscenity, and rolled away from the top of the elevator.
I looked around quickly. No security up here. Why? Hadn’t the drekheads heard the gunfire and the bike?
The bike … I crouched low and risked a glance down the escalator. Corp broad and corp guy were still lying on the escalator, perfect obstacles. (Obstacles? Yes. A good rider can run over a prone body on flat terrain without undue risk of ditching. But not while riding up a staircase. The elf might make it, but better odds were that he’d be over the guardrail before he knew what happened.) The elf recognized the situation, too. He was at the foot of the escalator, revving his bike angrily, glaring at the bodies. Which meant he wasn’t looking at me. I pulled out the Manhunter, and drew a bead on his dark face. As they’d taught us at Lone Star, and as the troll security guard had discovered to his terminal detriment, even the best body armor in the world won’t protect you from a through-and-through head shot. I triggered the sighting laser to check my aim—yep, center-head—and brushed the reactive trigger twice.
But the fragger must have seen the flare of my laser. Flinging himself aside just as the big pistol boomed, he triggered off a quick burst that sent me rolling for cover. Frag, almost. I all-foured it over to Jocasta, who’d hunkered down behind a synthetic marble bench. Her pistol was out, leveled at the top of the escalator. Good thinking. I joined her and chose the same aiming point. When the elf came up the escalator—which he would, I knew it—we’d blow him off that fancy bike. Hopefully by then Westlake security would have arrived to deal with the two foot soldiers.
The corp-chick’s body reached the top of the escalator, followed by the corp-guy. He was still alive, and the moment he hit the top he vaulted over his erstwhile date and headed off for parts unknown. I wiped cold sweat from my brow and steadied my gun hand. The elf’d be coming any moment.
A booming gunshot and a scream sounded behind us. I turned. The corp-guy was collapsing to the floor, cut damn near in half. A dozen meters further on, a mahogany-clad figure had emerged from a hallway between two storefronts. He jacked another shell into the chamber of the big fragging shotgun he carried, and swung the muzzle around toward us. I rolled and sent a couple of slugs his way. No chance I hit him, but he was so busy ducking back that his own shot went way wide. A store window exploded into fragments, and the well-dressed mannequins within came apart.
I sent another round his way, yelled, "Let’s go!" at Jocasta, and took off in the other direction. Jocasta hesitated—I think she still wanted to ambush the biker—but discretion took over. As we ran, she demanded, "Where did he come from?"
I shrugged, then mentally kicked myself. The elf on the bike had come up the same stairs as we did. But the other two guys could have taken any other route, including the elevators. The second human could be anywhere, even just around the next corner. We hung a hard right, down one of the "arms" of the cruciform mall.
And the other biker was just around the corner. Just around, like maybe a meter. With us coming round that corner like a bullet train, he had just enough time to bug his eyes before I plowed into him. He went one way, his gun went the other, so I pumped a round into his chest at point-blank range, and we kept on going. Another store window detonated behind us, this time blown to bits by automatic fire. That meant friend elf had mounted the escalator and was after us big-time.
We took another hard right, and skidded to a stop. A couple of meters ahead of us were two Zorro-type security guards, weapons drawn, ready to geek us on the spot. I essayed an ingenuous smile, but it’s hard to look non-threatening when you’ve got two-and-a-quarter kilos of laser-sighted iron in your fist.
"Turn into ice," one of the Zorro-cops snapped. "Drop it, now!" his partner added. I turned into ice, and was about to drop the Manhunter.
That’s when Jocasta stepped forward. Her hands were empty; her Colt had vanished miraculously. Her posture was erect, her expression aloof, and she looked every bit the high corporate official. "He’s my bodyguard, you drekhead," she snapped. "The killers are behind us." Her delivery was impeccable. The Zorro-cops thought so too. The two guns wavered.
Friend elf chose that moment to come around the corner, machine pistol blazing. One Zorro-cop went over backward, spouting blood from his throat, and I felt something hammer into the back of my duster. The other security boy switched his point of aim away from the bridge of my nose, and squeezed off a quick burst. This close, I could feel the overpressure from the submachine gun like slaps to my face. I sent another heavy slug the elf’s way for good measure.
The biker had started to turn our way, but the sudden fusillade of lead changed his mind. He unloaded from the turn, and kept going clear across the intersection. Our security man gabbled something about "motorcycle gangs" into his radio headset, and took off in hot pursuit. (A classic case of brave like hero, smart like streetcar, if you ask me.) He rounded the corner, and the mall echoed with the chatter of automatic fire. There was the high-pitched scream of the elf’s grease-gun and the deeperhroated roar of the Zorro-cop’s SMG. No, more than one deeper-pitched weapon. The Zorro-cops were finally arriving in more force.
Which was all to the good. While security and biker were busy blazing away at each other, Jocasta and I could make ourselves scarce. I turned my back on the fracas and started to run again, grabbing Jocasta’s arm as I went by. She shook me off with a curse, but followed.
We were in one of the shorter "sub-arms" of the mall, and there was a wall of glass in front of us. The lights of nighttime Seattle shone through, a little blurred and given a greenish tinge by the bulletproof transparency. Were we in a dead end?
No. There was a door, another fire exit. I hit the panic bar at a dead run, Jocasta on my heels, and we burst out into the cold night air. A concrete staircase was to our right, a wheelchair ramp to our left. I found myself cursing the concept of wheelchair access. If the elf got through the gauntlet of security guards, he’d be able to blast his bike down the ramp without any problem. We sprinted down the stairs; two flights and we were at road evel. When I skidded to a stop, Jocasta just avoided rear-ending me. I hesitated, my sense of direction totally wasted by our flight through the mall. It took a moment to get my bearings. Looking around, I saw the big illuminated billboards shining down on us: one for the Universal Brotherhood ("Be All You Can Be!"), the other for Fiberwear Disposable Clothing ("The Future Is Disposable"). That told me we were on Olive Way, facing roughly southeast. The area directly around Westlake Center is wide open, kind of a paved park, and astonishingly well-lit. This time of night, the place was deserted.
Well, almost. I saw one of my erstwhile colleagues—a Lone Star bike cop, brave soul—cruising away from us along Fifth. I felt very exposed.
I reached out to grab Jocasta, but thought better of it at the last moment. "Let’s get out of here," I said breathlessly.
"What about my car?" she demanded.
I bit back on my suggestion as to exactly what she could do with her car. "Pick it up in the morning," I told her. "I’ll even pay the parking."
She glared, but at least she followed as I cut across Olive. I could see an alley between Fourth and Fifth, its entrance looking dark and safe and inviting. I felt like sprinting, but I didn’t have a sprint left in me so I settled for a painful jog. As I trotted along, I checked my watch. Still short of midnight. We’d packed a lot into the last five minutes or so. Well, that’s life in the big city.
We were halfway across Olive, perfectly illuminated by streetlights, when I heard another burst of gunfire from behind us, the sound of something fragile shattering and a frenetic whine that was becoming almost familiar. I glanced back, knowing what I’d see. The blue-white of a high-intensity halogen light zigzagging its way down the illuminated glass wall of Westlake Center. The elf was still with us and was, in fact, soon to join us. Jocasta saw it, too, and we picked up our pace. Into the alley, and we couldn’t see Westlake Center anymore.
Alleys are very much alike, whether they’re out in Redmond or downtown behind the Mayflower Park Hotel, which was where we were. Same blue-painted dumpsters, same scavengers, both four- and two-legged, waiting for you to do something dumb. We legged it down this one as though the devil were at our heels. We were a couple of dozen meters from the street when I put on the brakes. The alley was narrowed down to maybe six meters by two dumpsters facing each other across empty space. I pointed to the dumpster on our left, and tried to gasp out instructions to Jocasta.
She picked up immediately on what I meant, which was good because I was sucking wind too intensely to speak coherently. Her pistol was back in her hand as she ducked around the back of the huge metal container. Her slate-gray synthleathers merged with the shadows, and she fragging near disappeared. Perfect.
I ducked into the cover of the other dumpster, and heard the scrabbling of either a big rat or a small squatter getting out of my way. I crouched down, gun in hand, and stuck my head around the dumpster’s corner to watch the entry to the alley. For a moment I considered the elf biker’s options, of which he had several. From watching the slag operate in the mall, however, I thought I had him pegged as the direct-action, in-your-face type. Odds were he’d seen us duck into the alley, and those same odds said he’d come after us with a mittful of throttle in one hand and his grease-gun in the other. I heard the approaching whine of a high-revving turbine, and tensed.
One thing I’ll say for that elf, he had guts. No brains, but serious guts. He came in hot, leaning into the turn so low that his bike’s pipes sprayed sparks from the road surface. His headlight dazzled me so much I couldn’t see the muzzle flash from his weapon. I could hear and feel the slugs slamming into my dumpster, though, and knew very well he was hosing down the alleyway. I squatted lower so my face was at knee-level, and brought the Manhunter to bear.
It was Jocasta who opened up first, despite my readiness. Her small Colt spat once, and the bike’s headlight exploded. Exceptional shot, or else extremely lucky. Either way I wasn’t going to argue. Through the swimming red afterimages, I could see him silhouetted against the lights outside the alleyway. I put my sighting dot on his chest, a head shot being way too uncertain right now, and squeezed the trigger six times, maybe seven. The big gun clicked empty.
Jocasta was blazing away, too, but she was using the trick the movie cowboys never figured out: she aimed for the horse. Her rounds smashed sparks from the bodywork of the bike, slammed into the gas tank. Something burst into flame. Elf and bike parted company. He skidded, flopped bonelessly into the alley wall, struck Jocasta’s dumpster with a meaty thud.
Jocasta got the elf. I got the bike. Flaming and kicking up sparks, it slammed into my dumpster. Laws of inertia being what they were, that kicked the wheeled container back my way, and the metal smashed into my shoulder. I did half of a half-gainer and landed on my head. For the next few moments I did what one normally does in such a situation: I went "duh" and watched the pretty lights.
A shrill squeal penetrated what was left of consciousness, that and Joscasta calling my name. I forced myself to my knees, which was as far as I could get. She grabbed my arm—now I knew how irritating that was—and half-dragged me to my feet. I swayed there for a second, then shook my head to clear it. It hurt like hell, but it did bring back some clarity.
The squeal was still in my ears; surprising, since I’d figured it was an artifact of my occipital impact. I looked around for the source.
It was the elf. For a horrid moment I thought he was screaming, lying there with his broken back, but then realization dawned. It was his bracelet. No wonder it had looked familiar: I’d seen something like it in my Lone Star training, although I’d never had one. It was one of the life-function monitors that DocWagon issues to its Super-Platinum clients. As soon as something critical goes wrong with the client—and I guess a broken back fits that category—the monitor immediately calls a roving DocWagon team, all the while letting forth a teeth-hurting scream to let everyone know that someone’s gone down.
My shock-numbed cranium chewed on that for a moment. Super-Platinum service runs seventy-five-K per year. Serious nuyen, and not a
sum you’d expect a go-ganger—even the gang boss—to be good for. And DocWagon is very careful with their credit checks.
Well, worry about it later. Jocasta was tugging on my arm, making let’s-get-out-of-here noises. Seemed like a good idea. I broke into a shambling run, and we got out of there.
We stuck to the alleyways, cutting across Pine Street. We’d just hit Pike, another block on, when we heard the siren, and ducked back into the shadows. It was an emergency-response team vehicle, like I’d expected, sirens and warning strobes working overtime. Surprise, surprise, it was Crashcart, not DocWagon. I watched around the corner as the van hung a screeching left onto Fifth and roared out of sight. Curiouser and curiouser.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
After flagging down one of the new autocabs, we were heading back toward Bellevue. Jocasta had jammed a credstick—not a personalized one—into the foul machine’s maw, and pointed out our destination on the touchscreen. Then she’d settled back into the seat and withdrawn from further intercourse with anything, flesh or otherwise. From the set of her jawline, I could tell she had "a good mad on," as my old chummer Patrick Bambra would have put it.
It wasn’t a normal anger, though. That I could tell. It had an edgy, unstable feel to it, almost like her brain was using the anger to keep itself from thinking about what we’d just been through. I could understand the attraction of that. Frag, I kind of wished for a similar defense mechanism. We were approaching the bridge across Lake Washington when I saw the shakes start, saw her lips press together so hard they almost disappeared. The trauma was starting to burn through the facade of anger. No matter how hard her subconscious tried to keep a lid on it, her forebrain wasn’t going to be able to hold back the nasties too much longer.
I could justify it as a therapeutic move, helping her maintain the defense mechanism she was choosing to hold herself together. In reality, of course, I did it for the entirely selfish reason that I didn’t want to be in a closed cab with Jocasta when she fell apart. I said something I figured would reignite the anger in full force. "We were set up," I remarked.
She picked up on it immediately and turned on me, eyes flashing. "You fragged up," she spat out. "It might not have been a set-up if we’d played it straight." I started to say something, but she cut me off. "I’m not finished. If I’d called, the way I was supposed to, I might have got another location for a meet. A safe meet."
I got three words in: "But the bikers—"
And she was off again. "They were there to protect the contact, in case we did something drekheaded like track the phone number. If we’d played it straight, we’d never have met the fragging bikers."
"You don’t know that," I protested.
"I know that we hosed the meet," she shot back, "and I know we’ve lost the contact. He’s not going to trust me twice." And that was all she said, on that subject or any other.
She was still blazing mad—the shaking of fear overpowered by the trembling of anger—when she bailed out in Beaux Arts. I redirected the cab toward Purity, and immediately began to feel like a piece of drek for letting her go like that. I looked out the rear window, but she was already out of sight. The sullen clouds started to rain about then, which suited my mood perfectly.
 
I slept late the next morning, Saturday, November 23, and the denizens of Purity were already about the business of stealing lunch by the time I rejoined the world. The bruises on my elbow, back, shoulder, and head—caused, respectively, by impacts from bullet, bullet, dumpster, and alley—were turning all the colors of the rainbow, and I felt like an old, old man. I considered calling Jocasta to apologize for last night, but realized I didn’t have her number.
I was putting together the day’s first pot of soykaf when the telecom beeped. Seeing the grinning face of Bent Sigurdsen, I cut in my video pickup.
His grin faded somewhat when he saw me. "Hoi, Dirk," he said, a tinge of concern in his voice. "Are you okay, chummer?"
I ran a hand through my hair, more out of form than any belief it would actually help, and shrugged. "How could anybody not be on such a fine November morning?"
"Afternoon," he corrected me.
"Whatever. Got something for me?"
He nodded. "What do you know about 2XS?"
"To excess?"
"Uh-uh," he corrected me. "Digit and letters: Two X-ray Sierra. Do you know anything about it?"
I shook my head. "Never even heard of it."
Bent scowled, an expression for which his face is ill-suited. "I wish I could say the same," he said sadly. "It’s a real scourge on the street at the moment. Lone Star, even the FBI, are turning the heat up as high as it’ll go to stamp it out or just to get a line on where it’s coming from. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but the story’s `no joy’ from all over. Nobody seems able to touch it."
I nodded sagely. "And just what is 2XS?"
"It’s a chip," he said, obviously keeping it brief. "A new chip."
"Just a chip?"
He sighed. "A chip, like simsense is a chip and BTL is a chip. Okay?"
I chafed a little under his keep-the-words-short-for-the-moron approach, but nodded. "Okay."
"Think of the difference between a simsense and a BTL chip. Simsense gives you the movie, but with all five senses instead of just two. BTL gives you the same, but pushes the sensory signal to the red line." He paused to see if I was following. "Now take a BTL chip—"
"Okay, okay," I put in. "I scan it."
"Well, 2XS is the next step. Like BTL, but it hits you at the physiological level as well: adrenalin, endorphins, everything. Apparently, a user feels like he can rule the world while he’s running it. But it works at such a basic level that you can’t run it on standard simsense gear. You’ve got to feed it right into a datajack, so it hits the brain directly."
"And of course it’s addictive as all hell."
He nodded. "Of course. Physically addictive and psychologically habituating. One touch of it, and you never want anything else."
"And of course it degrades, so it’s fragged after you’ve slotted it a couple of times?"
"Yeah," Bent confirmed. "It’s nasty."
"Yeah," I echoed. It sounded nasty. BTL chips—"Better Than Life"—were bad enough. Unlike normal simsense, BTL chips had no governor, no limitation on the intensity of the sensory record. When you slot a BTL chip, you feel and experience exactly what the person who recorded the chip was feeling and experiencing, just as if it was all happening to you. Everything and anything: orgasm, life-risk, fear, exaltation, even—for that once-in-a-lifetime thrill—death agony. While the chip’s feeding the sensory data into your brain, you are the subject of the recording.
Which is plenty wild enough to wreck the sanity of regular users. (I recalled the punk kid who’d taken a potshot at me just hours before Jocasta showed up in my life. He’d probably slotted a BTL chip that put him into the mind of a sniper so many times that he’d finally decided he was the sniper.) But at least BTL chips don’t have a direct effect on the body. Sure, you get somebody scared, and adrenalin pumps into his body. But stuff like endorphins and the natural "energizers" that allow forty-kilo mothers to lift cars off their infants don’t get triggered by BTLs. (Otherwise the weird cobber "auditing" the death experience on BTL would kick off for real.) According to what Bent was telling me, that limitation did not apply to 2XS. Scary. Scary as hell.
My disturbing thoughts must have shown in my expression. Bent’s face was equally serious. "There’s more. It also seems to be very debilitating, even over the short term."
"I guess it would be," I said, thinking out loud. "You take a car engine and rev it from dead-stop to redline, just like that"—I
snapped my fingers—"Do that a couple of times, it’ll be kind of debilitating to the engine."
A smile appeared briefly on Bent’s face. "That’s a good analogy. Would you mind if I used it?" I waved that off. "Please keep all this to yourself," he said. "I’ll be in deep drek if it gets around I told you."
I raised an eyebrow. "Why? Isn’t this common knowledge?"
He snorted. "Not hardly. This comes from Lone Star Secured data files."
LSS, that twigged a memory. "Juli Long?" I asked. "Of course," he said. "You asked me to look into it."
"This was all in that secured file?"
Bent looked uncomfortable. "Nooo. That file led me to some others … "
"Which were also secured," I finished. "Null perspiration, Bent chummer. Locked and encrypted. Nobody earns it from me." I paused. "So what you’re telling me is … " I let it trail off.
Bent nodded firmly. "Juli Long was addicted to 2XS," he confirmed. "She died from it."
 
A rough week on blondes.
I had no reason to stall any longer, so I followed hrough on the conditions of my employment concerning Long, Juli Carole (deceased). Going through standard channels, I electronically claimed the body, using the employment and personal data my Chicago-based Mr. Johnson had given me. Then I arranged for Juli’s mortal remains to be shipped back to the welcoming arms of her former corporate home.
To spare my own feelings, I struggled to blot out the human dimension, concentrating on my task as merely a shipping transaction. Null program, of course. Juli’s holo was still in my wallet, and I didn’t want to take it out to destroy it because then I’d have to look at it. The question that kept running through my head was whether she’d gotten into 2XS chips before or after hitting Seattle. Sometimes I really enjoy my chosen career; this was not one of those times.
I’d just blanked the screen and sat back to rest when the telecom beeped again. Frag it. I wanted to go back to bed, but it could be something important. Jocasta, maybe?
I hit the key to answer the incoming call, but the screen stayed blank. Okay, two could play voice-only; I didn’t cut in my video. "Yeah?" I said.
"Is that you, Derek old son?" The voice was musical, somewhat high-pitched though definitely male, and brought to mind smiling Irish eyes.
I couldn’t help but grin. "Patrick, you fragging reprobate," I roared. "Keep your hands off my daughter!"
It took him a moment, then he came back, his voice reason itself, "Ah, but Derek, you know I wouldn’t be messing about with your daughter, seeing as how I’m sleeping with your mother." He laughed then. "It’s a pleasure to be hearing your voice, boyo," he went on. "Humor has been sadly lacking in my life for the past days."
"Oh? Is that why I don’t get to see your face?"
"One of the patrons of this fine establishment seems to have taken a bite out of the video pickup." The humor faded from his voice. "I’m in trouble, Derek. I need to talk it out with someone."
"So I got the short straw?"
He was silent for long enough that I wondered if he’d been cut off. Then he said quietly, "No, it’s not like that, not like that at all. You’re better at all this than I am, Derek." I heard a grim chuckle. "I think you’re what I want to be when I grow up, if you didn’t frighten me a little."
I sighed. Melodramatic, but that was Patrick. "What’s going down?" I asked.
"Not over this contraption," he said quickly. "Meet me."
"Why?"
"I can’t," he said. And for the first time I could hear what was behind his facade of humor: a healthy dose of fear. "I’m at a place called Superdad’s, if you can believe it. It’s in Kingsgate."
"I know it," I said. "I can be there tonight, call it twenty—"
"No," he almost shouted, then more calmly, "No. Can you make it sooner? Now?"
I sighed again. I had enough on my mind already without worrying about pulling Patrick’s fat out of another fire. But, frag it, he was a friend, and I wasn’t quite cynical enough to write off friendship. Not yet, at least. "Okay," I conceded. "Give me an hour." And I broke the connection before he could thank me.
I sat back in my chair, considered what was left of the bottle of synth-scotch—the sun was, after all, over the yardarm somewhere—but discarded the concept. I guess the thought of diving into a bottle to hide had been prompted by hearing from Patrick.
Patrick Bambra has that effect on a lot of people: he drives them to drink, then keeps them company. It had been a while since we’d been in touch. The last time we’d talked was some months after I’d bailed out of Lone Star, when he called me, all in a lather, asking me to talk some rather large "debt-management consultants" out of remodeling the architecture of his knee joints. It sounded like something similar had happened again.
Which didn’t surprise me one iota. Patrick’s comment about wanting to be me when he grew up had a germ of truth to it. After he’d been flushed from Lone Star training, he’d rattled around for almost a year, doing odd jobs here and there. Then I quit and went into the investigation racket. Almost immediately, the way I heard it, Patrick decided that was the career for him. So, in a back-door kind of way. I felt responsible for him. Just what I needed right now.
 
Kingsgate is one of the less appetizing areas of the Redmond Barrens, and that’s saying something. It’s just east of Highway 405, opposite the Juanita district of Bellevue, and to say it’s seen better days is a cosmic understatement. Soon after the turn of the century, before Seattle really began to fall apart, Kingsgate was being touted as "the next Bellevue." Developers expected the high-tech businesses that were taking up residence in Bellevue to leak across 405 into Kingsgate, bringing their money with them. It seemed to be working for a few years, then something went very wrong. The successful tenants started pulling out of the flashy industrial parks and downtown-style office buildings, and their less-successful competition couldn’t afford the astronomical rentals. If the building owners had reacted by dropping their rates, they might have pulled it out. But they hung tough, expecting things to turn around.
Things never did, of course. Commercial vacancy rates spiraled up, income for the property-owners dropped. People defaulted on loans, and the banks ended up with vacant buildings they didn’t know what to do with. There was some brief hope that the rest of Redmond would somehow be able to pull Kingsgate out of the drek, but of course Kingsgate was an omen of what was in store for the rest of the area.
And that’s how the Kingsgate of today came into existence. Lots of flashy office buildings, empty except for squatters and other unofficial residents. Overgrown industrial parks that all too often serve as battlegrounds for rival go-gangs. Though the rest of the Barrens area slid rather quickly down into oblivion and chaos, remember that Kingsgate did it first and did it best.
Superdad’s was a sleazy dive located on the ground floor of what used to be the Seattle Silicon building, with a sputtering neon sign outside advertising GI LS-LIVE G RLS. I pushed open the door and walked into the relative darkness. Rhythmic music pulsed from cheap speakers, but it was almost drowned out by the sound of a trideo tuned to the sports network. My nose was assaulted by the reek of stale beer and other, even more unpleasant odors. In a moment my eyes had adapted to the lighting, or lack thereof, and I looked around the place.
The room wasn’t large for a watering hole, maybe twenty meters square. Dominating the place was a large U-shaped bar, manned by a scrawny young kid who looked chipped so high he almost vibrated. Behind the bar was the stage, where a massively endowed teenage ork danced topless. I watched her for a moment, somewhat impressed by her skill: it’s tough to dance as completely and consistently off the beat as she did. Her eyes were rolled up so only the red-shot whites showed, and she seemed to be totally oblivious to her surroundings, dancing for herself alone.
Which was just as well, because nobody was paying her the slightest attention. Two burly orks sat at the bar, one watching the Urban Brawl game on the trideo mounted over the stage. The other had his face planted on the dirty bar-top and was blowing bubbles in a puddle of spilled beer. The only two other patrons were at a table as far as possible from the stage, lean and mean street weasels engaged in an intense business discussion. I guess the lunchtime trade wasn’t what kept Superdad’s going.
I jandered over to the bar. The chipped bartender was playing with a bottle of whiskey, spinning it high into the air and catching it. As he juggled it with his right hand, he shot out his left, pointing a dirty index finger at my chest. "You?" he barked. "Drink?"
I shook my head. "I’m meeting someone," I told him.
He thudded the bottle down on the bar, and looked me over quickly. Then he nodded. "In the back," he said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.
I thanked him, and went through the door he’d indicated to the left of the bar. I found myself in a short hallway, lit by a single naked bulb on the ceiling. There were two other doors, the one directly in front of me marked Dressing Room (complete with a star, clumsily cut out of gold mylar), the other marked Office. I pulled my armored duster closed across my chest—paranoia, I know, but even paranoids have enemies—and felt the weight of the Manhunter in my holster.
As I stood there, the door to the dressing room opened, and a diminutive girl came out. She wore nothing but a couple of kilos of silver chain, and her hair had the same sheen as her "clothing." She shot me a saucy smile as she squeezed by me—totally unnecessary, as I wasn’t blocking the doorway—then vanished through the door into the bar proper. I had to smile. Sometimes this job offers the most interesting rewards.
I went down the hallway and knocked on the office door. I heard movement from inside, and then a tentative, "Yeah?"
"It’s me, Patrick," I told him.
The door opened, and there was Patrick Bambra, smiling awkwardly down at me. "Ah, Derek," he said, "you’re a sight for sore eyes. Come on in." There was whiskey on his breath, I noticed. He stepped back, and I followed him into the office, a small room crammed with crates of beer, a desk, and a rusty metal cot. He sat down on the cot, which creaked alarmingly, and gestured to the desk chair. I shut the door behind me, then also sat.
For a few moments, I just looked him over. Well over two meters tall and thin as a rake, Bambra looked ridiculous sitting on the low cot, arms and legs akimbo and seemingly all joints. He didn’t seem to have aged a day since our time together at the Star. I knew he was three years younger than me, but with his boyish, freckle-spattered face and mop of bright red hair, he looked ten years younger than that. He still wore the string tie and silver collar tabs that had always been his trademark. I waited a few moments, but he didn’t seem to want to start the conversation. "What’s going down, Patrick?" I said as last.
He hesitated, unable or unwilling to make eye contact. He shifted uncomfortably. The embarrassed act might have fooled anyone else, but I knew he was sifting through what he did and did not want to tell me. I sighed, and reconciled myself to hearing less than the whole story. "I’m into something that’s a little too deep for me, I think," he said finally. "Some people seem to want me dead."
"You’re working on a case?" He nodded. "What is it?"
He looked away again. "Would you be liking a drink?" he asked suddenly. He reached under the bed and pulled out a half-empty bottle of synthetic Irish whiskey. He examined the label for a moment. "It’s not too bad, really." I shook my head. "Well, I think I’ll be having one. I need it." He reached under the cot again and retrieved a grimy glass. He poured a hefty shot, thought about it, then doubled the amount. He looked at me again, holding out the open bottle. "Sure?"
"What’s the case, Patrick?"
Patrick put down the bottle, took a mouthful of whiskey. His prominent adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. "I don’t know as I can tell you that, Derek m’lad," he said slowly. "You know how it is, the code of honor and confidentiality we have to operate under…"
I tuned him out, knowing he could be going for a while. (At Lone Star, one of our classmates had once suggested that Patrick Bambra must have kissed the Blarney Stone. Another had decided that instead the Blarney Stone had kissed Patrick.) When his steam finally ran down, I fixed him with a cold stare. "You said you needed my help," I reminded him.
It was as if he’d been pumped up with hot air, and somebody had stuck a pin in hm. He seemed to visibly deflate. He nodded and lowered his eyes. "I’ll tell you what I can," he said quietly. "A woman hired me to follow her husband. Not a particularly noble cause, but I needed the money. In any case, I’ve been on the case for a while. Then, a few days ago, things took a bit of a twist, and it became more personal." I drew breath to ask for clarification, but he hurried on. "I can’t be telling you about that, Derek, and don’t ask. It’s not only my life I’d be putting at risk, do you understand?" I nodded grudging acceptance. "I found that I had to track down somebody else," he continued, "someone who’s a member of the Universal Brotherhood. You know about the Brotherhood?"
"Of course," I said. Hell, you couldn’t go more than a couple of blocks without seeing a Brotherhood billboard or some slag standing on a street corner handing out propaganda. "Go on."
"So I went to the Brotherhood to track her … the person." He examined me closely to see if I’d noticed his slip, but I controlled my expression even though I was chuckling inwardly. I thought I scanned at least part of this: friend Bambra, who claimed to have sworn off women before he turned twenty, had fallen in love with someone he shouldn’t have. Cherchez la femme, for sure.
"I lied my way up the hierarchy," he proceeded, "until I hit somebody at a high enough level that he’d have to know the person I was after. But he stonewalled me, shut me down for good and all." Patrick’s flashing eyes, uncharacteristically serious, locked with mine. "He also put me out of sanction, Derek."
I stared at him. "Out of sanction" was an old espionage term that one of our Lone Star classmates had dug up, and that we’d started using any chance we got. What it meant, in essence, was shoot first and then fingerprint the corpse. "Echo that," I said. "Are we talking about the same Universal Brotherhood here?" The Brotherhood I knew was some kind of flaky love-cult, some touchy-feely organization that suckered in the hard-luck stories that were all too common in the sprawl. A death order and a peace-be-upon-you-brother show like the Universal Brotherhood didn’t go together.
Patrick smiled wanly. "That’s how I was feeling at first," he admitted, "but my word on it. I’m after talking to this fine gentleman, and the next thing I know I’m dodging bullets. I don’t like that, Derek. I’ve never been liking it."
I made a T with my hands. "Time out," I said. "I’ve got to know more about all this. You can’t tell me who you were looking for, right?" He shook his head quickly. "How about the guy in the Brotherhood?"
"Sure, and I can tell you that," Patrick said. "His name will always be emblazoned in my brain. He was a Mr. William Sutcliffe."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
I shook my head to clear it. They say it’s a small world, but this was utterly ridiculous. Maybe I should start re-examining my disbelief in synchronicity.
Patrick was watching me, and those bright eyes didn’t miss much. "Would you be knowing the gentleman?" he asked.
I wasn’t in the mood to discuss Lolly or the fact that it was Sutcliffe’s tap she’d been washing when she bought it. "I’ve heard the name," I answered guardedly. "When did you meet with him?"
"This was yesterday."
"Oh.’
Patrick waited for me to say something else. "Well," he said slowly, when it was obvious I had nothing to add. "I guess this is what it comes to. I need you to help me."
"How?" I asked. "I can’t bodyguard you. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’ve got people after my own hide."
"Yes, I had heard that."
"But you’re doing the right thing," I went on. "Find a place to belly up for a while. Maybe hook up with some other runners, some muscle."
He nodded. "I had figured that much out," he said. "But the thing is, that way I won’t be having any freedom of movement."
I smiled and shook my head. "If you won’t tell me who it is you’re looking for, I can’t help you much there, an I?" He looked down, avoiding my gaze. "There’s one thing I can do, though," I said. "I’ve got reasons of my own to dig up dirt on William Sutcliffe. If I find something you might use, I’ll get it to you immediately, as long as you agree to do the same: anything you learn, you tell me. Karimasu-ka?"
"I understand, Derek," he said quickly, and his voice sounded sincere. Patrick Bambra was frightened for his life, and he’d do whatever it took to protect that life. "I’m in your debt."
I waved that off. "Where did you find Sutcliffe?"
"He’s at the Brotherhood chapterhouse in Redmond. The corner of Belmont and Waveland." Then his expression changed to genuine concern. "But I wouldn’t be going there in person, boyo. Ask the wrong questions, and they might decide you’re out of sanction, too. And I wouldn’t be knowing what the wrong questions are."
I shook my head. "I’m not that dumb," I told him. He looked mildly offended—as though I’d added "even though you are"—but said nothing. I got to my feet. "You’ve got my number," I said. "Check in with me from time to time, I’ll tell you what I’ve found. And you call me the moment you find out something." I opened the door and was halfway into the corridor when I thought of something else and turned back.
"If I were you, I’d set up some kind of security with the bartender. Have him warn you if anyone out of the ordinary comes snooping around. He didn’t know who the frag I was, but told me right away where you were. For all he knew, I could be the one who put you out of sanction." I left him there, sitting on the bed, turning pale and chewing on that disturbing thought.
 
As I drove homeward, my mind kept turning back to Patrick. He’d always been something of an enigma, or, to be more precise, an anachronism. As though he’d been born maybe a century too late. He loved the literature of the 1930s and 1940s, particularly the "hard-boiled" genre of detective fiction, and could immerse himself for days in the film noir classics based on those books. When there was a minor revival of that kind of stuff a dozen years back, Patrick was in heaven. He even got me hooked on the same drek for a while, but not for long. It’s tough enough to survive in the sprawl even when you’re paying full attention to today.
But nobody could say Patrick Bambra wasn’t a survivor, albeit sometimes by default. He’d been flushed out of Lone Star training, but had managed to keep body and soul together until deciding on a new career. In the years since, he’d found enough cases to keep himself going. Though some were the knight-in-shining-armor kind of thing he dreamed of, the work was mostly sleazy divorce jobs. He still deserved credit for somehow managing to do that and keep his skin unpunctured. I knew people far more competent than Patrick who couldn’t say the same.
Still, Patrick is a romantic through and through, and the sprawl is not kind to romantics. His latest problems were a case in point. I was pretty sure I could scan how things had developed, no matter how secretive Patrick tried to be. A woman had hired him to track her husband—he’d admitted as much—which meant a classic slimy divorce case. The way I reconstructed it from here was that while following the guy, Patrick had seen the correspondent, in other words, the sweet young thing with whom the subject was two-timing on his wife. What would a thorough-going romantic do in a case like that? Bingo! Fall in love with said sweet young thing and try to track her down for his own purposes. She happens to be a member of the Universal Brotherhood, so friend Bambra seeks her there. Which is where he meets William Sutcliffe … .
And Sutcliffe takes out a contract on him. Serious overkill for matters of the heart, no matter how sleazy. Obviously Sutcliffe or people associated with him got worried that Patrick might find out something more important than the whereabouts of his putative lady-love, and decided to remove the risk. Just the way they’d removed the risk with Lolly. The difference being that Patrick was still breathing.
So one thing hadn’t changed, Mr. William Sutcliffe was still the lead of choice. What had changed was that I had a reasonable place to start tracking him down.
I remembered Patrick saying that the Universal Brotherhood’s chapterhouse was in Kingsgate and not too far from Superdad’s. I turned onto Belmont. The chapterhouse was right on the corner of Belmont and Waveland. It had once been a four-plex movie theater, built back when going to the movies was something people in Redmond did. (Now simsense, armed assault, and civil insurrection seem to have overtaken movies as the major pastimes.) The building had a clean, attractive facade, and the two floors of offices above the "theater level" were notable in that all windows were intact. The marquee that used to advertise the films playing was still in place, but now carried quite a different message: "The Universal Brotherhood—Come in and find the power of Belonging." As I cruised by, I saw maybe a dozen people coming or going through the big front doors.
I hung a left onto Belmont, drove slowly past the entrance to the alley behind the chapterhouse. Seeing a scrum of squatter-types pushing and shoving to get in through a doorway in the rear of the building, I figured this had to be one of the Brotherhood’s well-known charity soup kitchens. I wondered if the building also had a free clinic.
As I drove away, heading back to Purity, I thought it through. The Universal Brotherhood was one of the few rays of light that shone into this part of the sprawl. They gave food to the hungry, shelter to the homeless, and medical aid to the sick or damaged. Sounded pretty good to me. Oh sure, I’d heard rumors that they’d managed to cut themselves a sweet deal when it came to dodging taxes, but what organized religion hadn’t? The Brotherhood seemed to be on the up and up, as much as any organization could be in the twisted world of 2052.
That didn’t mean individual members of the Brotherhood hierarchy—William Sutcliffe, in particular—couldn’t be dirty in some way. That’s the way it seemed to scan. Sutcliffe was involved in something deep and dark, which Lolly learned about accidentally from the line tap. Then Sutcliffe found out that she was on to him, so scratch Lolly. A couple of days later, Patrick comes around asking questions about his love interest. I had no idea whether the woman Patrick was tracking had anything to do with whatever drek Lolly had turned up, or whether Sutcliffe was simply paranoid about anyone asking any strange questions. One way or the other, he’d reacted according to type, so scratch Patrick … almost. Either Bambra was luckier than Lolly, or else Sutcliffe hadn’t put the same time and effort into removing him.
So William Sutcliffe was still the key. That conclusion was firm and clear in my mind as I parked my car and went upstairs to my Redmond doss. I sat down at the telecom, saw the message light was blinking. I hit the keys, and Jocasta’s face filled the screen.
She was looking tired, definitely the worse for wear, but her expression seemed to be some mixture of embarrassment and determination to get through whatever was on her mind. "I’m sorry about the way I reacted last night," she said without preamble. "I didn’t expect things to work out the way they did, and I wasn’t ready for it. I wanted to blame you for everything because then I’d be too busy hating you to know what was going on in my own feelings. Well, that’s it." She smiled wearily. "I hope you slept better than I did. I’ll call you later." And her image vanished.
I sat back and mused for a moment. She’d talked fast, and her words had sounded stilted and rehearsed, which they probably were. But I sensed the sincerity. Good. Jocasta was a valuable source of information. I preferred not to be cut off from what she could tell me.
The search utility I’d sent after William Sutcliffe had been running for almost twenty-four hours. If his name appeared in any of the standard public databases anywhere in North America, the utility would have found it by now. I terminated the search and called up a summary of its results.
Nothing. The utility had flashed through every UCAS public database, then started on the Native American nations, Cal Free, CAS, Quebec, and even Atzlan. As I’d half expected, all attempts to search the Tir Tairngire network had come up Access Denied, but the odds were low that a Seattle operator like Sutcliffe would have connections with the elven land. After coming up empty on this continent, the utility had gone on to have its way with the Caribbean League, then jumped the Atlantic to Europe. (Fragging good thing I wasn’t going to have to pay the connect fees.)
I can’t say I was surprised by the results. Very few of my chummers would have shown up on such a superficial scan; neither would major underworld operators or corporate heavy hitters, albeit for different reasons. It didn’t really matter anyway, now that I knew Sutcliffe had a connection with the Universal Brotherhood. I’d heard from a couple of shadow deckers that the Brotherhood kept its membership roster confidential, which probably meant its officers were even deeper in the shadows. That meant it would be impossible for me to get a line on Sutcliffe myself. I’d have to use the services of a good decker.
Buddy. I called her number, waited for the beep, and described what I wanted: a full-scale, damn-the-torpedoes, don’t-spare-the-nuyen search for a William Sutcliffe, starting with the Universal Brotherhood. As fast as possible, standard rates with—and this hurt—a 20-percent bonus for next-day service.
I hung up feeling I was making some kind of progress. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do much personally to advance matters over the next few hours. I reviewed in my head ways I could go about tracking Sutcliffe. Buddy was covering all the bureaucratic avenues. Magic? I’m no mage, but even the drek-hot practitioners out there wouldn’t be much help. As far as I knew, you couldn’t track somebody magically with nothing to go on but a name. (Could you? If somebody had figured out how to do it, that meant Lone Star’s combat mages might someday track me down, no matter where I went. It would definitely be in my best interest, I realized, to stay a little bit more in touch with magical research.)
How about the personal touch? I could show up at the Brotherhood chapterhouse and try to track Sutcliffe the old-fashioned way. But that didn’t seem like a good option, considering that I’d be operating on his home turf and that I had no idea how far the corruption—if that’s what it was—spread throughout the Brotherhood organization. Unless I was extremely good or extremely lucky, neither of which I wanted to depend on, I’d end up with a price on my head just like Patrick.
No, no matter how difficult it might be, the best I could do right then was wait.
 
I think it was Karl Marx who described religion as the "opiate of the masses." Of course, old Karl didn’t have trideo. It was with a kind of perverse satisfaction that I lost myself in the cultural wasteland that afternoon. Let’s face it, who couldn’t enjoy gems like "Under the Stars," a sitcom about a beautiful but naive rock groupie, or that potboiler about a family with somewhat unusual inter-generational relationships, "Up the Auntie"? I could feel my brain turning to oatmeal.
It was a little after 1800 hours that I found myself zapping through the evening news shows. Computer-animated talking head on KORO, two very erudite politcal analysts on KSTS, very mammalian blonde on KONG (zap back to that channel a couple of times), gonzo journalist doing a high-speed rap on pirate FOAD. And Daniel Waters on KOMA.
Yes, Daniel Waters, the same guy I’d seen pulled out of the downtown park on Tuesday. Today was Sunday and the slag was already back on the air. Sure, he looked like pure drek: sunken eyes, a serious bulge under one shoulder of his tailored jacket that could only be a dressing or a
cast, and a sallow complexion that made him look half-dead. (Couldn’t they fix that with makeup? I wondered idly. But then I realized why they’d probably let it be or even augmented it. "Journalist nearly dies but insists on returning to his anchorchair as soon as he’s off the respirator." Gets you right here, doesn’t it?) I remembered the image of Waters’ face from that news broadcast: skin white as bone, short hair caked with blood. Now? He looked slotted out, that was for sure, but he was functioning. As for the aura of almost-godlike wisdom he usually emanated, it hadn’t diminished a wit. If anything, it seemed greater than usual. I suppose people also paid Lazarus a little more attention after his time off. His co-anchor wasn’t immune to the change, either. Every time the camera cut over to her, she had her brilliant blue eyes fixed on Waters, an expression of unconditional adulation on her cheerleader-cute face.
If Waters noticed her attention, he didn’t show it. Like a true professional he focused all his concentration on the job. I could tell it was costing him, though. Every few seconds, his eyes would narrow a little as though he was fighting off a jolt of pain. For the first time I felt sorry for the poor sod: he wasn’t ready to go back to work yet, but his producers were no doubt using the restrictive clauses of his contract to force him.
The telecom beeped, announcing an incoming call. For some reason I didn’t want to turn off Daniel Waters, so I shrank the trideo image to a small inset in the top-right corner of the screen, and killed the audio. Then I answered the call.
It was Jocasta, so I cut in my video feed immediately and said hello.
She smiled, a little uncomfortably. Still concerned about the night before, I figured. Her first words confirmed it. "Two things," she said briskly, jumping right in. "First, I apologize again for last night. Second, it took me a while, but I understand what you were doing in the cab when you were slotting me off so badly. I just wanted to say thanks."
I could read in her face that an apology was about as easy for her as it is for me. And I could also read, as clear as anything, that she was uncomfortable about what she perceived as her lack of coolness under fire. (Why, I don’t know. I’d guess that nine out of ten people on the street think they could open fire at living targets and kill people who wanted to kill them, and not choke up about it afterward. All but the very rare exceptions are dead fragging wrong.) But telling that to Jocasta right then would sound patronizing, so I just shrugged.
Her expression softened as though she’d gotten some painful obligation out of the way. "Where do we stand?" she asked.
"William Sutcliffe," I replied. "It was his line tap that Lolly was working on." Her face lit up, and I could literally feel her enthusiasm. "Whoa," I said. "I don’t have anything more on him at the moment. Just his name. He’s not in any of the public databases, but I’ve got a decker checking out some shadow sources. Depending on how deep he’s buried, that could take some time. Days, maybe a week."
She sobered quickly, and I could see her thinking. After a few moments, she nodded. "What can I do to speed things up?"
I was about to mention the Universal Brotherhood connection, just in case she had some line into the group that was inaccessible to me. But then my attention was drawn to the trideo window in the corner of the screen.
Daniel Waters was still doing his newsman shtick, but it was obviously heavy going. He was twitching like he had the DTs or St. Vitus’ Dance, and it looked like he was losing control of the left side of his face.
"What is it?" Jocasta asked sharply.
"Trideo channel four," I said. "Something’s fragged." And with that I put her on hold, swapping windows so Daniel Waters filled the entire screen, with Jocasta up in the corner. I turned up the volume.
Waters was in serious trouble. The twitching was even more pronounced in the larger image, and his familiar, perfectly enunciated baritone was coming apart at the seams. One moment he’d be the old Daniel Waters, ratings king, the next he sounded like a brain-fried chip abuser. I watched, frozen in sick fascination.
" … And the visiting representatives met with the Secretary of the Treasury," Waters was saying, "to discuss the advisability of extending further credit to the Third World War." He stopped, blinked for a moment, confused. Then his avuncular smile returned and he went on, "I’m sorry, that should be `further credit to the Third World War.’" He looked around him, as though responding to some strange sound, then looked back directly into the camera. There was something different about his eyes, and I realized that they were focused on infinity, as though he were actually looking at his audience, rather than the teleprompter.
He frowned in puzzlement. "You know," he said, his tone casual, conversational. "I’ll be fragged if I know what’s going on here." He twitched, a spasm that jerked his entire body like a puppet being controlled by an epileptic puppeteer. The left half of his face was sagging, that side of his mouth turned down in a scowl. His eyes rolled. "I’ll be dipped in drek," he suddenly roared.
Until now, the producer must have been as frozen by this spectacle as I was. Now, however, he must have suddenly realized he had to do something. The camera cut away to the nubile co-anchor. No help there. She was staring at Waters, her mouth hanging open. Cut back to Waters. His eyes were rolling wildly, and half his face hung like raw meat, no muscle tone at all. His perfect enunciation had degenerated to an unintelligible mumble, something like, "Ah wugga wah ah wugga wugga." His hands, in fact his whole body, shook violently like a flag in a high wind. He clutched at his jacket, tugging in a
frenzy at the fabric. His microphone flew free from where it was clipped to his lapel, then clattered to the door. Waters’ right eye opened wide, almost bulging from his chalk-white face. He clutched again at his jacket—no, at his chest. He jerked spasmodically again, then pitched forward. His face hit the desk with a crunch.
The screen went blank for a moment, then was filled with an innocuous cityscape, a KOMA logo in the bottom corner. Seemed that the evening news was over for the time being.
I reexpanded Jocasta’s image to fill the screen. "Did you see that?" I asked.
She shrugged. "I’m surprised it hasn’t happened before. You know how prevalent drug and chip use is in the entertainment industry."
"Sure," I said, "but they know not to overdose before they go on the air. This is KOMA, remember, the big leagues. It’s not one of the pirates, where it doesn’t matter how brain-fried the talent gets. Anyway, there’s more to it than that." I went on to tell her about Waters’ extraction from the park. "Crashcart again," I said.
Jocasta was umimpressed. "He’ll show up in drug rehab next week," she predicted.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
He didn’t, of course. On Wednesday, November 27, the official announcement came that Daniel Waters, anchor extraordinaire, had died. No more details on what happened, just that he was flatlined. No memorial service, send donations to the Daniel Waters KOMA Memorial Scholarship Fund etcetera etcetera drek etcetera.
I’d had lots of time to think over the past few days. Buddy had sent me a brusque message that she was on the electronic hunt for William Sutcliffe. I called back to ask that she give me regular status reports, but asking that of Buddy was like asking a fish to whistle. I’d tried my own resources, but soon realized that Mr. Sutcliffe was buried too deep for my limited capabilities. Jocasta had called each day to check up on my progress. Though I didn’t mind talking to her, it irritated me that I had nothing positive to report.
The rest of the time I did almost nothing. I’d put my other cases on hold so I could hang around the apartment. For one thing, I didn’t want to miss a call from Buddy. For another, I didn’t care to attract the attention of the mysterious X or anyone else who wanted to terminate my existence.
In other words, I had lots of time to think. I went over the incident with the bikers a hundred times, and each time the Crashcart life-signs monitor the elf was wearing seemed to take on more importance and to raise more questions. I’d made a quick call directly to Crashcart, pretending to be a corporate expediter exploring the advantages of Crashcart as opposed to DocWagon. They’d almost fallen over themselves giving me all the information I needed to make a decision.
It seemed that you get a life-signs monitor only if you subscribe to the Executive Diamond service, which is very much like a DocWagon Super-Platinum contract: unlimited free resuscitations, free High-Threat Response service (although the client is liable for death benefits for Crashcart employees geeked during a hot extraction), a 60 percent discount on extended care, and 10 percent off on cyber-replacement technology. All for the bargain price of 65,000 nuyen per year. Compared to DocWagon’s Super-Platinum fee of seventy-five K per year, it was a bargain. But sixty-five K annually is well beyond the reach of your average biker, unless … .
Well, unless somebody else is paying the tab (why?), or unless the biker is actually more than he appears to be (what?), or unless there’s a connection between said biker and Crashcart itself (huh?). The first two possibilities got me thinking paranoid again: was friend elf somehow associated with the mysterious X? I had no data and no immediate way of getting any, so I put that question on the back burner. The third possibility didn’t seem at all likely, but it did keep Crashcart near the forefront of my thoughts.
Then Daniel Waters kicked off, after losing it in a very spectacular manner on national trideo. Interesting, but seemingly unrelated—except for the fact that it was Crashcart that had pulled him out of the park. That was two strange events, both involving Crashcart in one way or another. It wasn’t a strong link, and any other time I would have written the whole thing off to coincidence. But right now I had some idle cycles.
No, let’s be honest, I was getting stir-crazy just waiting for Buddy to dig up the dirt on Sutcliffe. I was ready to chase down any lead, no matter how strange, just to do something.
So I called up Bent Sigurdsen again. He was glad to hear from me, which was almost worth the effort right there. "Hoi, Dirk," he grinned. "We’ve got to stop meeting like this." He was obviously in his lab, wearing gloves up to his elbows and a green coverall. Fortunately for my digestion, he either hadn’t actually started for the day or had taken a break between clients and had changed into unspattered gear.
"Echo that," I told him.
"What can I do for you this time? Or is this a social call?"
"When this is all out of the way, I owe you a dinner," I said. "My treat, your choice of location and menu."
He crowed at that. "Done and done," he laughed. "Make sure your credstick’s healthy." I winced inwardly. Bent is something of a gourmet, and the last time I’d stood him to a dinner he’d chosen McDuff’s. That’s right, the McDuff’s, and the bill had come to over three hundred nuyen for the two of us.
"I suppose you’re going to make me earn my meal," Bent went on. "What do you need this time?"
"Daniel Waters," I said simply. "What happened to him?"
"Damned if I know," he shot back. "Ratings wars getting a little nasty? Just kidding." His grin faded. "That’s actually a good question, you know. You’d think he’d have come across my table, but he’s not in the queue. Why is that, I wonder?" Bent’s mouth twisted into a frown, as though he was personally offended that he wouldn’t be dealing with Waters. Who knows, maybe he was. He turned away from the screen to check another terminal. As he rattled away on the keyboard, his frown deepened.
Finally he turned back. "They did him last night," he mused. "Definitely counter to SOP." That surprised me a little, although I suppose it shouldn’t have: coroners can have Standard Operating Procedures, too. "They used Lab One—that’s my lab—but they brought in one of their own people to do the post."
Any other time I’d have been amused by Bent’s pettish reaction. I had other things on my mind. "Who’s they?" I asked.
He blinked. "Lone Star. Just like you suspected—you wouldn’t be calling about just another stiff."
I let a (wholly feigned) self-satisfied smirk spread across my face. If Bent wanted to give me credit for intuition I didn’t have, let him. "Tell me what happened," I said.
He shrugged. "It doesn’t say much here. He broke down Sunday night, then immediately slipped into a coma, as you know." As I didn’t know, but I stayed mum. "He was showing no cerebral functioning when the wagon arrived to pick him up."
"Crashcart, right?"
Bent shook his head. "No, all KOMA employees are still covered by DocWagon. Why?"
"Nothing," I said. "Go on."
Bent glanced back to the other terminal. "There’s not much else. Admitted to Harborview at seventeen-oh-three, 24 November 2052. Life support terminated twenty-two-fifteen, 26 November-last night. Post-mortem begun twenty-two-fifty-one—that’s fast—completed oh-one-ten this morning." He frowned again, but it was an expression of puzzlement, not affront. "Waters flatlines at twenty-two-fifteen, and the Lone Star doc starts cutting thirty-six minutes later," he said slowly. "And transit from Harborview to here is twenty minutes, give or take." He looked at me expectantly.
It took a moment, then I got it. "Sounds like they were waiting for him to die," I said. "This is Lone Star we’re talking about?"
Bent grinned. "Not an organization renowned for their humanitarianism, but I think we can safely assume that Lone Star doesn’t routinely geek newsreaders. What does that leave us with?"
I was tracking him better now. "The Star is real interested in why he croaked," I said. "So why did he croak?" I laughed humorlessly. "The file’s Lone Star Secured and encrypted, right?"
"With bells and whistles," Bent told me. "You want me to dredge it up, I assume." I started to nod, then hesitated. It must have been the doubt showing in my expression that made him chuckle. "Chill, Dirk," he told me, "This is just routine department politics. Null perspiration."
That’s probably what Lolly said. I nodded, but I wasn’t easy about it. "You’ll get back to me?"
"As soon as I’ve got something," he reassured me. "Later." And he broke the connection. Leaving me with less to do, and more to worry about.
 
One thing about Bent Sigurdsen: when he says he’ll call back, you know he’ll call back. By the clock it wasn’t much more than an hour later—although it felt like several times that—when the telecom beeped. I hit the appropriate key, and Bent’s face filled the screen. He was out of the lab, virtually the only time I’d ever been on the phone with him when he was elsewhere. The background looked to be a window-wall with a view of the Sound and Bainbridge Island in the distance.
"I’ve got something," he said, "but I don’t know what the frag to make of it." He paused, fixing me with those blue eyes. "What exactly are you working on, Dirk?"
My turn to pause. My first reaction was to clam up, to give Bent some palatable line about it being better that he didn’t know. But then I had to ask myself, better for who? Not knowing what was going down, Bent would be much more likely to stumble into something that might attract the attention of our mysterious X. How can you avoid your enemy if you don’t know who he is? Add to this my desire to tell someone.
To make it short, I spilled my guts. Starting with Jocasta’s arrival at my Auburn apartment, I took him through the whole chronology up to the present moment. If I missed anything, it was a simple slip.
When I was done, his penetrating stare had softened. I could see that in his heart he was mourning Lolly and the others who had died. "Thanks for telling me the truth," he said simply. "It’s good to know. I guess I’d started to worry …" He trailed off.
"That I wasn’t working the right side of the street?" He nodded, a little embarrassed. "Don’t grind it, chummer," I told him. "That’s what the shadows are like. Sometimes I don’t know. So, what can you tell me?"
"It’s twisted," he admitted. "According to the post, Waters shows many of the same symptoms as Juli Long."
I paused for a moment. "You mean Daniel Waters was addicted to 2XS?"
"That’s what’s twisted. The report describes the same kind of neurophysiological aspects as appeared in Juli Long. It certainly seems that similar processes occurred."
"What’s so twisted about that?" I said, then echoed Jocasta’s comment about how prevalent was drug and chip use in the entertainment industry.
Bent smiled grimly. "Maybe," he said, "but Daniel Waters didn’t have a datajack."
I shrugged. "So maybe you were wrong. Maybe you can run it through a standard simsense deck."
He was shaking his head before I’d finished. "Not a chance. I’ve done some checking. The signal degradation on a headset would make 2XS useless. You wouldn’t get much more effect than from a regular simsense chip. Certainly not enough to cause what happened to Waters."
When Bent Sigurdsen sounds that emphatic, you don’t argue with him. I’d learned that he knows whereof he speaks. "Okay," I said, "so what happened?"
"I don’t know. But that’s not the only strange thing in the report. Look at this."
He leaned forward to pound on his telecom keyboard, and my screen split in two. Half showed Bent; the other showed a Lone Star file header with a body of text below it. I skimmed the text quickly: it was medical language describing the condition of the late Daniel Waters.
"That’s the report," Bent said, confirming what I’d already figured out. "It was encrypted, but I decoded it. Now look."
Bent hit a key, and the report started to scroll up my screen. Too fast for me to read it, but I could see it was standard text. And then suddenly it wasn’t. Instead of standard alphanumeric characters, I saw a great wad of weird, graphic-like characters, Greek letters, mathematcal symbols, and so on. My telecom beeped arrhythnically as the mass of drek scrolled by. Then it was over, and we were back into standard text. Bent hit another key. The report vanished, and his earnest face filled the screen again.
"What was that?" The words came out of my mouth even though I thought I already knew.
"There’s a section that’s been encrypted using a different algorithm," Bent said, corroborating my guess. "I tried to break it, but not a chance. If the rest of the report is like a locked door, that section’s like a vault."
I thought for a moment. "Can you send it to me? Maybe I can find someone who can break it."
He grinned. "I’m all ready to send. Ready to receive?" I entered the appropriate commands. "Go ahead," I said. The transfer took only seconds, and my telecom beeped to acknowledge receipt. "Received and verified," I announced. "Anything else I should know?"
"That’s it for now," Bent said with a chuckle. "But when you get it cracked, you’ll probably need me to interpret it for you."
"I kinda figured as much. Thanks, chummer."
"De nada. Talk to you soon. Hang easy, Dirk." He broke the connection.
I sat back. I felt like I’d tuned into a mystery vid after it was thirty minutes into the story, making me miss all the important background clues. Nothing seemed to connect in a logical and obvious way. But I felt a sick certainty that just about everything that had happened over the last week was somehow connected. It was paranoia in the extreme—like there was this Grand Plan that They had set up, and I was just a pawn unlucky enough to start to sense that I was just a pawn. I didn’t like it at all.
I did my best to shake off the feeling, to blot out the images of hideous truths behind the facade of reality. It would all make sense if I could put the pieces of the puzzle together in the right way, or so I told myself. And the biggest puzzle piece was the double-encrypted section of the Lone Star medical examiner’s report.
If Bent couldn’t break it, there wasn’t a hope in hell I could. I needed a pro—Buddy? But that would mean distracting her from the search for William Sutcliffe, which I still believed was the key lead. Buddy was the best there was, but maybe I didn’t need such a heavy-hitter to bust the Lone Star encryption. Surely there were other deckers who were capable, available, and cheaper. I brought up my contacts database and started scanning.
 
She called herself Rosebud, and she was a dwarf. We met at a bar called The Mad Woman on Northeast Fifty-first. Rosebud was squat and muscular, with short legs and arms. Her build reminded me of a fireplug. When I entered the bar, she was sitting in a shadowed booth toward the back. As she waved me over, I picked up a pitcher of beer and two glasses at the bar.
She grinned at me from under her unruly thatch of chestnut hair and stuck out her hand. I took it, feeling fingers as thick as bratwurst grip mine painfully tight. I tried to give as good as I got, but not a chance. Rosebud poured herself a tall glass of beer, tossed off half of it, and refilled the glass, then filled mine as an afterthought. Then and only then did she speak.
"Long time," she rumbled in a voice much too low and gravelly for anyone named Rosebud. "Biz is good. Manager now."
I remembered my first run-in with Rosebud, which took place soon after I’d cut loose from the Star. After graduating in Matrix programming from U-Dub, she’d been suckered in by the urban folklore that running the shadows is an easy way to make major nuyen and get your rep splattered around the sprawl as some kind of hero. That may be true for the top echelon, but the income of most shadowrunners, when averaged out over the year, comes out to something like minimum hourly wage, with the added chance of getting geeked. As to the rep thing, unless a runner is tops, and unless his rep is limited to the right circles, the last thing he wants is to get a name for himself.
Rosebud had found that out the hard way. Her first job should have been as straightforward as it gets: Matrix cover on a corporate lift-out. Rosebud never did figure put exactly what went wrong, which happens all the time. All she knew for sure was that the corp scientist stopped a few slugs before he could be pulled out. On top of that, his records were missing, and those records were the thing her employer wanted even more than the scientist. This put Rosebud in the unenviable position of being hunted by both sides: her employers and the corp who employed the scientist. She got my name from somewhere and hired me, pure and simple, to save her butt. Just a little matter of tracking down which one of her partners had double-crossed Rosebud’s employer, then double-crossed the corp who’d turned him, proving to both sides that the scientist’s records had been destroyed, with no copies made. Just a walk in the park. Yeah, right.
Anyway, her close call was enough to convince Rosebud to turn away from the shadows. She applied for a SIN and rejoined the ranks of the working stiffs, but on her terms. She found herself a job at a computer store and decker hangout called Siliconnections, where she was apparently now a manager. But she also chummed around with a group of shadow technomancers who called them-selves the Dead Deckers Society. That seemed to provide her the perfect balance of security and excitement. Rosebud was happy.
"Glad to hear it’s working out," I told her, and it was true.
She nodded. "You?"
"Keeping busy."
She raised a bushy eyebrow. "Street buzz says you’re in trouble."
"Sukochi,"
I admitted. "Some trouble. I’m looking for technical talent if you’re looking for work."
"Matrix run?"
I shook my head. "Just a simple decrypt job." I pulled out an optical chip. "I’ve got the file here. I give it to you encrypted, you give it back to me in clear. I transfer credit, that’s it. If you had your deck with you and you had the time, you could do it now."
"Don’t need no deck," she said, taking the chip from me. "And time I got." She brushed her thick hair back from her forehead. For the first time I saw her hardware: two datajacks and some unusual kind of chip receptacle in her right temple. The skin around the chip socket was pink and looked very tender.
"New toy?" I asked.
Rosebud smiled broadly, and for the first time she looked almost pretty. "Got tired of depending on outboard hardware," she said, tapping her head with a knuckle. "Now I got what I need with me all the time." She socketed my chip into her receptacle. The faint click as it seated gave me a shiver. "You know what kind of encrypt?"
"Not for sure," I told her. "Some kind of Lone Star secondary algorithm, I think."
"No-brainer," she announced. "Back in a while."
Her eyes closed and she settled back against the padded booth.
I watched, fascinated. This was all new to me. I’d seen deckers jack in before, of course; it was freaky enough seeing them interface their brains directly with computers through plugs inserted into their datajacks, but this was one step further up the scale. Rosebud had apparently installed enough computing power right inside her skull that she could handle my decrypt job on her own. Intellectually, I understood that the interface was the same no matter where a decker’s hardware was located. But as far as my emotions were concerned, Rosebud had virtually become a computer. It’s a frightening world we live in.
I drank beer and watched her as seconds stretched into minutes. My attention eventually drifted away to the rest of the bar, and I watched the comings and goings of the rough-looking clientele. I must have watched one slag—an edgy-looking samurai wannabe—too long. He glared at me, and about fifteen centimeters of polished steel extended with a hiss from his forearm. I very obviously changed the focus of my attention to the wall beside me.
"Not so easy," Rosebud said at last, startling me. She extracted the chip from her head socket and tossed it on the table in front of me. "Lone Star seven-cycle code. Serious drek." She tapped the chip with a meaty finger. "Pretty hot, huh?"
"Didn’t you scan it?" I asked.
The dwarf snorted. "Not my fragging business," she snapped.
I poured her a beer to placate her. It seemed to work. She tipped it down her gullet and held her glass out for a refill. "Wizzer stuff, Rosebud," I told her. I pulled out my credstick. "What’s the going rate?"
"For a chummer, two hundred," she told me. She pulled out a pocket computer—a bargain-basement model—and opened the stick slot. (I was glad I wasn’t going to have to shove my credstick into her head … ) "Slot it," she said with a smile, "then drink up. Or you in a hurry?"
 
Actually, I was in a bit of a hurry, but it would have been rude to slot and run. Especially after Rosebud had charged me only two hundred when I’d been expecting about a K. So it was with a slightly foggy head and dry mouth that I drove on home.
Bent answered immediately when I called him. "Did you get it?" he asked, then smiled broadly as I held the chip up to my video pickup. "That was quick work."
I slotted the chip into the telecom and fired the decrypted file over the line to Bent’s machine. "Take a look at it as soon as you can," I said.
"First free cycle I get, chummer," he assured me. "Did you scan it yourself?"
I shook my head. "I figured it wouldn’t mean anything to me. Call me when you know something?"
"Echo that," he smiled. "Later, Dirk."
I broke the connection, leaned back in my chair and rubbed my aching eyes. Then I looked around the squalid little apartment. The last thing I wanted to do was sit around here, but I figured I’d better stay close to the phone. Frag it. Waiting is always the hardest part.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
I ended up doing what I usually do when it’s necessary to wait. I slept. Frag, I can even justify the habit. Back in Lone Star training, they used to tell us "Rest is a weapon"—a great line, and one I’m convinced they stole from somewhere else. So what I was doing that Wednesday evening was honing a weapon.
In fact, I almost slept through the telecom’s beep. When it finally penetrated my numb brain, I rolled over fuzzy-headed and blurry-eyed to check the time display. Oh-five-thirty. It had to be Bent.
Right in one. Predictably, he looked disgustingly cheerful—fresh, well-rested, and ready to face the day. My mouth tasted like something had died in it, and for a moment I hated him. "Good morning, Dirk," he enthused.
"Blaargh," said I, or something to that effect.
"I thought you’d want to hear this as soon as possible," he continued. Then his smile faded a little as he noticed my remarkable lack of coherence. "Do you want to get a soykaf or something before we start?" he asked.
I nodded wordlessly and stumbled into the apartment’s kitchen nook. The process of nuking up a mug of soykaf gave me the time I needed to pull my mind back from the edge of sleep. And the first gulp of soykaf—too hot, on purpose—finished the job. By the time I sat back down it the telecom, I was feeling almost myself. "What have you got for me?" I asked.
Bent’s expression grew serious. "More than I think you want to hear" he said. "You’re into something pretty deep and dark, chummer. No wonder Lone Star put a lid on it."
From anyone else (Patrick Bambra, for example) I’d lave written that off as melodrama or incipient paranoia. Bent isn’t given to that kind of mental indulgence. I felt he acidic churning of anxiety in my belly as I told him, "Go on."
Bent’s eyes flicked away from my face to look at a spot apparently over my right shoulder. For an instant I felt the urge to look behind me—true paranoia—but then I realized Bent must have split his screen so he could view the report while he was talking to me. I forced myself to relax as much as I could.
"This is the dope that Lone Star locked up tight," Bent began. "You’ll understand why. When Crashcart picked up Waters from the Hubbell Street park, he was messed up pretty bad. Entry wound left posterior, super to scapula … "
I stopped him. "In English, Bent."
He nodded. "In English, someone almost blew half his body away. Waters took a shotgun blast in the back of his left shoulder, up high over the shoulder blade. It tore out his clavicle—his collarbone—and basically pulverized much of the skeletal support for his left shoulder oint. Significant nerve trunk damage, massive blood oss, bone fragments driven into his lungs … He should have died then and there, from shock if not from blood oss.
"But he didn’t."
Bent smiled. "He was a tough bugger, no doubt about hat."
"From what you say, he should still be in a hospital bed."
"He should," Bent agreed, "and I’ll get to that. Actually, though, the nature of the injury was such that the treatment was pretty clear-cut. Twenty years ago, there’d have been nothing anyone could do for him. But today—"
"Cyber replacement."
"You got it, chummer. An interesting job, too. They didn’t give him a full arm, just part of a shoulder. The installation was easy enough, but the fact that there were two major interfaces … "
I held up a hand to stop him. "Sounds pretty fragging major. But he was up and around, what, three days later?"
"He was up," Bent said. "But he shouldn’t have been. They hadn’t even fully enabled the cyberware. Even the partial activation they gave him was too much too soon."
"Then why?"
"You know as well as I do. Contractual obligations. KOMA Corporation needed him back on the air as soon as possible, and being a good little wage slave, he went, ready or not." Bent looked sour. "If I had anything to do with his case, he wouldn’t be out of bed for another month."
I refrained from pointing out that officially if Bent had anything to do with the case, it meant that Waters was already dead. "So what killed him?" I asked. "It sure wasn’t post-operative shock or drek like that."
"Of course not," Bent said, "and this is where it gets scary. Daniel Waters died of neurophysiological reaction to some circuitry in the cyber-replacement hardware."
I shook my head; this didn’t make sense. "Some kind of rejection, then?" I proposed. "But I thought you said …"
"I know what I said," Bent interrupted. "Hear me out. He died because of a very negative reaction to some circuitry in the cyber hardware. But that circuitry had no business being there in the first place. It was a neurological link-up that had no connection to either motor functions or sensory nerves. It’s like opening up your car’s engine and finding a coffee grinder attached to the trans-mission. It simply shouldn’t be there. And it was that"—he searched for the right word—"foreign circuitry that killed Waters. It fed some kind of signals into his brain stem that really fragged with his central nervous system. It’s possible the effect might not have been lethal if they hadn’t activated the hardware while he was in such a weakened condition. I tend to think not."
"Just what the frag was this hardware?" I asked.
"Part of what Lone Star wanted to cover up is that they didn’t know," Bent said. "Their ME described the circuitry, but when it came to function, he used a politically acceptable phrase meaning "Fragged if I know."
I felt a chill work its insidious way up my spine. "But you know, don’t you, Bent?"
He nodded slowly. "Yes, but only because you had me look into the Juli Long case. The circuitry uses almost exactly the same technology as 2XS chips."
I stared at the screen. I didn’t know what to say. "So it was like he was perpetually slotting a 2XS chip?" I said.
"Not exactly," Bent corrected. "The intensity would be much lower."
"But in principle … "
"In principle, yes," he allowed.
I shook my head. Too much, too strange. "Who did the work?" I searched my memory for the name of the hospital to which Waters had been taken when he crashed. "Harborview?"
"No hospital," Bent said. "Crashcart picked him up, so they took him to the Crashcart central clinic and body shop. That’s who did the work."
"So Crashcart installed the 2XS circuitry?"
"If that’s really what it was."
"Look," I said, "if
2XS is that lethal, what are the symptoms?"
"I’d only be guessing."
"Well, guess," I snapped.
He blinked, but nodded. "I’d guess"—he
stressed the word—"you’d see disorientation, physical and mental. Memory lapses. Massive mood swings. Loss of motor control, apparent palsy. On the finer level, arrhythmia, maybe loss of homeostasis … "
"And death would be caused by … ?"
"Progressive cessation of neural functioning," he said. "Higher cerebral functions first, so probably irreversible coma, followed by eventual cessation of the entire autonomic nervous system."
I fixed Bent with my hardest stare. "Chummer," I told him, "you know nothing about any of this, karimasu-ka? Maybe you pulled the files, but you never decrypted them, you never scanned them. You just passed them to me. You know nothing about this. Scan me, omae?"
He nodded slowly. "I wish that was true," Bent said.
 
How the frag did I get myself into this? I found myself wondering. I lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Not even six in the morning, and already it was one of those days.
Something pretty bad was going down. (No surprise, this was the sprawl after all.) While looking for one conspiracy—our murderous X—I’d found something that sure as frag looked like another. Was there any connection?
My first response was a resounding No, and a desire to purge Daniel Waters, Juli Long, and 2XS from my mind like erroneous data. But, on closer inspection, there did seem to be some tenuous connection—and it was none other than the elf biker. He seemed to be the pivotal figure at the moment. He was connected to whoever had phoned Jocasta with the claim of information about Lolly. It was simply too much of a coincidence for him and his ork lieutenant to come out shooting in the Westlake Center underground. He was also connected to Crashcart, which was the best explanation for his Executive Diamond contract with the company, something he shouldn’t have been able to afford. And Crashcart was connected with 2XS, as illustrated by the premature demise of Daniel Waters.
Though I had no evidence—real or even imagined—to support it, I had the undeniable feeling that there was another linkage tying everything together. A was related to B, which was related to C and D. What if D were somehow connected with A? And, further, what if the whole alphabet soup was somehow connected to X? Say, for example, a link between William Sutcliffe and Crashcart?
I shook my head. Sheer paranoia, part of my mind told me. But another part wondered if I was being paranoid enough. A paranoid is someone in possession of all the facts … .
So what I needed were all the facts. Specifically, I needed to know more about Crashcart, the company that ran the medical service and the corporation that owned it (if any). That kind of information was available via the Matrix, but the kind of deep-background dirt I really wanted would be hidden in the furthest shadows. Again I had need of a decker. Rosebud? No, I decided, the varsity for this one. It had to be Buddy.
I drank another mug of soykaf to fortify myself, then called her number. She’d changed her outgoing message, in that there was one: "Frag off and die [beep]."
I
cursed silently at Buddy’s non-real-time communication paradigm, and left a message. In essence, "Dig up all the dirt on Crashcart, and be particularly aware of connections with Sutcliffe." I hung up, visions of depleted credit balances running through my brain. When you use the best—which Buddy was—you pay through the snout. And one of the major disadvantages of being a SINless shadow is that you can’t just throw up your hands and declare bankruptcy. No credit, no life. And bodyleggers—"purveyors of gray-market transplants"—were always around to take any debts out of your hide, quite literally.
So what was I going to do now? Buddy would get back to me in her own sweet time. Bent had given me everything he could, and I didn’t want to drag him in any deeper. Ditto Naomi. Jocasta I could talk to, but she still hadn’t given me her number. I could probably get her a message through KSTS or the university, but that wasn’t what I wanted right then.
I looked over at the bed, thinking it was still early enough to justify going back to sleep. But my brain was awake, and I decided I’d honed that weapon enough.
 
I should have thought about it earlier. You want the phone to ring, you take a shower. It was buck-naked and dripping lather that I bolted across the room and hit the Receive key, but only after being sure the video pickup was off, for reasons of discretion as well as security.
I didn’t recognize the face that appeared on the screen. It was a young ork, maybe in his early twenties, the sides of his head depilated and his hair built up into a multicolored, Iroquois-style crest. He wore biker-style leathers, none too clean but showing a collar lined with synthetic leopard skin. I knew the combination of collar and crest identified the gang he ran with, but I couldn’t place it at the moment, and besides, couldn’t have cared less. From the slight breakup of the image, I guessed he was using a public phone somewhere.
"Yeah?" I barked.
He frowned into what I knew was a blank screen. "You Dirk Montgomery?"
I hesitated. I guess my paranoid reflections had gotten to me. "I can take a message," I told him.
His turn to hesitate. "Teri gave me this number."
Teri … "Theresa?" I snapped.
"Yeah, Theresa Montgomery," he said. "I got to talk to her brother."
"You are," I told him. "Why?"
"She crashed, pretty bad it looks like. Maybe she slotted a bad chip, maybe too many, I don’t know."
I closed my eyes. I’d feared this phone call, but expected it in equal measure. I don’t think I ever really believed my sister wouldn’t turn into a chiphead. "What happened?" I asked quietly.
"I don’t know," he babbled defensively. "I wasn’t there when it happened. She—I don’t know—she got twitchy. She forgot who we were, she started screaming—"
"How is she now?"
"She’s not here … "
"Where is she?" I shouted. I could see the ork considering cutting the connection, so I forced myself to sound more reasonable. "Sorry," I said. "But she is my sister. When you saw she was in trouble, you took her somewhere, right?"
He hesitated, his belligerent expression softening a little. "To a clinic," he said. "We took her to a street clinic."
I ground my teeth. Since our parents had died, I’d maintained a DocWagon basic contract for Theresa. I still had her card in my wallet. But she refused to take it or register herself with the DocWagon organization. That would have involved putting her residence on file, and she probably feared—with justification, I suppose—that I’d use the data to track her down somehow. I’d maintained the contract in the vain hope that Theresa would call me if something happened to her, giving me a chance to dispatch the DocWagon trauma team if necessary. I wanted to scream at this gutter-boy ork, abuse him to Hell and back for taking my sister to some squatter clinic when she could be in a reputable DocWagon trauma ward right now.
But of course the ork had no way of knowing that Theesa had DocWagon coverage, and it sounded as though he’d been in no condition to tell anyone about it. No matter how much I wanted to blame the ork, how could I? What if he hadn’t called me at all, totally washing his hands of Theresa?
I struggled to keep my voice even and non-threatening. "Okay, you took her to a street clinic. Where? Which clinic? "
"I didn’t take her," the ork said. "The way she was … No way I could manage her on a bike. Fitz took her in his car."
"Where did Fitz take her?"
"The UB," he said. "The Universal Brotherhood, they’ve got free clinics, and … "
"Which chapterhouse?"
"Meridian and Twenty-third. It’s nearest."
Meridian and Twenty-third. That was in Puyallup, the Wildwood Park region to be exact. With that jog to my memory, the ork’s gang affiliation fell into place. The leopard skin and Iroquois cut meant the ork ran with the Night Prowlers. Compared to real social deviants like the Tigers and the Ancients, the Prowlers are wussies—"mabels"—to use the pejorative currently in vogue—generally limiting themselves to the less terminal forms of aggravated assault and armed robbery. But they’re still not people you’d want to meet in a dark alley. It worried me more than a little to think of Theresa hanging with them.
"When did this go down?" I asked him.
"Last night, late." He shrugged. "Three, maybe four when she started to lose it."
"Thanks for the buzz," I said, and I meant it.
The ork almost smiled, but of course smiling would have been much too uncool. "Null," he said. "I like Teri. She’s stone, you know? If you see her before I do, tell her Pud says hoi." And with that Pud the ork ganger broke the connection.
I called up the directory, scanned for the Brotherhood’s Puyallup chapterhouse, and hit the key to place the call. I was pleased to get a real receptionist—cleavage, frizzed blonde hair, capped teeth, and all. Not only is a real one usually better-looking than the video-construct voice-mail systems that are proliferating in the corporate world, but you can actually argue with her.
"Thank you for calling the Universal Brotherhood," she said, sounding like she meant it. "How may I help you?"
"You’ve got a clinic there?"
She nodded. "We sure do," she said proudly. "A free clinic, for those unfortunates who can’t afford insurance or normal health care. Just another way we’re contributing to the fabric of life in the sprawl."
I waited for her to finish the sales pitch, but it took all the self-control I had. "I need to find out about one of your patients," I told her.
She frowned, a pretty little moue that, in my present mood, made me want to strangle her. "I’m very sorry," she began predictably, "but we can’t give out information on—"
"She’s my sister," I barked. "Her name’s Theresa Montgomery, or maybe Teri. She was brought in early this morning. At least tell me if she’s all right." I meant to say, "tell me if she’s alive," but at the last moment the words wouldn’t come out.
A look of real concern appeared on the receptionist’s face. "I’m so sorry," she said. "You must be very worried. I’ll check the records for you." Her face vanished, to be replaced by a recorded talking-head blathering on about the Brotherhood’s philanthropic projects. I muted the volume and chewed my nails.
Cleavage-frizz-and-teeth was back quickly, looking puzzled. "… very sorry, Mr. Montgomery," she said, as I brought the volume back up, "we have no record of a Theresa or Teri Montgomery, or any name phonetically similar."
"Maybe she couldn’t give her name," I suggested, "or maybe she gave a fake one. She’s in her late twenies, tall with short blonde hair—"
"I’m sorry," the receptionist told me firmly, "but your sister’s not here."
"How do you know that?"
She bit her lip. "I shouldn’t be telling you this, but the records show we’ve had no admissions at all since about twenty-two-thirty last night. Are you sure your siser was brought here? There are other free clinics, you know."
I hesitated. Pud the ork had said so, but it was Fitz who’d taken her, and Pud hadn’t gone along. "No," I told the receptionist, "I’m not sure. Thanks for your time."
I keyed the telecom off before she could give me a no doubt insipid farewell. I grabbed my duster, made sure my pistol was securely in the holster. I had a gang to visit.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
In general, Puyallup is about on a par with Purity, except that it seems to be trying to crawl up out of the ashes while Redmond seems totally oblivious to its condition. The Meridian region looks to be a little better off. No burned-out cars on the sidewalk and most of the buildings still have doors and windows. Nevertheless, the air carries that same scent of barely repressed violence, and Lone Star patrols are always well-armed and on the jump after dark.
I parked my car in the secured lot on Seventeenth Street, across from Wildwood Park. I contracted with the guard for a nonexistent second car as well to make sure he found it more to his best interests to keep the car intact for me than to give it up to the local chop-shop artists. Then I strolled along Twenty-third Avenue into he heart of Night Prowlers territory.
Shaikujin are always amazed at how easy it is to track people down once you know their neighborhood, but that’s the reason it’s so important to make sure your enemies don’t know where you hang. For thrill-gangers, that’s not easy, of course. Your colors mark you, and anyone who’s seen them knows the likely places to find you. To avoid being found, you’ve got to hole up somewhere else. With a gang, that means ducking into another gang’s territory. Which, in turn, means doffing your colors—which no self-respecting ganger is going to do willingly—so that the gang whose territory you’ve entered won’t serve you up as an object lesson to anyone with territorial ambitions.
What that meant to me now was that I could be confident of getting a line on Pud the Prowler. It didn’t cost me too much in time or nuyen. It was just a matter of strolling Twenty-third, overtipping blatantly for an indigestible breakfast from the local soykaf stand, then paying for five packs of Js but "neglecting" to take them, and finally buying another breakfast at another spot—a meal I donated to a couple of squatters in an alley. And, all the time, talking to everyone, asking about the Prowlers in general and a young ork named Pud in particular.
As Rosebud might have put it, it was a "no-brainer." Within an hour, I had enough background that I could probably have written a pamphlet called, "A Day in the Life of Pud and his Chummer Fitz." Pud and Fitz—a troll, natch—were given to greeting the day with a round of red-eyes at The Mill, a neighborhood watering hole. After that, their schedule took them to an assortment of pool halls and simsense arcades, punctuated by cruises around their turf. Then they’d cap the day off with massive substance-abuse sessions near the reservoir, and maybe a nice, diverting little rumble (or whatever) with the Ladies from Hades, an all-female gang who claimed the territory on the other side of Shaw Road. Sounded like a fulfilling life to me.
It was only the early portion of Pud’s busy day that concerned me, of course. I checked my watch. Just short of ten, which meant The Mill was the best bet.
The Mill had once been home to Jimbo’s One-Hour Dry Cleaning; you could still see where the old neon tubing had been torn from the wall. The single window of the narrow frontage was tinted so you couldn’t see in from the street. The establishment’s sole identification was a small rusted sign on the door.
Breakfast wasn’t The Mill’s best time. As I stepped through the door, I saw only two customers sitting at the bar, a rummy drinking his first meal of the day and Pud the ork. Pud was working on his second red-eye—a mixture of beer and tomato juice that I personally find repugnant—but wasn’t so engrossed in breakfast not to look up and give me the evil eye as I came in. I twitched as his gaze passed over me, but then the logical portion of my brain reminded me I hadn’t turned on the video pickup during our phone conversation. I settled myself at the end of the bar, five stools away to Pud’s right, and quietly ordered a bloody mary from the bored bartender. As she mixed my drink, I considered how I would make ny approach to Pud.
The drink arrived and I took a sip. Not enough dill, predictably, and I think the gin was watered. I half-turned toward Pud and raised my glass. He glanced over, curled lip. "Teri says thanks," I said, loud and clear enough so he could recognize my voice.
I was watching his eyes for that initial reaction. It’s the eyes that always give it away when you’ve achieved tactical surprise. And I saw that I had.
If I was expecting a guilty response, I didn’t get it. The young ork’s eyes opened a little wider in surprise, then his face split in a grin. Totally sincere, I’d bet on it. "She’s doing okay?" he asked. "That’s wiz." Then he remembered who and where he was and the role he should be playing. He schooled his expression back to its normal scowl. "You her brother, huh?"
I nodded. "Teri told me where you might be, so I came down to say thanks personally." I went through that fast so he wouldn’t catch any holes in my story. Then I hit him with something that might distract him, at least a little. "Can I buy you another breakfast?"
He glanced at the depleted red-eye on the bar in front of him, grinned in spite of himself. "Yeah, why not?" He rang the glass with a fingernail to get the bartender’s attention, then pointed at his drink. "Another," he told her. "Egg in it, this time."
My gorge rose at the thought, but I kept the half-smile fixed on my face. "Breakfast of champions," I remarked.
"Fragging A," my newfound companion agreed.
I looked around casually. "Where’s Fitz? I wanted to buy him breakfast, too."
"Dunno." Pud shrugged. "He came back after dropping Teri, then he faded. Haven’t seen him since."
I filed that away for future reference. Then I just sipped my drink in comradely silence for a few minutes, trying to ignore the grotesque slurping noises coming from my left.
"I’m trying to figure out exactly what happened to Teri," I said finally. "I think the medics want to know, too. How did it all go down?" Pud glanced over at me, and I saw incipient doubt in his eyes. "Teri doesn’t remember dick about it," I added hastily.
He nodded at that, and the doubt went away. "Teri likes to run a couple of chips at the end of the day," he told me. "Last few weeks she’s been doing something new."
"Do you know what?"
He shrugged expressively. "Nah, not my business. I stay away from that drek. I prefer real life, you know?" He smiled, showing his discolored fangs.
"So she was chipping last night …" I prompted.
"Yeah, like I said. I was drinking pretty good, so I’m kinda fuzzy about the time. I think it was about one that she started getting flaky."
"Flaky like how?"
He scowled a little, obviously slotted off that I kept interrupting him. "Like forgetting what she was saying," he said. "Like starting to say one thing, then halfway through kinda switching programs and saying something else. She knew it was happening, and it slotted her off at first, then she got drek-scared about it. Next thing I knew she was shaking. I thought maybe she was on a bad chip, but I looked and she didn’t have anything slotted." He grinned crookedly and showed me an egg-sized contusion behind his right ear. "Teri didn’t like me checking, so she clipped me upside the head with a fragging brick. Not her style."
I nodded. "You’re right. It’s not."
"Then the shaking got so bad she couldn’t stand. Every time she’d try, she just fell down. That’s when we figured we had to do something. Like, we all think Teri’s stone, even drekheads like Random. We didn’t know where to take her. I think it was Fitz came up with the Brotherhood. Those love-junky guys are flaky, but word on the street is their clinic’s the best."
"So Fitz took her in his car?"
"Not his really," Pud confided. "He kinda borrowed it for the evening, you know?" I knew. "Teri seemed to be shaking it off a little toward the end there, Fitz told me. But he didn’t want nothing to happen to her so he took her anyway."
"Did he just drop her off at the door?"
"Nah, he went inside. Picked up some souvenirs, too." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small object, which he tossed onto the bar. I leaned closer for a better look. It was a polished silver name tag on a Velcro backing. Etched into the surface was the Universal brotherhood’s pyramid logo and the name "J. Bailey, R.N."
Pud chuckled. "Don’t know how he got it. That Fitz, he cracks me up."
 
After leaving The Mill, I looped the conversation through my mind again and again. But no matter how many times I ran it, it shook out only two ways.
First, Pud’s troll chummer Fitz did actually deliver a strung-out Theresa to the Universal Brotherhood free clinic sometime early in the morning. While there, he’d succumbed to a propensity for petty larceny and lifted Registered Nurse J. Bailey’s name tag. Corroborating evdence was the tag and the fact that Pud seemed to genuinely care about Theresa.
The other possibility was that Fitz took Theresa somewhere else, and for some reason went to a lot of trouble to convince Pud that she was in the Brotherhood clinic. Corroborating evidence for that theory came from Ms. Frizz-and-Cleavage on the chapterhouse switchboard. Nothing else, really; Fitz’s absence this morning wouldn’t even qualify as circumstantial.
What it came down to was, who did I believe? The Brotherhood’s receptionist or a troll ganger? At the moment it was a toss-up. So the first thing to do was track down Fitz.
No, the very first thing was to eliminate the possibility of an innocent error. I found a public phone booth, stuck chewing gum over the video pickup, and called the Brotherhood again.
I got another receptionist, this one dark-haired and dark-skinned, but with the same flashing smile. "Thank you for calling the Universal Brotherhood," she said, echoing the party line. "How may I help you?"
I smiled back. "Can you tell me the name of the person in charge of your free clinic?"
"Why, sure," she replied. "That would be Dr. Phyllis Dempsey. She just replaced Dr. Boris Chernekhov, and—"
"Could I speak to Dr. Dempsey, please?" I said.
She hesitated. "May I ask what this is in reference to?"
I shook my head. "Sorry, it’s personal."
"I am very sorry," she said, "but I’m afraid it’s against policy to transfer personal calls. I can connect you to Dr. Dempsey’s voice-mail system and you can leave a message."
"I’ll just leave a message with you," I told her. "Tell Phyllis that my wife found out, and the drek really hit the fan … ."
The receptionist’s eyes opened wide. "I … I’ll c … connect you right away," she stuttered. "Hold a moment." She left me grinning at the same recorded sales pitch for the Brotherhood. I’d read about that gambit in one of the hard-boiled detective stories Patrick Bambra had loaned me years ago. It’s good to know that some things never change.
Dr. Phyllis Dempsey wasn’t long coming onto the line. She was a statuesque black elf, with tightly curled hair cut into a businesslike flattop. She had a full, mobile mouth that looked as though it would smile easily, but right now her lips formed a flat line and her chestnut eyes sparked with anger. "All right," she snapped, "you’ve played your little game with Glory, and probably started some gossip—which I don’t need. So you can just tell me why the frag I shouldn’t have Lone Star trace your nasty ass for phone intimidation."
I had to grin. Good, honest anger was refreshing, even though it was directed at me. I was thinking that under different circumstances I could get to like Phyllis Dempsey. "I’m sorry for the subterfuge, Doctor," I said placatingly. "It was a cheap trick. But I really needed to speak to you. Live, not just by message." I had my momentum up and kept on rolling, right over her attempt to reply. "I got a phone call this morning that something happened to my sister and that a friend delivered her to your clinic."
The hard line of the doctor’s mouth softened incrementally. "You called earlier, didn’t you?" she said. "Candy said some doting brother was asking about a nonexistent patient."
"I thought it might be a mistake," I told her. "File fr … screw-ups happen, even in the best of organizations."
That raised a minimal smile. "Yes," she agreed, "file frag-ups do occur. But I can promise you, not this time. I’ve been here since midnight last night—thank god I’m back on regular evenings starting tomorrow. Plus, I checked the oh-four-hundred shift report. So I can personally vouch for the fact that we’ve admitted nobody new. Rare, but there it is."
I sighed. "Thanks, doctor," I said. "I believe you."
A real smile now, tired but sincere. She was silent for a moment. "If what you say is true, I can imagine what you must be going through and I honestly hope you find your sister." Then her voice and face hardened again. "And if you’re some kind of scam artist, I hope you get geeked in an alley." The screen went blank.
I chuckled as I continued my stroll along Twenty-third. I always claimed to like women with strong personalities, with fire. Phyllis Dempsey definitely qualified. I made a mental note to track her down when this was all over—if I lived that long.
But aside from all that, where did her story leave me? If I believed the good doctor—and I did—then it led me right back to Fitz the Night Prowler. So it was back to the same business as before—talk to everyone, being as loose with my credit as I could, but this time with the focus on the troll. It wasn’t so easy this time because I didn’t want Pud to find out I was tracking Fitz, or worse yet, run into the young ork while I was nosing about. We’d parted on friendly enough terms. But dogging his chummer’s tracks wasn’t a particularly friendly thing to do, and three red-eyes—even with egg—don’t buy as much good will as they used to.
I spent the morning walking the streets of the Wildwood Park district of Puyallup. Lots of leads—a three-meter-tall troll with an Iroquois and an attitude isn’t easy to overlook or forget—but none led anywhere useful. During my wanderings, I saw Pud a couple of times, but he was always alone and, luckily, he didn’t see me. (In fact, I got the idea that he was as interested as I was in locating his big chummer.)
It was almost 1400 when I discovered I had a shadow. Maybe I’d have spotted her sooner if I hadn’t been so tired; maybe not. She was a young ork, probably in her early teens, which meant she had the physical development of a twenty-year-old human—a big twenty-year-old human. I’d never seen her before, but I did recognize the meaning of her brightly dyed crest of hair and the fake leopard skin collar on her bike jacket. Why was a Night Prowler trailing me?
I watched her for a few minutes, never letting on I’d spotted her. For an amateur, she was a good shadow. Seemed to have a natural talent for it. I remembered the Surveillance Tradecraft instructor I’d suffered under at the Star. He’d have killed for a student like this girl.
Of course, that still didn’t answer the question of why she was watching me. I mentally reviewed my conversation with Pud once more, and finished even more convinced that he’d told me what he believed was the truth. This shadow, then … Did it mean there were different factions within the Night Prowlers? Not unheard of. Gangs breed politics and infighting almost as much as do corporations. Still not letting on I’d spotted the tail, I continued westbound on Twenty-third, all the while considering my options.
I think it was memories of Dr. Dempsey’s directness that made up my mind for me. All right, then. The straightforward approach it would be.
Feigning an intense interest in a window display of Fiberwear clothing ("The Future is Disposable"), I casually scanned the street up ahead. Maybe twenty-five meters in front of me was the entrance to a commercial alley, flanked by two tall buildings. Perfect. I picked up my pace a little. Not enough to appear suspicious, but sufficiently to extend the distance between me and the ork girl. My plan was simplicity itself: duck into the alley and find cover, luring my shadow in after me. Then I‘d take her—non-violently if possible … and definitely nonlethally—and play a quick game of twenty questions.
The alley was ten meters away, then five, then … I darted around the corner, flattened myself against the wall. I took in the alley with a quick glance. Couldn’t have been better, a dead end with a dumpster and piles of drek. Long enough that I could be confident of no interference from the street, and with no way out other than the street. Perfect. I trotted further in, looking for a good spot to hide.
Movement up ahead. I guess my mind was operating in "combat mode." Out the corner of my eye I saw something move in a pile of trash, and without thinking I spun to the side. The report of the heavy pistol and the spang of the round ricocheting off the alley wall were simultaneous. An ambush. I should, by all rights, be dead, but somebody was either clumsy or impatient. I dragged out my Manhunter and sent a slug down the alley, more to keep my would-be assassin’s head down than with any hope of hitting anything. Then I turned and bolted. Gunfire erupted from behind me—more than one barrel, that was for sure—and lethal wasps buzzed past my ears.
I sprinted out of the alley, taking a hard left back onto Twenty-third. I looked over my shoulder as I ran. Pursuit hadn’t emerged from the alley yet, but my original shadow—little miss ork—was legging it my way, brandishing a hogleg as long as her arm. Without slowing, I half-turned and slammed a bullet into the parked car beside her. She shrieked and flung herself into the cover of said punctured car. That’s when I heard the heavy, booted running footsteps of my ambushers echoing out of the alley. Thank god, should she exist, that the Prowlers were mainly a thrill-gang. If they’d been a go-gang, I’d have had to contend with bikes as well as guns.
Of course, it doesn’t pay to overgeneralize; the scream of a high-revving engine reminded me of that. I couldn’t see the bike yet, but I knew it was coming. Okay, change in tactics. A few moments before, the sidewalks were fairly busy when I’d ducked into the alley. Now? Deserted, chummer. It seems the people of Puyallup rival Barrens-dwellers in their ability to pull the quick fade. With no mobile cover—read "pedestrians"—off the street was better. Another alley, maybe?
No, up ahead was something even better. It used to be a bike dealership, but like many establishments it had succumbed to the negative effects of an economic downturn and all that drek. An up-and-over door, no doubt leading to the workbays, a single human-sized door for customers, and a small, painted-over display window. I flung myself through that window, arms up to protect my head and face, already tucked for a rolling recovery. The glass shattered into a million fragments. I landed on my shoulder, the momentum taking me into a graceful roll that brought me up into a squat. It would have been perfect except for the service desk that I butted into with a mighty lick, splitting open my forehead and exploding a bunch of fireworks behind my eyelids. I forced back the darkness that wanted to take me, and struggling to my feet, made my weaving way into the darkened service-bay area.
I looked around me, the last firework stars still drifting through my vision. The place was perfect: dark, with a high ceiling, and only two doors. One to the service counter (with the forehead-shaped dent in it), the other presumably to the back alley. I considered simply bolting out the back right now, but I couldn’t be sure more Prowlers weren’t waiting out that way. Besides, if I hung tough here and played it right, I might still get my game of twenty questions … .
I picked my position carefully, behind one of the big metal posts that supported the ceiling crane that hung overhead. I squatted down, switching my attention and my aiming point between the two doors. After my experience in Westlake Center, nobody was going to sneak up behind me again.
Hushed voices from the front of the shop, broken glass grinding under boots. I steadied my gun against the pillar, at the last moment remembering to turn off my sighting laser. For this range, open sights should be good enough, and the laser would give away my position in the dark.
A small figure darted into the doorway, perfectly back-lit so he looked like a pistol-range silhouette target. I brushed the Manhunter’s reactive trigger twice. The heavy slugs slammed into the center of the figure’s chest, probably right into his body armor. That was fine; I wasn’t after fatalities here. The figure stumbled back and disappeared. Another figure, another two shots, and the doorway was clear again. Time to change positions. I triggered another four rounds, this time pumping them through the thin walls on either side of the door. Confusion was what I wanted, and judging by the yells and curses, confusion is what I got. I darted across the open space and squatted down behind another pillar, closer to the back door.
There were lots of shushing sounds from the service area, then nothing. In the sudden silence I heard a faint, metallic creaking.
Above me. I looked up. It was little miss ork, crawling along one of the rails that mounted the crane to the ceiling. Needing both hands to keep her on the rail, she had her gun clenched between her teeth. Jesus, she’s a wraith, I thought. The amateur tradecraft on the street had been all a put-on. This was what she could really do. She’d somehow sneaked into the building, and climbed up there—again, somehow—and
was getting into perfect position to put a round down through the top of my cranium. Eat that, body armor.
My pistol came up instinctively, leveled at the bridge of her nose. Our gazes locked, and I saw her eyes grow wide. There was no way she could get to her gun in time, and she knew it. I saw the realization of inescapable death burst into her consciousness.
Of course I couldn’t pull the trigger. I spun aside, took two running steps toward the back door. Four heavy rounds followed by my boot slammed into the lock, and the door burst open. I sprinted through and into the alley.
If there’d been any Prowlers there, I’d have been meat. I was expecting some kind of impact as I turned left and took off down the alley. Another alleyway—no, more a narrow accessway—opened to my right. I took it without thinking. There was a wall ahead, a rusted ladder bolted to it. I went up that ladder like I had a rocket pack.
I was on the roof of a low building, the expanse broken only by an elevator block and a couple of small, cylindrical ventilators. I stopped for a moment to get my bearings. Seventeenth Street. That meant my car should be that way. I turned to my right and jogged across the roof.
I’d just passed the first of the ventilators when a figure stepped out from behind the elevator block. It was Pud the Prowler, a cold expression on his face and a Beretta WOST in his fist. Its muzzle was steady, point of aim apparently my upper lip. I turned to ice. The Manhunter was back in my holster. I’d never have managed the ladder without two hands free. And not a chance I could draw it before Pud squeezed the trigger. (The irony in the similarity of my position with little miss ork’s wasn’t lost on me; I just wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it.)
"Tell me one thing," Pud said quietly. "Why’d you do it?"
Slowly—very slowly—I extended my open hands at waist level. "If I knew what you were talking about, I night have an answer for you," I told him.
"Why did you kill Fitz?" he demanded. "He was my chummer." Tears glistened in the ork’s eyes, and I knocked half a decade off my estimate of his age. Young or not, the gun was rock-steady, and his finger was tense on the trigger. Another few grams of pressure and that’d be it.
"I’m sorry," I said, trying to pour sincerity into my voice. "I didn’t even know he was dead."
"Yeah, right," Pud spat out. "The other Prowlers say you’ve been looking for Fitz all day. Looks like you found him, huh?"
I started to feel a little hope. Pud’s gun hadn’t moved a millimeter, but the fact that he hadn’t pulled the trigger yet was something. I remembered how much faster orks reach physical maturity. Pud looked to be in his early wenties, but he was probably only fifteen or so. He’d probably never geeked anyone before, or if he had, only in the heat of a rumble. Shooting me down in cold blood was different. Was he hoping I’d talk him out of it? With my peripheral vision I checked out my options. The cylindrical ventilator was close, but it wouldn’t offer me more than a moment’s cover. If I wanted to live, I had to talk fast. And no bulldrek, the truth and nothing but, hoping Pud could tell the difference.
"I was looking for Fitz, yes," I told him calmly. "Like I was looking for you earlier. I wanted to talk to him."
"About your sister?" he snarled. "That doesn’t scan. Go to all that trouble just to say thanks?"
"No," I took a deep breath and took a risk. "I lied to you. The Brotherhood clinic says my sister never arrived. I want to find out what happened. That’s why I’m looking for Fitz." I paused, gave him a moment to think. "What happened to your friend?" I asked.
For the first time the gun trembled a little. "Got his throat ripped out," Pud said harshly, "over in the park. The other Prowlers, they heard you been looking for Fitz, they think you did it."
"But you don’t," I said softly. "If I’d geeked him, why would I still be looking? That’s what I was doing when they tried to dry-gulch me."
Pud shook his head, hard. "I don’t know," he almost cried. "You’re confusing me."
"I just wanted to find Teri," I pressed. "I just wanted to find my sister."
Pud snarled. The gun barrel shifted, and he clamped down on the trigger. The little autofire pistol spat, the bullets shredding the construction plastic of the ventilator beside me. Fragments lacerated my cheek and my hands, but I didn’t move. The Beretta clicked empty, and Pud glared into my face.
"Get the frag out of here," he hissed.
I got.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I managed to hold it together until I got to my car, and then I got the shakes. Close calls, too many and too close. Just a few seconds difference in the timing and little miss ork would have drilled an extra set of nostrils into the top of my head. And if Pud had been a tad more hard-assed, he’d have emptied his Beretta clip into my face. I was getting too old for this drek.
As I cruised home, the question on my mind was, of ourse, who killed Fitz? It wasn’t me, and I didn’t think it was Pud—or was it? Now there was a paranoid thought, but it still didn’t narrow it down much. And that led to he next question: was the troll’s death connected with Theresa’s disappearance? Maybe Fitz hadn’t taken her to the Brotherhood clinic after all, and somebody had offed aim to make sure her true destination never came to ight. The questions seemed only to create more murk and shadows.
It was a relief to return to the familiarity of my own front door. The beeping of the telecom greeted me as I stepped in. I dashed over to it, almost punting an empty whiskey bottle through the window in my haste. I hit the receive key. "Hello," I gasped.
A wizened face appeared on the screen. "About fragging time," Buddy grumbled.
I sat down at the telecom and keyed on my video pickup. "Thanks for calling back, Buddy," I said. "Got anything?"
She looked pained at my lack of faith. "Course I got something," she snapped. "I got you a line on Crashcart. Want the file?"
"In a minute," I told her. "Just give me the highights."
Buddy scowled. "Scan the file, then ask questions." Her image disappeared, and the screen filled with text. I scrambled to open a capture file and store the incoming data.
There wasn’t that much to it. Either Buddy hadn’t managed to find much, or else she’d edited it down to show only the important drek. (That worried me a little. Who
could be sure from one day to the next just what Buddy was going to consider important?) But I couldn’t do anything about that now, so I started reading.
The first section dealt with management and ownership of Crashcart Medical Services Corporation and its ‘wholly owned subsidiary, Crashcart Clinics Inc., both headquartered here in Seattle. Buddy had done a good job, listing the boards of both corporations—identical lists—and the members of the management team. I skimmed through the names, looking for one I recognized—William Sutcliffe, perhaps?—but came up dry.
Ownership was detailed similarly. Apparently, Crashcart MSC, the parent company, was a privately held corporation, owned by five individuals who sat on the boards of both it and the subsidiary company. On the surface, totally normal, and not even the Infernal Revenue could take issue. But Buddy had dug deeper, prying into the way credit flowed through the organization. When looked at this way, it became obvious that four of the five "owners" were actually fronts. Oh sure, they existed, sat on the boards, and voted, but they were just stage-dressing. The real power was the fifth shareholder, an elf called Dennison Harkness. According to Buddy’s analysis, his was the only decision that counted. The other four shareholders voted with him, or one or two voted against him when he wanted it to look like real democracy was at work. But they were, in fact, only puppets, with Harkness pulling their strings. Play-acting aside, the large and growing Crashcart medical empire was owned and run by one man.
Or so it seemed. Buddy had taken the saga one step further. As it turned out, Harkness wasn’t his own elf either. He was in the pocket of a multinational conglomerate called Yamatetsu Corporation (head office in Kyoto, branch offices everywhere from Adelaide to Zurich), and he danced to their tune. Interesting, yes. But was it relevant?
I asked Buddy what kinds of things Yamatetsu was involved with in Seattle.
She didn’t answer directly, but the text on my screen scrolled without me touching the keyboard, and a small section appeared in inverse video. "Thanks," I said, and scanned the section.
Yamatetsu was a typical diversified multinational, in that it didn’t manufacture any products or market any services. Instead, it bought and sold, raped and pillaged, other firms that did manufacture products ranging from diapers to nerve gas or else marketed services as diverse as interior design and corporate security.
No, that wasn’t quite true. According to Buddy’s research, the company did have one division that developed products for the military market. It was called ISP, for Integrated System Products, and was not a subsidiary but actually a part of the parent company. ISP was located in the sprawl. Somewhere. No specific location was given. I reread the section, trying to make sense of what ISP did. They didn’t develop weapons, as I’d assumed at first. Instead, they were working on something called Sympathetic-Parasympathetic Integrated Suprarenal Exitation Systems (SPISES), or "booster technology." I skimmed forward and backward through Buddy’s report looking for further explanation of just what booster techology did, but found nothing.
"What’s this booster stuff?" I asked.
Buddy’s sour face appeared in a small window in one corner of my screen. "SPISES," she replied, pronouncmg it "SPY-seas." "Circuitry in cyberware, or just hacked in." She tapped her datajack. "Heightens sensory acuity, concentration, strength, reaction, all that drek. They say," she added.
It sounded like wired reflexes, maybe combined with killwires. I said as much to Buddy.
"Drek," she shot back. "That’s invasive, artificial. SPISES does it naturally. Doesn’t just trigger adrenalin, but jacks your endorphins, too."
An "idea" light flashed through my brain, but I put the thought on hold. I’d have to talk it out with someone whose knowledge base was different from Buddy’s before I could tell if it made any sense. "You did great," I told her. "Thanks. You’re going to keep looking for William Sutcliffe, right?"
Buddy snorted. "Already found him." I did my gaffed fish imitation, and she grinned fleetingly. "Tough job. Fragging tough. It’s gonna cost you." Of course it was going to cost me, but I’d worry about that later. "Here he is," she said.
A dossier-style picture appeared on-screen. The guy looked totally neutral: apparently mid-height, hair mid-crown, nothing distinguishing about his face. Looked like a nonentity or an accountant. "So who is he," I said, "what is he, where is he?"
"Tough job," she repeated. "UCAS military, that’s why it took so long."
"He’s army?"
She shrugged. "Guess so. But no uniform, no rank."
"Civilian consultant, maybe?" I mused. Then I saw the impatience on Buddy’s face. "Okay, okay, got it. So what’s he do?"
"Something with evaluation and procurement, personnel-enhancement systems." She looked at me expectantly, apparently waiting for me to say something. To make some connection. I didn’t answer at once, and second by second I could see her frustration and disdain building. Buddy waits faster than anyone else I know.
Personnel-enhancement systems … And then I saw the connection Buddy had picked up on. "He’s dealing with Yamatetsu," I blurted. "Buddy, you amaze me."
That mollified her, I was glad to see. She nodded. "He brought them in to demo SPISES for the agency," she confirmed. "Full evaluation’s scheduled for spring and summer."
I shook my head. This was getting way the frag too heavy and complex. Pieces of the puzzle led to more jigsaw pieces, and those pieces fit together, but I still didn’t have the first clue what kind of picture they made up. Then I mentally shook the pieces, and two of them shifted, fitting together to form a different pattern. I suddenly had a hypothesis that made some sense.
I knew that military procurement, particularly anything involving cutting-edge systems, is a megamillion-nuyen business. If Yamatetsu could get its booster drek picked up by the UCAS army, what would their profit picture look like? Pretty fragging good, I expected. And any corp worthy of the name would do whatever it took to land that kind of contract. Up to and definitely including corruption, such as kickbacks of some serious nuyen to someone in the evaluation and procurement infrastructure. Someone like, say, William Sutcliffe. How sensitive would either party—Yamatetsu or Sutcliffe—be if they found out that Sutcliffe’s line had been tapped and that Lone Star might have a record of them discussing this diversion of funds? Pretty fragging sensitive. Sensitive enough to geek the person washing the tap—Lolly—and anyone else with the slightest chance of finding out the dirt? To quote Pud the Prowler, fragging A.
I grinned. It hung together, and it answered a lot of questions. Maybe the connection with Crashcart and the possible tie-in to 2XS weren’t relevant at all. Like, one hand doesn’t know what the other hand’s doing? Possible. The Lolly-Sutcliffe angle might involve Yamatetsu’s ISP division, while the Crashcart-Waters-2XS angle involved Crashcart Medical Services Corporation, and never the twain shall meet.
And what about the apparent contract out on Patrick Bambra? I focused again on the screen, which showed me a very slotted-off Buddy. "What’s the connection with the Universal Brotherhood?" I asked her.
"Sutcliffe’s a member," she said. "Joined three years back. Now he does volunteer work for them. Helps manage their counselors." She fixed me with a killer glare. "That’s it," she declared. "Slot and clear."
"Thanks, Buddy," I said again as I slotted my credstick and transferred credit. A lot of credit. "I really appreciate it." But there was nobody there to hear my last sentence. Buddy had broken the connection the monent the transaction was complete, and I was left thanking a blank screen.
I sat back. My glance fell on an almost-full bottle of synthahol I’d picked up the day before. What the frag? I deserved a drink, and maybe it would help turbocharge the old brain cells. I poured a decent slug of indecent pseudo-whiskey, and settled back on the bed to cogitate.
The closer I examined my hypothesis, looking for holes, the stronger it seemed to hang together. The corruption-kickback aspect and the under-the-counter reationship between Sutcliffe and Yamatetsu felt right; I’d lay money on having that part of it pegged. As to that being the reason for Lolly’s death, I still wasn’t 100 percent convinced, but anything else seemed too coincidental. Call that 95 percent. The link between Crashcart and 2XS? The Waters case implied it strongly, but didn’t prove it. Call that one 80 percent. And assign nominal 70 percent odds of no links between Sutcliffe and Crashcart.
What about Patrick? Maybe Sutcliffe was getting witchy, and had overreacted when Patrick started nosing around. Patrick knew nothing and cared less about Yamatetsu and the UCAS military, but Sutcliffe might not believe it. I wasn’t confident at all about that part: call it 30-percent confidence.
Theresa and the deceased Fitz? No data. Probably an indirect link, in that Pud’s description of Theresa’s symptoms sounded uncomfortably like 2XS addiction. (Frag Theresa for becoming a chiphead.) No firm link at all with Fitz’s death. That was okay: coincidences do happen, and only a paranoid believes everything’s connected to everything else.
Satisfied, I took a good swallow of my whiskey. I had it chipped.
Except for one little, niggling idea, the one that flashed into mind when Buddy was describing booster technology. SPISES didn’t sound too unlike 2XS, neh? Of course, even if that was true, it didn’t necessarily mean anything. "Convergent evolution" happens with technology as well as with life forms, and damaging developments frequently spin off from beneficial discoveries. But it nagged at me, and I had to confirm or deny it.
That meant Bent, of course. I felt guilty for a moment about how much of his time I was burning, but then I remembered the dinner I owed him. He’d even the ledger, I was sure of that.
"Hoi, Bent," I said as his face appeared on the screen. "Long time."
"All of eight hours," he chuckled. "What’s buzzing?"
I’d called Bent at the lab, but I saw from the out-of-focus background that he was at home. Must have forwarded his calls from one phone to the other. Obviously he didn’t want to miss out on anything interesting. "I won’t take up too many cycles," I promised, "but this may be important. Have you ever heard of SPISES?"
He blinked, then shook his head. "No bells," he said.
"How about booster technology?"
"In what context?"
"Military," I said. "Jazzing physical reactions, that kind of drek."
He started to shake his head again, then hesitated. "What does SPISES stand for?"
I racked my brain to remember. "Sympathetic-Parasomething Something-renal Excitation System," I burbled. "Okay, so I’m no expert," I threw in when Bent smirked.
"No drek, but now we’ve got bells," he said. "I’ve read something about it in medical journals, but I don’t know many of the details. The way I scan it, SPISES is, theoretically, the next logical development after boosted reflexes." His eyes half-closed and his voice became less animated, almost monotone, as he switched into lecture node. I struggled to stay with him.
"With standard boosted reflexes, you’ve got to drop my little devices called ‘initiators’ right into the cortex of the adrenal glands—the suprarenals—and other glands. When you want to kick into overdrive, a neuro-electrical interface picks up the appropriate neural activity—the ‘go-code,’ as it were—and triggers control chips implanted in the brain, which then activate the initiators. Four suprarenals pour out adrenalin, and you get jazzed. Follow me?" I nodded slowly. "Installing standard ‘wired’ or boosted reflexes is an enormously invasive procedure," he continued, "as you can imagine. Interface, control chips, and initiators, plus all the support technology, `glue chips,’ and wiring to get them to hang together. It’s even more invasive than skillwires or even muscle replacement—and that’s saying a lot. Are you still with me?"
I nodded again. "And SPISES booster-technology is less invasive, right?" I ventured.
He smiled broadly. "Right. Orders of magnitude less, in theory. The way I scan it, this is how it works. When a non-wired person needs a jolt of adrenalin—say when he’s scared or angry—the nervous system sends an activation impulse to the suprarenals." He hesitated. "I’m really simplifying here, maybe too much."
"I’m not going to have to install the drek," I told him with a grin. "Simplify it, use the Easter Bunny as analogy if you have to, just so I know what this stuff does. Okay?"
Bent laughed out loud. "No Easter Bunny, but I’m giving you the real high-level-of-abstraction overview here." He paused, recalling his train of thought. "Anyway, the guys experimenting with second-generation booster technology asked, why do we have to put in our own wiring and initiators, when the body’s got its own? In other words, the brain and the nerves. All they had to do, they figured, was give the subject conscious control of the neural mechanism the body already uses to dispense adrenalin and even some neurochemical substances. Theoretically, you could hook the little booster box into a subject’s datajack. When the guy wants a jolt of warp-speed, he thinks the mental command. The booster box picks up the command, then sends a jolt to the right part of the brain to trigger a massive signal to the adrenals. If you’ve already got the datajack, getting boosted is just a matter of jacking in the box. Or, if you’ve got a cyberlimb or eye or anything, you just hook the booster circuitry into the cyberware, and use the neural interface that’s already in place. And—again theoretically—the boost is completely natural because it uses the body’s own mechanisms to deliver it."
"Sounds incredible," I said. "Why isn’t it on the streets?"
Bent looked thoughtful. "It’s never that simple. Remember your analogy about 2XS? Like goosing your car’s engine from zero revs to red line in a split-second? That’s what booster technology does. According to the literature, nobody’s ever tried it on humans or metahumans. Just dogs, and they got a lot of really fast, really mean dogs who died really soon. I think a lot of people believe they’ll never get it safe, and it’s a dead-end technology."
I thought that over for a few moments, then said, "What would you say if I told you somebody out there is marketing it?"
"Booster technology?" I nodded. "I’d say somebody’s going to end up with a lot of really fast, really dead clients," Bent said, "unless someone else has made a major breakthrough but hasn’t yet published in the literature."
He leaned forward. "Who’s marketing," he said, "and who’s buying?"
"Yamatetsu Corporation’s selling."
He shook his head. "Never heard of them. And the client?"
"Potentially, the UCAS military."
"I suppose that makes a horrible kind of sense," he said slowly. "How did you stumble onto this, Dirk?"
"I honestly think you’re better off not knowing," I told him. He accepted that with a nod. "Now I’ve got one more question for you. Is there any similarity at all between this, what did you call it, second-generation booster technology and 2XS?"
Bent was silent for a moment. "Sometimes I despair of the scientific mindset," he said finally. "We learn to pigeonhole things, and because of that we miss connections and correlations that are obvious to other people." He looked me square in the eyes. "In answer to your question, yes: the two technologies could be very much alike. Could be," he stressed again. "The effects are very similar. Until now, it hadn’t occurred to me just how similar. The actual technologies might be light years apart, you understand."
I nodded. "I understand," I told him.
He paused again, then asked very quietly, "What have you been working on, Dirk?"
I hesitated. "Look, Bent, I don’t think you’d better phone me anymore, chummer. When I’m out the other end of this, I’ll get back in touch with you. Do you understand what I’m saying?"
His smile vanished instantly. He nodded slowly. "I understand. Don’t worry. I can take care of myself." He paused. "But if things get really hairy, call me, no matter what, okay? You can’t slay all the dragons yourself, neh?"
"Thanks, Bent. I’ll talk to you soon."
"Keep your head down. Later, chummer."
I broke the connection and sat back. I felt very much alone. If I was right about Yamatetsu’s business arrangement with Sutcliffe, I was in a game with some very big players. Frag, they don’t get much bigger than a major multinational and the slotting UCAS military complex. If our mysterious and murderous X was a member of either group, I was in deep drek.
The telecom beeped again, and I thumbed the Receive key. I expected it to be Bent, back with something he’d forgotten, and was pleasantly surprised to see Jocasta instead. "Hoi," she said. "I thought I’d check in and see if you’d found out anything."
I hesitated, debating. My first reaction was to brush her off, much as I’d done with Bent, and for the same reasons. But she was already involved, in as deep as me, simply because X had targeted her for removal as well. Given that, wouldn’t I be doing her a disservice by withholding important information? I was forced to answer yes. (A wave of relief washed over me as I reached this conclusion. It was selfish and unworthy, but I was feeling very alone and very overwhelmed, and I desperately wanted to talk to somebody.)
She’d sat silently, watching me, as I went through the brief moment of soul-searching. Now it almost looked like concern in her eyes as she asked, "What is it?"
"The game just got a lot bigger," I began, then went on to tell her what I’d learned about Sutcliffe’s position with the military, Yamatetsu’s booster technology and its ownership of Crashcart, the possible similarities between SPISES and 2XS … Everything, no punches pulled. I even told her about my sister’s disappearance. And I finished off with my suspicions about why Lolly had been killed.
I have to admit it, it felt good. I’d always heard about the power of catharsis, but I guess I’d never really tried it. The weight was still on my shoulders, the tension still in my chest, but now it seemed a little more bearable.
Jocasta was silent awhile after I finished, obviously running it through her own mind. "Thanks for telling me about your sister," she said quietly. "I appreciate your honesty, and I’m sorry." She paused again. "Maybe the troll took her to another clinic. Or maybe she transferred herself for some reason. She could be lying in a bed right now waiting for you to get in touch. Have you checked elsewhere? Maybe it’s all something innocent."
I nodded. "You could be right."
Her voice and expression had softened while we’d been talking about Theresa, but now her familiar businesslike mien returned. "You think the connection between 2XS and this booster drek is significant, don’t you?" she asked.
"It feels that way, but I still don’t have any evidence."
"Trust your gut," she said, then hesitated again. "You realize you’re implying that Yamatetsu’s putting 2XS on the street."
"It makes sense," I said, a little defensively. "Assuming it is the same technology, what corp’s going to turn away from another profit center?"
She shook her head. "I don’t buy that. It’s too much of a risk. There’s got to be some other reason."
"What?" I challenged.
"Your doctor friend"—I’d disguised Bent’s identify, at least to that degree—"said there were no records of anyone testing booster tech on humans, right?" I nodded. "But Yamatetsu had to run human tests before they could even consider selling it to the army."
I could see where she was leading. "You’re saying they’re using 2XS as a field test for SPISES?"
"Could be."
I grunted. It made a kind of sense, but still didn’t ring totally true for some reason. Like part of my brain was saying, "Close but no banana." "We’re missing something," I mumbled.
"But what?"
"I wish I knew."
"And how does Crashcart tie into all this?"
"A Crashcart clinic plugged 2XS circuitry into Daniel Waters."
"Your friend thinks, " Jocasta amended.
I jumped to Bent’s defense. "The symptoms are the same, the circuitry’s similar."
"Similar," she stressed, "not identical. If you’re right about the 2XS-SPISES connection, maybe they meant to put a booster into him and it fragged up."
"Why would they do that?" I demanded.
"Competitive advantage, maybe? God knows they’re in a major marketing war with DocWagon." She paused. "Or, more likely, it’s another case of putting beta-test SPISES on the street for field testing." Her voice and face became more animated as she followed that through to its conclusion. "Maybe that’s why Yamatetsu created Crashcart in the first place … As a way of disseminating SPISES … "
"And of evaluating its effectiveness," I said. "They install it in someone who gets trashed, then bring him back for follow-up exams to see how the tech’s working."
"That’s why they’re gunning so hard for DocWagon," Jocasta said. "If they can drive DocWagon out of business, there’s less risk of anyone finding out what they’ve been doing."
For a few moments I’d been carried along by Jocasta’s enthusiasm. But suddenly the rush totally evaporated. The logical structure we’d built just didn’t hang together. Again, I had the inescapable feeling we were missing something crucial. We had most of the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, and we’d put them together to form a picture. But it felt like we’d hosed it by forcing a couple of pieces into spots where they just didn’t fit. I shook my head.
"What?" Jocasta demanded.
"I don’t buy it," I told her simply.
"Why not?"
"You said trust my gut," I reminded her. "It doesn’t feel right."
"Why not?" she insisted.
"I just don’t buy it." I looked at her steadily. "Do you?"
She looked ready to shoot back some angry retort, then suddenly seemed to deflate. She smiled, embarrassed. "Not really," she said quietly. "I feel … I feel overwhelmed. The scope of this, it’s just too big. It seems like the only logical thing to do is jump into a hole and pull the hole in after me. You know what I mean? But you’re probably used to this."
"Save me space in your hole," I said.
She laughed at that. "Maybe." She sobered again. "What are you going to do now?"
"See if I can find the missing pieces. But first try and get a line on my sister."
"Let me know how that goes," she said. "Call me at this number." An LTG number appeared on-screen. Jocasta smiled. "I hope you find her."
"Thanks."
She cut the connection before I could say anything else.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Hospitals in the sprawl are very careful about patient confidentiality and protecting their patients from scam artists or worse. But this caution has to be balanced with some accessibility, some means by which worried relatives and friends can find out if old Uncle Ted is lying critically injured in intensive care or if he simply ran off with that waitress he’d been eyeing.
Improved communication technology has managed to solve that problem, while creating many others. All registered hospitals and the vast majority of private clinics now offer an LTG number giving access to a kind of limited bulletin-board system. Call in on your telecom and transmit the name—the true and complete name—of the person you’re interested in. The bulletin-board system will tell you whether said person is currently registered at the clinic or hospital, but only a yes or no answer, no further information available. Then you’ve got the option of leaving your own name, relationship to the patient, contact information, and any message. From there on it’s up to the hospital staff and/or the patient to decide whether to get in touch with you. It makes it simple for the hospital to screen out the majority of scam artists, while providing a quick and efficient way to track down a missing person.
Of course, as the Seattle Tourist Board is proud to point out, there are fifty-four hospitals and clinics in the sprawl. Checking them all out would take a lot of time.
If I did it manually, that is. Let us give thanks once more to modern technology. It was a job of maybe two minutes to whip up a simple exec program to instruct the telecom to phone all the possibilities, submit the name Theresa Mary Montgomery, and notify me of any hits. I could even download the exec to my telecom back in Auburn and have it run the program, leaving my phone in Purity free for other calls. I figured it would take maybe half an hour for the program to run through the whole list.
While it was doing its electronic thing, I called up Naomi Takahashi. At home, this time, since it was early evening by now.
She picked up almost at once. As usual, I had my video pickup turned off. "Yes?" she said.
"Yeah," I grunted, "I, uh, I gotta call you want an exterminator. Gotta bug problem, huh?"
Naomi smiled. "No bugs here, omae," she laughed. "I’m very careful about that."
I cut in the video. "You can never be too careful," I told her. "How’s it going, girl?"
"Busy. I’m carrying extra load because people are being diverted to track some deviant called Derek Montgomery."
That sobered me somewhat—about as much as a bucket of ice water. "They’re taking it that seriously, are they?"
"And then some," Naomi confirmed. "I don’t know exactly why. You must be mixed up in something pretty heavy."
She hadn’t asked the question, not right out, but I answered it anyway. "I am, Naomi, but I can’t tell you about it."
She nodded. "Do you need any support from my end?" she asked.
"Two things," I told her. "First, promise me you’ll be real careful, okay? No exposure, no risk. If you have to stick out your neck one millimeter, I can do without it. Do you understand?" I might have been laying it on a little thick, but I was still very scared.
Naomi took it in stride. "No strain, chummer, just tell me what it is. I know how to cover myself."
"I want whatever you can get me on a corp called Yamatetsu. Particularly their operations in Seattle, and particularly anything that’s raised flags at the Star."
"Yametetsu, got it. Null perspiration. What’s the second thing?"
I hesitated. The idea had come to me as I was placing the call. And in a way it seemed to make sense. The question was, did I have the balls to go through with it?
"Dirk?" she prompted.
I took a deep breath. "Where can I buy an 2XS chip?" I asked.
 
Maybe I live a sheltered life, but I’d never made a chip deal before. The only idea I had of how it worked came from cheap trideo shows. You know the kind I mean—shady neighborhoods and rat-infested chip-houses, gun-toting dealers who look like the scum of the earth and who’d be as happy to blow you away as look at you.
Probably there are places like that. But when I finally managed to persuade Naomi I was serious, she directed me to a place about as far from my mental image as you could get. No run-down chip-house in some squatter neighborhood. The address was—believe it, chip-truth a Trideo Depot store in a shopping mall. A fragging mall! What is the world etcetera?
As soon as I was off the line with Naomi, I checked the search program. It had completed the list and terminated, with no hits. In other words, Theresa Montgomery hadn’t been officially admitted to any healthcare provider in the Greater Seattle area. Frag it.
Of course, the key was "officially." Every system has back doors. It was conceivable that Theresa had been admitted somewhere unofficially, or under another name. Neither of which I was equipped to explore at the moment. Much as it hurt to do so, I had to put the issue on the back burner. Lacking the least idea of how to proceed further in Theresa’s direction, the best thing seemed to be getting on with something else and hoping for a flash of inspiration.
The Trideo Depot was in the Overlake Mall, down near the Touristville region of Redmond. Not too bad as Redmond facilities go: most windows and doors still intact, few bullet holes in the walls, and a vacancy rate of under 50 percent. The Depot was a typical trideo-rental facility. There were two terminals—"industrially hardened," of course—running directory search software, and a half-dozen screens showing selected scenes from the top-renting chips. For a few moments I was distracted by a wall-sized array alternating between clips from Neil the Ork Barbarian XIV (dialogue sample: "Die, scum-sucker!") and Behind You All the Way (dialogue sample: "Oh, oh yes … "), but shook myself free of the trideo spell and made my way to the counter.
On duty was a guy about my own age, whose job was probably dealing with unreasonable requests that the directory terminals couldn’t handle. He looked clean-cut—almost abnormally so, considering the locale—and smiled politely as I approached. "Anything I can help you with?" he asked.
"Yeah, uh, maybe," I said uncomfortably. I recalled the key phrases Naomi had mentioned. "I, uh, I’m looking for a new chip. Something really hot, you know?"
His polite expression didn’t change. He just handed me a hard-copy list about half a page long. "These are our new titles," he said. "See anything that appeals to you?"
I didn’t even look at the listing. "Not really," I told him. "I guess I’m looking for something … heavier. Something … excessive?"
He took back the listing. "I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean," he said mildly.
I knew what was going on, of course. He didn’t know who I was; I could be a Lone Star undercover cop. So of course he wasn’t going to volunteer information. If I was legitimate, I’d ask for what I wanted. If I was a narc, I couldn’t because that would be entrapment. Of course, I didn’t know him, and he could be a narc. I wasn’t sure, but I assumed trying to buy 2XS was also a crime. I hesitated, then decided I’d take the risk.
I leaned forward so that our faces were just centimeters apart. "Look," I told him, "I want 2XS, and I’m tired of slotting around." I slipped a certified credstick across the counter. "Do you want my business or not?"
Still his expression didn’t change, but the credstick vanished. He moved back to a more normal distance, and said, "We aim to please. Just wait here." He vanished into the back.
I looked around the empty store nervously, regretting I’d ever come up with this fool idea. He was back quickly, with a garishly colored chip box. He handed it to me and said, "I think this will satisfy."
I glanced down at the box. The chip’s title was apparently Space for Rent, and the cover picture made it abundantly and anatomically clear exactly what space was being referred to. The box appeared professionally shrink-wrapped. I looked up again and raised an eyebrow. If I’d paid five hundred nuyen—the going price, according to Naomi—and received nothing more than a hard-core porn chip, I’d definitely be back to speak to the salesclerk. He nodded almost imperceptibly, and I decided not to press the issue now. I thanked him and left.
What the frag was I doing? According to Bent, 2XS was a killer mind-bender that could only be used through a datajack. I had neither death wish nor datajack. So what did I think I was up to?
I suppose it was a perverted version of the old knowyour-enemy rationale. Partially, at least. Whatever was going down, 2XS seemed to be at the heart of it, and maybe knowing exactly what the chip did would give me some insight into events.
I also had to know what it was that my kid sister had been feeding into her brain. Why? Morbid curiosity, a desire to understand, again the possibility of insight. Take your pick. Those reasons made up the acceptable party line, but maybe there was another reason. The need to prove that I could handle something that had slotted up my sister? Could I really be that petty? I forced that unomfortable possibility from my mind.
That was the why, but what about the how? The quesion had a nice one-word answer: Buddy.
 
I didn’t call ahead this time—I just showed up. For one thing, I wanted to do it now, while I had my courage up. Then other thing was that if Buddy decided not to let me in, I’d have an excuse to bag out. I gave my name to the guard at the door, and suffered seriously mixed feelings as he nodded me through.
I rode the elevator to the fortieth floor, walked down the hall and pounded on Buddy’s door. Then I shifted uncomfortably for about a minute, trying to decide whether to knock again, wait longer, or just bug out. I was leaning more and more toward option three when the multiple locks snapped free and the door swung open.
Buddy was apparently going through a particularly quiet phase of her cycle. The rhythm synthesizer was still churning out its frenetic licks, but the volume was way down—somewhere just below the sound-pressure level of an idling Harley. She stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, and looked me up and down, the movements of her head quick and bird-like. Then she flashed a momentary smile and stepped back to let me in. "Hoi, Dirk," she said, for once actually giving me enough time to step inside before slamming the door behind me.
"Hoi, Buddy." I intended to go right into my spiel, but my dry mouth seemed to seize up on me.
She examined me again. "You’re wound," she remarked. "Wound tight."
If my level of stress was such that even Buddy could sense it, I was definitely wound tight. "I need your help, Buddy," I told her.
She shot me another smile. "I figured. Come through." I followed her into the living room, watched in surprise as she pulled a remote from the folds of her ballistic-cloth sarong and cut back the percussion effects by a few decibels. Then she sank down into full lotus, and stared up at me. "What?"
I looked around, saw that the inductance headset still seemed to be connected to her cyberdeck. Part of my brain cursed: another excuse shot to hell. I pulled out the 2XS chip—I’d turfed the garish packaging on the way over—and held it out to her. "It’s like a simsense chip," I said. In my nervousness, I found myself slipping into her own curt speech pattern. "I want to slot it."
She looked at the chip but didn’t take it. "Why?"
I didn’t want to get into that. I’d asked myself the question too many times already. "I want to use the headset. Can you do it?"
"Simsense, sure." She stared into my eyes. "It’s more than simsense, isn’t it? BTL?"
"More than BTL," I told her. "It’s important, Buddy. Can you do it?"
"Course I can do it."
"Will you?"
She thought about it a long time. Two, maybe three seconds. Then she shrugged and pointed to the chair. "Sit down."
I sat. She took the chip, turned it over and over in her fingers. Then she met my gaze again. "More than BTL?"
I nodded, swallowing a fist-sized lump that had inexplicably lodged itself in my throat. "I want to put some conditions on this," I said. "I want you to run this for"—I hesitated—"for one minute. Sixty seconds only. Then I want you to cut it off. And I want you to destroy the chip. Destroy it. Got me?"
She looked down at the chip, then back into my eyes. "You’re scared of this," she said. Damn fragging right I was scared of it. "It’s going to slot you up?"
"I don’t know," I said honestly.
"Thirty seconds," she corrected. She tapped her Excalibur with a scrawny knuckle. "I’ll watch you."
"Don’t ride along, Buddy," I warned her, not even knowing if that was possible.
"You kidding?" she snorted. "Don’t want to frag my brain. I’ll watch your brain waves." And then she busied herself with the connections between the crown-of-thorns headset and her cyberdeck.
I thought about that. I didn’t have the first idea about the average deck’s standard equipment, but if Buddy had an electroencephalogram or some other thing that monitored brainwaves built into her cyberdeck I’d feel a lot more comfortable. I took off my duster, put it—and my holstered Manhunter—well out of reach. Then I tried to find a comfortable position on the hard chair.
Buddy’s adjustments were quick. Much too soon she was settling the inductance headset onto my cranium. "Buddy …" I began.
"I’ll watch you." Her words were brusque, but I hought I heard something like real concern in her voice. Or was I just imagining it? She snugged down the last strap, sank back into lotus, and settled her Excalibur across her knees. I watched as she seated the chip into one of the deck’s sockets. She looked up at me and smiled. "Show time," she said quietly.
I think I started to say something, to tell her I’d changed my mind. But before I could utter the first syllable, her skeletal finger hit a key …
 
I stand on the hill, looking down over the battle plain. My helmet and my armor catch the golden light of the rising sun, and the many encrusted gems throw back spears of brilliance. I wear a king’s ransom, but it is fit and it is meet that I do so. My position as king is mine through right of birth, but reinforced through achievement. No man has yet to best me in single combat, though some two score have tried. I heft my axe, feel its comfortable weight in my hands, I run a callused thumb over the ritual notches in the shaft. I have taken life, I will do so again. Such is my right, my honor, and my responsibility.
I see movement on the plains below. It is the foe. The prey. Soon we will descend this hill, fall upon them like wolves upon sheep. Soon my body will tremble with the battle rage, my ears sing with the song of warfare. Soon my axe will taste blood. Soon will victory come to me once more. Another victory added to all that have gone before. Another verse in the saga that will praise me as the greatest warrior of this or any age.
The disk of the sun clears the horizon. A bowshot distant behind me, I hear the sounds of my army girding themselves for battle. The smoke of the cookfires is pungent-sweet in my nostrils; the beat of sword against shield, the clarion call of the trumpets ring in my ears. My heart swells, ready to burst, with the joy of the impending fight. I wonder momentarily how it would feel to be other than I am, to feel fragile, to feel mortal. Subject to fears and to the vagaries of chance. I cannot conceive of it. And why should I even try? I am as I am, and I would have it no other way. I turn, to rejoin my followers.
A sound from the trees to my right. I spin, my axe comes up. Eight of the foe burst from the thicket, swords gleaming in the morning light, howling their battlecries. They sought to ambush me, to foully slay me here. But my foes know not who they face, to have sent only eight.
I charge to meet them. My axe keens as it swings, seemingly eager to hew, to slay. I bellow my joy to the heavens, and my voice is a terrible cry to rival the massed trumpets. The axe bites home. Hot blood showers over me…
 
I was lying on the floor. Somewhere.
Buddy’s apartment, I thought. I rolled over. A figure stood above me, a dead woman wrapped in a burial shroud. I reached for my axe.
No! No axe. Who was I? What was
I?
"Dirk?" the dead woman asked.
Yes, Dirk. Derek Montgomery, born and raised in Seattle. Mortal, vulnerable. For a moment I wanted to kill her, peel the skin of that oh-so-concerned face from the bones of her skull. How the frag could she have taken from me what I had? What I was? Where was my axe?
My … my what? The vision of the axe, the armor, faded from my mind, became the memory of a dream, or the memory of a memory. It had no intensity, none of the passion that just moments ago had flooded through me.
"Dirk?" Buddy said again. Yes, Buddy. I knew her. I knew me, I knew where I was. And then the sense of loss washed over me like an ocean wave. I could have howled. I could have wept. My eyes flicked to the cyberdeck resting on the floor. Something glittered. The chip was still in its socket. I tried to reach for the deck, but my muscles wouldn’t obey.
Buddy saw what I was trying to do. With a speed that belied her cadaverous appearance, she bent and snatched the chip from its socket. Threw it to the floor. Brought her heel down on it, and it shattered into myriad fragments.
And then I howled, and the darkness washed over and consumed me.
 
I came back to myself, and I knew who "myself" was … is … whatever. I was still lying on the floor. I opened my eyes.
No more than a couple of moments could have passed. Buddy crouched beside me, her cool hand on my cheek. I looked up into her face, saw the fear and the concern. "Dirk?" she said once more. And from the tone of her voice I knew how she intended the question.
"Yes," I told her. "Yes, Dirk." I ran a quick inventory of my feelings, a kind of mental self-test. There was still sadness and black depression in my heart, but overlaying it was a terrible fear. I forced myself to sit up, looked down at the floor. Yes, there were the fragments of the chip. It really was destroyed; she really had crushed it. I found that more reassuring than I’d have believed possible.
"You okay?" she asked.
I thought about it for a moment. "I am now," I replied. I ran a hand through my hair, rubbed my eyes. Tried to wipe away what remained of that memory. "What happened?"
"I watched your cerebral activity," she said. "It went"—she searched for words, obviously deeply disturbed—"it changed. Abnormal. Looked like a psychotic episode. Delusions, more than delusions. I jacked you out." She pointed to the optical lead attached to the crown-of-thorns I still wore on my head. The jack lay on the floor, pulled free from the cyberdeck. She fixed me with her bright eyes. "What did you experience?"
I tried to remember. But the memory was too painful—or, more correctly, the knowledge that that’s all it would remain—so I tried instead to forget. "Another world," I told her.
"What was that chip?" She stirred the crystalline fragments with her toe.
"They call it 2XS."
"More than BTL?"
I nodded. "How long was it running?"
She shrugged. "Ten, twenty seconds."
Subjective time had seemed much longer than that. I’d already inventoried my emotions. Now I tried to feel my body, check out its status.
I was bone-fragging tired, like I’d run a marathon, played a game of Urban Brawl, and then gone best-of-three-falls with Neil the Ork Barbarian. I settled two fingers on the opposite wrist—difficult, the way both my lands were shaking—and timed ten seconds on my watch while counting my pulse. I lost count at about thirty-five beats, and it was still short of ten seconds. I recalled Bent’s comments on how debilitating 2XS was to the body, and decided he’d underestimated by a few orders of magnitude.
Then a terrible thought struck me. "Buddy," I asked, "how efficient is this thing?" I pulled the inductance rig From my head.
She shook her head. "Not," she answered simply. "Twenty or thirty percent. Maybe."
That seemed to make the shivering worse. "So," I said, trying in vain to keep my voice calm, "if you run something straight through a datajack it’s going to seem more intense?"
"Infinitely," she said.
Oh, frag. Theresa … .
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
On the drive home, the crushing sense of depression, of devastating loss, kept hitting me with an impact so fierce it made me gasp. The episodes came without warning and when least expected. Just when I thought I’d forced the 2XS experience from my mind and that I was totally back to normal, it would all come rushing back. The memory of knowing my destiny was absolutely under the control of my own indomitable will, knowing that whatever I wished to do was right and just simply because I wished it. And, worse, the realization that I would never feel that almost-godlike certainty and power again. Never again.
Each time it struck, my hands quivered so hard that I almost lost control of the car—I would have lost control if not for Quincy’s modified piloting circuits. Also fleeting, flitting around the edges of my mind was the question, So what if I lost control? Now that I’d lost forever that mighty warrior in his gem-encrusted armor, what matter if I died? Death would be the only sure way to erase the memory of that loss … .
Like most people, I’ve thought about suicide, but merely as a kind of intellectual exercise. Always in my head, never in my heart, and I’d always dismissed it out of hand as the last resort of an utter coward. But now, during the drive back to Purity, suicide was not a thought, but an option I considered deep in my heart. And that scared me profoundly.
What if Buddy hadn’t destroyed the 2XS chip? I wondered. What if I had it in my hand now, knowing that all I needed to recapture those awesome sensations was to slot the chip into a player and plug the connection into my datajack (presuming I had one)? The answer was as simple as it was chilling. I’d be running that chip again right now. Even knowing that it was fragging up my brain waves, giving me psychotic delusions, killing me by millimeters. Of course I’d be running it, if only to escape the depressive episodes. Bent had been oh so right that once you got a touch of 2XS you’d never want anything else. Frag, you don’t even want real life.
And it was that horror my baby sister had taken into her life—or so I assumed. She’d been a chiphead years ago so she had that tendency toward electronic escapism—and she had the datajack. Even if she’d slotted only a single 2XS chip, as an experiment, perhaps, she’d be well and truly hooked, addicted and habituated, forever. How much worse would be the depressive aftereffects for someone who’d been using the chips for days or weeks? How much greater the attraction of suicide?
That was one possible explanation for Theresa’s disappearance, and one I couldn’t discount, no matter how painful the thought. I reviewed my conversation with the good Dr. Dempsey from the Brotherhood clinic, trying to remember her exact words. She’d said that nobody had been admitted last night. That meant officially. Now, would the head of the clinic be working the admitting desk? Hardly. She’d be in the wards or the operating room or whatever they had there, while the admitting desk was being run by lower-level drones.
I was seeing another scenario. Fitz takes Theresa into the clinic’s lobby, lifts the name-tag souvenir, and hits the road so as not to get officially involved. Theresa, suffering from 2XS overload and postchip depression, wanders out into the streets, maybe geeks herself or gets geeked, or just crashes in an alley. The drone on the admitting desk hasn’t filled out any of the appropriate forms, so Theresa hasn’t been officially admitted. Would the drone report such an occurrence to Dr. Dempsey? Probably not. That was one way of reconciling both Dempsey’s and Pud’s stories. If it had happened that way, as well it might, I’d have to broaden the parameters of my search.
By the time I reached my doss, the frequency of the depressive episodes had decreased, and their impact had abated drastically. Thanks to whatever gods there be. Shagged to the bone, I tossed my duster onto a chair. The bed looked warm and enticing, but I had something to do before I could sleep. (Also, I had to admit, the thought of sleep—and dreams—terrified me at the moment.) I checked my watch—just past twenty-three hundred hours—sat down at the telecom and keyed Naomi’s home number.
As expected, I got her voice-mail system, please-leave-your-message-after-the-fragging-beep. So I left my message. "Naomi," I told her recorded image, "I need something else, and please make this higher priority than"—I hesitated, just in case Naomi was wrong about having a clean line—"the other issue we discussed. My sister’s gone missing, Naomi. I think she did a bad chip-trip. Crashed and burned. Can you check the files to see if she’s turned up? MVA records, crime victims. Hell, you know the drill. She’s SINless, which won’t help. First name’s Theresa Mary. Call me soonest, okay? Thanks much, omae. I owe you, big time."
I killed the phone line, programmed a wake-up alarm for nine the next morning and hit the sack. Though I needed sleep bad, it steadfastly refused to come as I tossed and turned. Part of me was glad; I was still scared of the dreams I might have. I decided I may as well put the time to good use, and mentally reviewed any options I might have missed, any other ways to track Theresa. Magic, maybe?
I’m mundane, and the circles I move in are almost exclusively so. It’s not that I’m a magophobe like some people I’ve met. It’s just the way it’s worked out. The main disadvantage to this is that I tend to think in mundane terms. It’s not that I forget about magic—impossible to do in the Sixth World—but it’s rarely in the forefront of my mind. When a problem crops up, I always approach it from a mundane mindset and come up with mundane ways to solve it, thinking of the magic option only when nothing else has worked—if then.
So, could a mage or shaman track Theresa for me? Theoretically, yes, but from what I know of the magic involved, he or she would need something that had been part of Theresa—a lock of hair, a skin sample, some blood, or maybe something that had been important to her emotionally. Needless to say, I was fresh out of such items. If she’d been hanging with the Night Prowlers, maybe they’d have something that might serve. But that would involve enlisting the cooperation of at least one Prowler. Considering they’d tried to geek me just hours before, that didn’t seem overly likely. How about Pud? Not a chance, I thought. He’d do me no favors on top of the one he already had done by letting me live.
Magic seemed to be a dead end, at least based on my limited knowledge. I switched my focus back to mundane lines of inquiry, and that was when sleep engulfed me like a black wave and I went bye-bye.
 
I woke to the insistent beeping of the telecom. I checked the time display. Nine o’clock.
I shook my head to clear out the cobwebs. The dreams hadn’t been as bad as I’d expected, but they’d certainly been no picnic. Fortunately, they were fading fast in the gray morning light leaking through the partially polarized windows. I got up and nuked up a full pot of soykaf, drank my first cup black and as hot as I could take it to shock me into full wakefulness.
What to do today? I had the urge to call Naomi, to ask her if she’d got a line on Theresa. Or to badger her, I suppose. That was neither reasonable nor fair, of course. Assuming she was on the same shift, she’d have started work at oh-eight-thirty, meaning she’d have risen about an hour earlier. That was probably when she’d received my message about tracking Theresa. No matter how good Naomi was, chances were she hadn’t made much significant progress, particularly since she’d have to conceal her unofficial research. No, I had to give her more time, no matter how hard it was to wait.
What else? Not much. I could try and get a line on Yamatetsu, but Naomi was a lot more skilled and better-equipped than I was. I could pound the pavement in and around Puyallup, looking for some kind of clue to Theresa’s whereabouts. But that was a low-odds proposition at best. The odds were much better that all I’d find would be a militant Night Prowler just itching to geek me in the street.
I debated whether to stop by the Puyallup Universal Brotherhood chapterhouse for a conversation with the clinic admitting-drone, but discarded it. The person on duty at nine in the morning wouldn’t be the same one who’d manned the desk a couple of hours past midnight. Dead end there.
But I needed to do something. No, I amended quickly, I needed to talk to someone. I retrieved the number Jocasta had given me and placed the call.
The call was picked up almost immediately, but the screen stayed blank. "Yes?" It was Jocasta’s voice.
"It’s me," I told the empty screen.
On came the video, and Jocasta appeared. She was wearing a terry cloth robe, and her hair was a little disheveled. I had to grin. This was the first time I’d seen her when not the perfectly groomed corporate. And, to be honest, I thought she looked a lot better this way. More vulnerable and more human. I kicked in my own video.
"Morning," I said.
She looked down at her robe, plucked at the lapel, a little embarrassed. "Yes, it is." Then she looked back into my eyes. "Any word on your sister?" she asked.
I was surprised—and warmed—that this was her first question. "Nothing good," I said, then gave her a brief rundown of my busy day yesterday. The only thing I left out was my run-in with the Prowlers.
When I was finished, she looked at me in shock. "That 2XS sounds like serious drek," she said. She shook her head, and seemed to shudder. "I wouldn’t have had the guts to try it." I shrugged. "I can understand why you’re so worried about your sister, though," she went on. "What else are you doing to track her down?"
I told her about Naomi, but didn’t give her name, of course, implying that my contact at the Star was male. "That sounds good," she said. "What about magic?"
"I don’t know any mages personally," I said. "And I don’t know if one could help anyway. You’ve got to have something connected to the person, don’t you?"
"That’s just for ritual magic, I think," said Jocasta, after a moment’s thought. "Certain spirits can track a person astrally. All it takes is for the mage to have a mental image of the person."
"I didn’t know that," I said quietly. That scared me; it meant I wasn’t anywhere near as safe as I believed. "Is there anything else I should know?"
She shrugged. "I’m not an expert. Just a dabbler at best. You should talk to Harold."
"Hold the phone," I said. "You’re a dabbler? You’re telling me you’re a mage?"
She looked embarrassed again. "No," she said, "I’m on the shamanic side. But I’m not a shaman. I’ve … I’ve got a touch of the Power, no more, and I’m not schooled in it."
"Why didn’t you say something before?"
"It never came up," she shrugged.
"Tell me about it. What can you do? It might be important."
She shrugged again. "I can’t do much," she said slowly. "But sometimes I can feel things. It …" She hesitated, and I could tell she was uncomfortable discussing it.
"Go on," I said reassuringly. "I’m interested. Really."
She was silent, and the flickering of her eyes told me she was conducting an internal debate. Finally she nodded, and began, "You know how most kids have invisible friends? I had one, too. Lolita always had lots of friends, but …" She shook her head, stopping that train of thought. For an instant I could see Jocasta as a young girl, with the same vulnerable expression now in her eyes.
"I was more comfortable by myself, I think," she said. "I was ten when I first realized that …" She hesitated again, and tried another tack. "We grew up in Arbor Heights. I was out walking—it was safer to walk then than it is now—and I was pretending that Sarah was walking with me." She blushed and lowered her gaze. "Sarah was my invisible friend." I nodded, but didn’t say anything.
"I was walking along a main street. Marine View, it was. I can remember it as clearly as yesterday. It was a Sunday morning, I think, the first really warm day of the summer, and there wasn’t much traffic. I was crossing the road at the corner. Crossing with the lights," she added with a quick grin. "There was a man crossing with me. He reminded me a lot of my father. He smiled at me, and said it was a nice day to be out walking. We were halfway across the street when I heard it." Her voice trailed off.
"Go on.," I prompted.
"We were halfway across," she said again, "and I heard a voice right beside me. `Jocasta,’ it said. I could hear it as clearly as, well, as anything. I thought it was the man at first, but it wasn’t a man’s voice. It wasn’t a girl’s voice, either, not really. Then it spoke again: ‘Jocasta.’ I looked up at the man, but he didn’t seem to have heard it. He just walked on.
"And suddenly I knew—I mean, I really knew—it
was Sarah who’d said it." She shrugged. "I know it doesn’t make sense, and it made even less at the time. But I was sure it was Sarah. I was scared, but I knew I had to get off the street. I turned and ran back to the curb. The man looked over his shoulder. He was puzzled, and he was going to say something … "
I thought I knew what was coming next.
"The car came round the corner fast," she said. Her voice was almost a whisper, and I could see the remembered terror in her eyes. "A black Acura Turbo convertible. I can still see it. Low to the ground, it would have looked fast even if it had been standing still. It hit the man, he had no time to react. It hit him full on, so hard it knocked his body twenty meters, and I knew he was dead. The driver started to slow down like he was going to stop. But then he accelerated again and just sped away. I couldn’t move for I don’t know how long, as the crowds gathered and the police arrived. I knew if I’d kept walking, if Sarah hadn’t called my name, I’d be as dead as that man. That scared me more than anything."
I was silent for a few moments after she’d finished. I could easily picture the young Jocasta, probably quite prim and proper with her copper hair just so, standing on the curb, her gray eyes filled with an understanding beyond her years. "Did you ever figure out what happened?" I asked finally.
"I never learned for sure," she answered. "I can only guess. I think somehow, without knowing it, I’d summoned a spirit. Maybe it was my need for a friend that called it, the strength of my desire that Sarah be real. But … I don’t know."
"What happened later?" I asked.
She shrugged. "I grew up," she said simply. "And of course I didn’t let myself think about Sarah anymore. When I remembered that day, I had all kinds of eminently logical explanations for what happened. You know the kind of thing: I’d subliminally heard the approaching car, and Sarah’s `voice’ was just a manifestation of my own instincts. That kind of drek." She grinned. "I’m always amazed at how good we are at lying to ourselves.
"Over the next ten years, I changed," she went on. "I started feeling this … this kinship with the land, that’s the best way I can explain it. Like we were … connected, my soul and the land." She chuckled. "Once I get an idea sometimes I become obsessed with it. I guess I did with this one. Lolita started calling me `pink-skin,’ and Dad … Well, Dad got disgusted over the interest I showed in biology and those other `fuzzy’ subjects at school.
"And that’s what led me into neo-ecology at UPS. I got my bachelor’s degree, and then went on for a Master’s. That’s when I met Harold."
She’d mentioned that name before. "Who’s Harold?"
"Harold Moves-in-Shadows," she said. "Makah, Dog shaman, and one of the best neo-ecologists around. He was my thesis advisor." From the tone of her voice and the look in her eye, I’d have laid odds that he’d been more than that. But of course I didn’t say anything. "He recognized something in me," she continued, "something in my aura. He said I had a touch of the Power and that I had the potential to become a shaman."
"Did you?"
"I tried to follow the path," she said slowly. "More to please Harold, I think, than because I really wanted it for myself. I took his totem, Dog, and I tried to learn what he wanted to teach me." She shrugged. "I never got far. Probably because it’s a road you can walk only if you’re driven by the desire, and I never was. I was always more interested in the intellectual demands of neoecology than I was in … well, in magical mumbo-jumbo. And I suppose I eventually resented Harold for trying to make me into someone I wasn’t."
"You broke up over that," I ventured.
She looked up at me. For a moment her eyes flashed, then the anger was replaced by wry amusement. "Am I so transparent?" she said. "You’re right, of course. We did break up over that. But we continued to work together, and we still do on occasion, and we’re still close friends."
"What did you learn about magic?" I asked.
"What can I do, you mean?" She chuckled softly. "Not a whole hell of a lot. Sometimes I can assense astrally. Not always, and usually when I least want to. And that’s about it. Once I summoned a spirit, though Harold probably helped me more than he let on. But it stayed around only long enough to scare the drek out of me." She thought for a moment. "Do you want me to talk to Harold?"
I considered it. "Not now, but thanks for the offer. Maybe if the mundane way comes up dry. I’d rather not involve anybody I don’t have to."
Jocasta accepted that with a nod. "What are you going to do in the meantime?"
"Wait," I said, shrugging.
"What about—what did you call him?—X?"
"The same thing. My Lone Star contact’s checking into Yamatetsu as well. When I learn more, maybe I’ll know better what we can do."
"I’m a good researcher," she pointed out. "I can do some digging, too."
I thought about that for a moment. "Maybe," I said slowly. "You’ll have to be very, very careful. If Yamatetsu really is involved in this drek, they’ll have watchdog programs on everything even slightly relevant, with ice and maybe deckers guarding the real paydata."
"I won’t touch anything to do with Yamatetsu itself," she said sharply. "I’m not stupid. But it’s a tenet of scientific research that you can learn a lot about an unknown process by studying how it affects processes you do understand."
I held up my hands placatingly. "You’re the expert," I told her. "Just don’t get yourself killed." I hesitated, then added, "That would be a waste."
Her hard expression softened. "That’s not in my immediate plans," she told me. Her lips curved in a smile that was both tired and warm. "I suggest you take your own advice. Good luck with Theresa." And with that she was gone.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
They say still waters run deep. I’d never really bought into that saying, knowing that still waters are more often stagnant, but it was definitely true of Jocasta Yzerman. She was almost the exact opposite of Lolly, and not just in appearance. The face Lolly had always showed to the world was soft and vulnerable, but the real woman had been as cold and sharp as a scalpel. Jocasta, on the other hand, had shown me a cold and brittle edge when we’d first met over her targeting laser. I’d labeled her a tough corp bitch without much trace of humanity. But now I’d been behind the mask—no, now she’d shown me what was behind the mask. I saw that she was more human and caring—vulnerable—than Lolly had ever been. Cuiouser and curiouser, said Alice.
I was lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, willing the clock to run faster. It had been a long morning and an even longer early afternoon. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t call Naomi until 1530. Now it was 1500 hours and had been for the past half hour—or so it felt. I finally gave up—frag promises—and rolled to my feet. I keyed in Naomi’s direct line, and spent the seconds while the connection was being made scripting my approach. No D’Artagnon this time, just in case somebody had realized the significance.
The screen lit up, but not with Naomi’s image. The woman whose image appeared was a decade older, wearing a Lone Star uniform. Naomi’s department were non-uniform employees. What the frag?
The woman’s face could have been carved from stone. When she opened her mouth to speak, it looked like her jaw was on hinges. The movement wasn’t communicated to any other part of her face. Her eyes were like flint. "Lone Star Public Relations," she said.
I broke the connection immediately, rechecked the number I’d entered. Yes, it was Naomi’s number. Maybe the Lone Star phone exchange was having a seizure, I told myself. But I didn’t believe it.
I threw on my duster, fragging near ran down to the street to find a pay phone that worked, no easy job in the Barrens. The one I finally located had a functioning video pickup, so I smashed it with my gun-butt, much to the amusement of two gutterpunks watching the show. Then I reentered Naomi’s number.
And got stone-face again, plus her "Lone Star Public Relations."
"Yeah, uh, hoi," I said, roughening my voice. "I’m, ah, I want Naomi Takahashi."
"I’m sorry," stone-face said in a voice that wasn’t sorry at all. "Ms. Takahashi is unavailable. Who is this speaking?"
"A chummer of hers." I searched for a name from the past that wouldn’t raise any flags. "Gerry Moore," I said, naming a contemporary of ours who’d transferred to D.C. a couple of years back. "I’m in town for a few days and I wanted to see her. Can you connect me?"
"Please turn on your video," stone-face ordered.
"I’m at a pay phone," I told her. "Somebody’s smashed the pick-up."
The woman reached out of frame, no doubt to trigger a trace on my location. I felt a cold knot of fear in my belly.
"Look," I said, struggling to keep the tension out of my voice, "can I talk to Takahashi or not?"
She glanced down, probably reading my LTG number from a hidden display. She’d know I was telling the truth about the pay phone. All public phones in the Seattle region have a nine as their third digit. "I’m sorry," she lied again. "Ms. Takahashi was killed in the line of duty."
The world seemed to go dark around me. I slumped slowly until my forehead rested against the cool plastic of the booth.
"Are you still there?" stone-face said. I saw her reaching to break the connection.
I willed myself back into some semblance of control. "When?"
"I’m not free to divulge that information at this time."
I wanted to strike out, to reach down the phone and strangle the fragging tight-lipped bitch. I wanted the battleaxe I’d wielded yesterday. "What the frag happened?" I yelled. "She works in fragging Records. How
can you get killed in the line of duty in Records? Killed in a fragging disk crash? In a typing accident?"
Stone-face was totally unmoved by my anger. "There have recently been terrorist incidents directed against Lone Star and its employees," she explained coldly. "Ms. Takahashi lost her life in such an incident. The memorial service will be on Tuesday, but since you’re not a member of the immediate family …"
I slammed my fist down on the Disconnect button, hard enough to crack the hardened plastic. She was dead, Naomi of the flashing almond eyes and quick laugh. And I’d killed her, I was sure of it.
I left the booth, and walked the afternoon streets of Purity. I didn’t know where I was going, nor did I really care. My mind was ablaze with a churning mixture of anger, sadness, and guilt. My teeth ground together so hard I could feel the muscles of my jaw almost cramping. Walking alone in the Barrens, I knew I presented a temptation for street drek that would be glad to kill me for my boots or my duster. In a way I wished someone would make a move against me. Not out of a death wish, though I suppose my own death would have been a form of explanation. No. I hoped somebody would jump me so I could take out my anger on another, kill someone, just as somebody—X—had killed Naomi.
It could only be X. Sure, there might have been some terrorist incidents against Lone Star people, and there probably had been deaths. But it was much too coincidental. I send Naomi out to dig up the dirt on Yamatetsu, and coincidentally she gets taken down by random terrorist violence? No. She’d dug too deep, come too close to something important.
Of course she’d dug too deep. I should have known it. Naomi was a good researcher, the best I’d ever known. She’d have dug as deep as discretion allowed, then gone even deeper, warnings or no warnings. She’d have kept on digging until she hit paydata, or until somebody or something—IC, maybe—stopped her. Stopped her dead. It might have been X who pulled the trigger or initiated whatever ended her life, but it was me who killed her. Frag!
Without being consciously aware of where my steps were taking me, I was back on the stairs leading up to my doss. I had to do something, but what?
Maybe Naomi had found something, I thought, as I shut the door behind me, dropped my duster in a heap on the floor. She might have kept a record of her results, or at least the leads she’d been following. No way she’d have kept records like that on her machine at work; she’d have stored them on her home telecom. Maybe she’d even slaved her home system to the one at work—much the way my telecom here was slaved to the one in Auburn. It was worth a try.
I sat down at my own telecom, entered Buddy’s number. After the beep, I started yelling into the microphone. "Buddy! Buddy, frag it. If you’re there, pick up. It’s fragging important."
Nothing, no response at all. If she was decking at the moment, she might not even be aware of the incoming call. What the hell could I do to attract her attention? Nothing came to mind. "Buddy!" I yelled again, feeling an awful sense of futility. Yelling at a blank telecom screen, what could be more pointless?
Then suddenly the screen wasn’t blank anymore. There was an image on it, not a normal video image but something that resembled medium-resolution computer animation and three-dimensional rendering. I saw a beautiful young woman with ebony hair, wearing an elegant laser-green gown. I recognized it immediately: Buddy’s icon from the Matrix. What the frag … ?
It took me a moment, then I realized what was going down. Buddy had been jacked in, but somehow she’d become aware of my call. She’d decided for her own reasons to answer it, but why go to the trouble of jacking out, then moving her meat body to the telecom? Why do anything so gauche when all she had to do was divert a few electrons here and there along the lines that connected her telecom to the greater Matrix? A neat trick.
"What is it?" Buddy’s voice snapped from the speaker. The icon’s mouth didn’t move. I guess Buddy decided not to waste computer cycles on animating the image more than was necessary. "I’m busy."
"Naomi’s dead," I said. The words almost caught in my throat.
"Naomi?"
Then I remembered, Buddy had never met Naomi. "A close friend," I told her. "Somebody who meant a lot to me." Buddy didn’t answer; she just waited for what she must have known would come next. "I need your help."
"What?"
"I need to know how she died. The data will be in the Lone Star system."
"Lone Star again," Buddy almost snarled. "You don’t ask for much, do you?"
"It won’t be that tough," I said almost pleadingly. "I want to know about the cover-up, because there’s certainly going to be one. And what’s the good of covering up if you bury your lies so deep nobody can get to them?"
She thought about that for a split-second. "Maybe," she allowed.
"The stuff I want will be in the Public Relations Department files," I hurried on. "Minimal ice there, if any, right?"
"Maybe," she repeated. Another split-second pause. "Standard rates?"
"Double,"
I told her on impulse. "But I want it fast."
The glowing icon didn’t move, but I could imagine Buddy shrugging. "Your nuyen."
"There’s something else."
She snorted. "Of course there’s something else."
"There’s a telecom connected to this line." I keyed in Naomi’s home number and transmitted it to Buddy. "Can you penetrate the telecom and upload the data files?"
"Naomi’s telecom?" Buddy asked.
"That’s right."
Yet another pause, even longer—almost two seconds, an eternity for Buddy. "She was helping you out." It wasn’t a question.
My eyes burned. Probably from looking at Buddy’s high-intensity image, I told myself. "Yes," I said quietly.
"I’ll do it," she answered at once. "Double rate for Lone Star, no charge for the telecom. I’ll call." The glowing image vanished.
 
I wanted to go hide in the bottom of a bottle and not come out until the world was a better place. I wanted to ride forth on my fragging white horse and run a sword through a few gullets. I wanted to cry on Jocasta’s shoulder like a child. I wanted to find some poor sod who would look at me the wrong way so I could pound his miserable bones to powder. And most intensely and frighteningly of all, I wanted to lose myself in the pseudo-reality of the 2XS chip.
Of course I did none of those things. (Not really, except for a solid hit of whiskey to settle my nerves.) I just sat and waited for Buddy to get back to me. It was difficult, but I even refrained from calling Jocasta just to talk. Like just about everyone else, I’ve got call-waiting on my phone, but I didn’t want to risk an impatient Buddy hanging up rather than waiting for me to change lines.
It was just after eighteen-hundred hours when the telecom beeped. Fast turnaround, but those two hours had felt like years. I pounded the Receive key before the first beep had even finished.
Buddy appeared on the screen. The real-flesh Buddy, not the laserlight-clad icon. "What have you got for me?" I asked immediately.
"The report on your friend’s death," she replied. "Ready to receive?"
I opened a capture file and told her, "Send ahead." The report wasn’t long, much less than a megapulse of data, and took only a second or two to transmit. I wanted to scan it immediately, but could sense Buddy’s impatience. She wanted to have this over with and get back to her own biz, whatever that was. "Thanks," I told her. I slotted my credstick, waited while she made the appropriate—that is, large—deduction. "And her telecom?"
"Nothing."
I frowned. "I don’t know what exactly I should be looking for," I said slowly. "Maybe you should just transmit everything that was there and—"
"There was nothing," she snapped again. "The telecom’s storage was empty. Totally empty. No programs, no data. Just like a new unit waiting to be loaded with the software. Somebody beat me to it."
"Somebody deleted everything?"
"That’s what I said."
"Would you have to do that in person," I asked, "or could you do it over the phone line?"
"Over the line."
"How difficult is that?"
"Not," she said. "Once you’ve penetrated the telecom’s security, just issue a global delete."
"And how tough is that security?"
"Not," she repeated. "Any decker worthy of the name could do it."
I slammed my fist down on the table so hard the telecom jumped. "Frag it," I snarled. "She had found something, then."
"Probably that’s what killed her," Buddy said, echoing the thought in my own mind.
"Yeah, well," I mumbled, not wanting to dwell on either that or my own guilt. "Thanks, Buddy."
"Yeah. Sorry about your friend."
"So am I, Buddy."
I broke the connection, brought up the file that Buddy had transmitted. As I’d expected, she’d copied the whole record, Lone Star file header and all. Buddy was never one to do a job by halves, particularly if she was getting double rate for it. The report was very simple, the incident it described horrible in the extreme. Naomi had come to work early, purportedly to catch up on some departmental backlog. At about nine-thirty she’d ridden the elevator down to the staff cafeteria on the tenth floor, and fifteen minutes later caught the elevator back up to the thirtieth floor. Sounded like a standard Lone Star soycaf break. There were two other workers riding the car with Naomi, and their testimony made up much of the report.
They were just passing floor twenty when something materialized in the elevator car. The two reports varied drastically—predictably—but some features correponded. First, the thing was a bipedal creature, definitely not human or metahuman, and second, it was terrifying. It paid no attention to either of the witnesses, but lashed out with an arm and quite literally tore Nami’s head off. Then it vanished. End of show. Nobody knew what the frag it was or where it came from, or more important for Lone Star—how it made it through the arcane defenses of the headquarters building. The official conclusion was that some terrorist group had decided to slot up the Star by sending in some magical nasty—a city spirit, the report surmised—to cause terror. Naomi Takahashi died simply because she was unlucky enough to be near at hand.
Like fragging drek. If you’re a terrorist with a city spirit and you want to kill somebody, just anybody, why go to the bother of sending the monster into a fragging elevator on the fragging twentieth floor? Much better to send the nasty into the lobby or the word-processor pool or maybe the executive suite. And if you are drek-headed enough to pick an elevator, why not maximize the effect by geeking everyone there, hmm? No. Naomi’s death was an execution. A particularly unusual and messy one, but an execution nonetheless. She’d queried the wrong database or accessed the wrong file, and some hit mage at Yamatetsu had sent forth his pet to silence her.
Take it a step further. This putative "hit mage" was probably X himself. I already knew X was magically active; my face on the security camera in Lolly’s building had proved that. Why hypothesize more than one murderous mage? Occam’s razor (with which I would gleefully and with relish slit X’s throat).
Yamatetsu. That had to be the key. I had to find out more about the company. The whys and the hows as well as the whats. There was something there, something important enough to kill—and keep killing—to protect. I had to find out what it was. And then I had to find a way to bring X down—and the whole of Yamatetsu, if that’s what it took.
And I had to do it myself. No more sending friends to do the dirty work, risking their necks for me.
But how? I wrestled with that question the rest of that evening and late into the night, but didn’t come up with a totally satisfactory answer. I woke the next morning feeling like drek—too little sleep, too much stress—but forced myself out of bed and back to the telecom.
First things first. I knew next to nothing about Yamatetsu Corporation, other than the quick thumbnail sketch Buddy had given me. Time to remedy that. Starting point, the public datanets.
Most of the datanet entries talked about Yamatetsu’s international operations. God, it was a monster. From its headquarters in Kyoto, its influence spread virtually everywhere in the world: Atzlan, Europe, the Soviet (dis)Union, even, reputedly, Tir Tairngire. It owned or controlled several hundred smaller corps in virtually every industry—automotive, food processing, electronics, hospitality, armaments, travel, and so on and so forth—and had at least some financial participation in a thousand more. Its revenue figures were unavailable (no fragging surprise), but judging by what information I could lay my hands on, I figured its annual profit figures exceeded the GNP of quite a few small countries. (I’ll admit it, that doesn’t mean much to me, financial matters not being my strong suit. A more meaningful comparison was that Yamatetsu appeared to be almost twice as large is Mitsuhama. And I’d never even heard of it before a couple of days ago. That was terrifying.)
Yamatetsu had limited investments in Seattle, relatively speaking. It owned the City Center Building at Pike and Fifth, and that’s where it had its local headquarters. From there, its management team, led by Senior Veep Jacques Barnard, controlled the destinies of only a dozen or so local companies and some three thousand employees. Small potatoes, petty cash, a mere bagatelle.
The corp also had a secondary facility in Fort Lewis. In fact, from the datanet description it sounded like Yamatetsu had its own little industrial park hidden away in the trees. Predictably, none of the public databases offered any indication of what kind of work was done at this outlying facility, but I could make a good guess. In general, what are you going to find in the Fort Lewis District? The military, that’s what, chummer. Fort Lewis is home to the Seattle Metroplex Guard, McChord Air-Base, and training facilities and accommodation for al-most twenty corporate security forces (read "private armies"). Add to this the fact that any corp loves to be as close to its potential market as possible. I figured I’d found Yamatetsu’s ISP division, developer and marketer of SPISES booster technology.
I tried to do a little digging into the background of Senior Veep Jacques Barnard. Know your enemy and all that drek. But—no surprise—there was nothing on him in any of the databases to which I had access. No mailing address, no LTG number. Presumably, anybody who wanted to contact Barnard either already knew how to do it or did it care of Yamatetsu’s Seattle HQ.
Okay. So I’d exhausted that source of information. What was the next step?
I sat back and thought it through once more. What exactly was I looking for?
X, part of my mind yammered. X, so I can kill him.
But how did I expect to track him down? the more logical portion of my brain demanded. Assuming X was a part of Yamatetsu—still an assumption, even though a very fragging good one—where was he or she in the hierarchy? Or, to ask the same question another way, where did the sweetheart deal with Sutcliffe originate? Veep level, meaning that the whole Seattle structure would be backing his actions? Or—at the other end of the scale—an ambitious product manager willing to do anything to advance his career? Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I tended to favor the lower end of the scale. If someone at veep level, or even Barnard himself, had ordered it, there wouldn’t have been any frag-ups, and I wouldn’t be around to worry about it.
So the question remained, how to track X? I knew nothing about him or her … But X knew all too much about me.
I wanted to shy away from that line of thought, but if I really intended to track down X, was I willing to put my own neck on the line to do it? (Like I’d been so willing to do with Naomi’s? a perverse voice within me mocked.) The truth of the matter was, I simply couldn’t think of a better way of going about it.
Okay, then, down to tactics. I fired up the telecom again, checked the status of Naomi Takahashi’s apartment. According to the leasing records, on her death the lease devolved upon her parents. If they didn’t do anything to renew it, the lease would expire on December 31. Whether they renewed it or not, the apartment would be empty for about a month. That would make a perfect killing ground. All I had to do was drop a few clues that I was crashing there, then take X when he came to kill me. Simple.
Simple—maybe—if X was a mundane, just another street gun. The problem was I knew X was magically active. And you’ve got to fight fire with fire.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Like most denizens of the shadows, I’ve always considered fixers to be a necessary evil. I don’t like dealing with middlemen, and I strongly resent paying a percentage to someone who plays people like me off against one another while staying out of the shadows himself. My especial disdain was generally reserved for weasels like Anwar, regardless of the fact that he’d brokered most of my best-paying jobs over the last year and a half. Now, however, I was glad for the fact of his existence.
Except for Jocasta Yzerman, who I wasn’t counting, I knew no magicians. But I needed one, and fast. If I was seriously considering luring X into a trap, I mustn’t forget the decidedly unnatural way Naomi had died. If another monstrous horror like that should rear its ugly head again, I’d better be ready to meet such a threat. And that meant I needed a mage.
Anwar must have been in a particularly benevolent mood: he only soaked me three hundred nuyen for the name and contact data, and an extra seventy-five for a preliminary phone call from him to establish my bona fides. What a deal.
The name I got was one Rodney Greybriar, located at Suite 5, 1766 Galer, in the Capitol Hill district. No LTG number; apparently Greybriar preferred doing business in person. I wasn’t too happy about that, but had to admit that Anwar would never have enjoyed such a long and profitable career if he’d been selling out his clients on a regular basis.
Capitol Hill has an anachronistic, almost bohemian, feel to it, a total contrast with the rest of the sprawl. In fact, as I cruised Galer looking for a parking place, I might almost have believed I was somewhere very far from downtown Seattle. The buildings were a schizoid mix of 1980s-vintage structures and contemporary apartment complexes ranging from soulless lower-class housing to middle-class buildings with some semblance of security. Greybriar’s building, 1766 Galer, was one of the former. Designated a heritage building, its lower floor boasted some lovingly restored neon-work that identified it as the Fitness Connection Aerobics Center. The signs were still in place, but the exercise gym had long ago been broken up into four economy-size apartments. Suite 5 was on the second—and top—floor, apparently taking up half the floor space. Pretty good, I thought. There must be nuyen in the magic biz.
A car pulled out of a space across the road from me, so I darted over the center line and took it, earning a one-fingered salute from a middle-aged woman whose eye had been on the same spot. Then I walked the half-block back to Greybriar’s building. Suite 5 had a private entrance, it seemed, a narrow staircase leading up from the street. As I climbed the steep stairway, I loosened my Manhunter in its holster. No sense taking any chances.
The door to Suite 5 had no viewport or buzzer. I scanned the frame around the door, the ceiling above it, even the floor, but saw no sign of any kind of security gear. No cameras, no sensors, no nothing. Maybe mages don’t need drek like that, I thought, suddenly feeling very cold. I reached out to knock on the door.
And a voice in my ear froze me where I stood. "You must be Mr. Dirk," the voice said. A warm contralto, definitely feminine, the kind I’d normally love to have murmuring in my ear.
But not right now. I spun, looking for the source, my hand reaching for my weapon. I spun so fast I almost catapulted myself back down those steep stairs. All to no avail. No one was there.
Which made it even more unsettling when that same inviting voice chuckled beside me. Slot it all, now I knew why I didn’t hang with magicians. "Enough of the games," I snapped.
The voice answered at once, its tone contrite. "I’m sorry, Mr. Montgomery. I didn’t mean to startle you. Please enter. Rodney is expecting you."
The door swung open with no preliminary clicking of locks and latches being released. My heart still felt like it was lodged in my throat, so I forced it back where it belonged and stepped into the entryway. The door shut behind me as soon as I was through it. I spun again.
This time someone was there. A striking, willowy blonde dressed in a floor-length gown—robe?—of jade green that perfectly set off the luster of her waist-length hair. She stood with her hands demurely behind her back, which only served to exaggerate her magnificent figure. She was tall, the top of her head level with my forehead, and she regarded me with large eyes, almost impossibly green. A trace of a smile played around her lips. "I really am sorry," she said, and it was the same luscious contralto from before. (Like hell you are, I wanted to say, but refrained.) Her eyes twinkled with amusement; for the first time I realized they matched her gown. "But you did jump nicely," she added quietly.
"Please go on through." She gestured with a slender hand.
The front door of Suite 5 opened into a small hallway, more like an antechamber. I strode forward, leaving the blonde to lock the door—if that was necessary—and entered the main area of the apartment.
I suppose I’d expected the apartment to be something on a par with Buddy’s, dark and claustrophobic, filled with disorder bordering on devastation, but with magical gizmos replacing the high-tech gizmos. Fetishes or amulets or such drek, I suppose. Jars containing eye of newt and toe of frog. And books, books, books everywhere: dusty grimoires showing cabalistic symbols on their covers and with ornate ritual daggers as bookmarks.
Wrong. Suite 5 was light and airy, decorated in an open plan that maximized the sense of space. Furniture was sparse but attractive—and expensive—in a Scandinavian-retro kind of way. It was also positioned just so, making the place look like a plate out of an inerior decorating rag. Several pieces of art hung on the walls, mostly geometric abstracts. The place was immaculate, nothing out of place and not a piece of newt or frog anatomy anywhere in sight.
The room I was in was L-shaped, and I stood at the top of the long side. The rest of the room went around a corner to the right. And it was from around that corner that I heard a voice—male, this time—"Mr. Dirk, I assume. Please, join me."
Walking toward the voice, I rounded the corner. Though no less artistically arranged than the rest, this "wing" was more like an office. Bookshelves lined two walls, though I saw nary a mildewed grimoire. A top-of-the-line telecom was against the third. In the center of the room was a desk, in the same clean-lined style as the rest of the furniture, atop which was another computer. From this angle I couldn’t see exactly what appeared on the screen, but it looked something like my conception of a pentacle.
Behind the desk sat an elf, and behind him stood the green-clad blonde. I looked around. There was no other door leading into the office area, and no physical way she could have beaten me here from the entry hall. I glared at the blonde, gritted my teeth, and vowed never to deal with mages again.
The elf’s polite smile faded as he saw the expression on my face. He glanced over his shoulder, seemingly unaware that the blonde was there. "Amanda," he scolded, "I’ll ask you to stop tormenting our guest."
Amanda hung her head, looking remorseful as a naughty child. Initially I’d judged her to be about my own age, but now had to admit I could easily be off by a dozen years. "I was only having fun, Rodney," she whispered.
The elf softened. "I know that," he said. "But fun and business rarely mix well. Now run along. We’ll talk later."
Amanda nodded, flashed me a megawatt smile, then vanished into thin air. Now you see her, now you don’t.
Before I could comment, the elf smiled wryly. "I do apologize for Amanda," he said. "Her, um, high spirits sometimes interfere with her good manners." He stood and walked around the desk to join me, extending his hand. "My name is Rodney Greybriar, Mr. Montgomery."
I shook his hand and looked the elf over. He was short and stocky for an elf, standing a couple of centimeters less than me, but with shoulders almost as broad. He had thick, chestnut-brown hair. Unlike most elves, his hair was curly and he wore it shoulder-length at the back and shorter at the sides, highlighting the points of his ears. His face was broader than the average elf’s, too, with a strong jaw. He wore black trousers and boots, a white shirt buttoned to the neck, and a well-tailored black jacket. Silver flashed on both lapels, stickpins bearing unfamiliar—and probably arcane—symbols.
"Our mutual friend Anwar says you’re in need of my services," Greybriar went on. "And, I might add, he gives you a solid referral. Now, how may I be of assistance?"
For the first time, I paid attention to the elf’s voice. Slightly higher-pitched than I’d have expected from one of his build, with a distinct English accent. (Real or assumed? I wondered.) The overall effect was somewhat foppish, almost effeminate.
I didn’t speak for a moment, taking the time to phrase my requirement in the best way. Greybriar seemed to misunderstand my hesitation. "I do hope Amanda didn’t, um, disturb you too deeply," he said with genuine concern.
"She didn’t disturb me," I corrected. "She scared the drek out of me. Who is she anyway?"
The elf turned away, perhaps a little disturbed himself, or maybe embarrassed was a better word. "Amanda is, um, is a companion of mine." He glanced back at me from under his curly mop of hair, and his almond eyes wrinkled with wry humor. "Not one always and entirely of my choice, I might add." I raised an eyebrow at that, but he shook his head. "Not because of sexual orientation on either of our parts," he hurriedly explained. "Things would be very different if Amanda were a hunan or a metahuman."
That was the last thing I’d expected him to say. "What is she, then?" I asked.
Greybriar grinned, then chuckled dryly. Despite myself, I found myself liking the British-sounding elf. "A very good question, that," he admitted, "one that it took me some time to answer. Shall we?" He gestured to the living room section of the L-shaped room, waved me over toward the couch. "Please, have a seat." As I did, he settled himself in an armchair. "Some refreshment?" he offered.
I couldn’t resist. "Tea?" I asked innocently.
The elf grinned again, and I found his grin infectious. "Actually, I prefer beer at this time of day."
I shook my head. "Nothing for me," I said. "You were talking about Amanda."
"Yes, yes I was, wasn’t I?" He settled himself more comfortably in his chair. "Amanda is what is known in some circles as an anima, a free spirit," he said slowly. "I believe her to be a city spirit of some variety, although she never talks about such things."
"So how," I began, then just kind of trailed off. "How … ?" I waved a hand vaguely.
"Quite," Greybriar smiled. "I’m not exactly sure myself about the whys and wherefores of it. Again, Amanda is very … careful … about what she will and what she won’t talk about. She started, um, hanging about, you might say, just over a year ago. At first I suspected she might be a summoning gone wrong, but I found myself at first unable, and then unwilling, to banish her. She’s a
harmless sort, really, although her sense of humor leans somewhat toward the embarrassing on occasion. But she has never done anything that’s brought me harm. I think of her somewhat like an undisciplined child …"
"I heard that!" Amanda’s contralto sang out, though she was nowhere visible.
The elf’s smile broadened. "You see," he said softly, then raised his voice and continued, "… albeit a rather charming one."
"That’s better," the anima replied.
I shook my head. "Does she live here?"
"Not as such," Greybriar responded. "She comes and goes pretty much as she wishes. Although she does always seem to put in an appearance when I have guests, whether business or social. On occasion a touch awkward, that."
I had to chuckle. "Is Amanda her real name?"
"Not her True Name, no. She suggested I call her that, and it seems to suit her, wouldn’t you say?" The elf rubbed his hands together briskly and said, "Well, down to business. What is it, exactly, that I can do for you?"
"I need magical protection," I told him bluntly. "Some kind of"—I hesitated, not knowing the correct terms—"some kind of magical burglar alarm. I’ll be staying in an apartment. I need something to keep things out."
"I see." Greybriar nodded, steepling his fingers and touching them to his lips. "And exactly what is it that you expect to be coming to call?"
"A city spirit, I think."
He raised an eyebrow. "Oh? You’ve got on the wrong side of a shaman, have you?"
"Not that I know of."
"Then why a city spirit?"
I hadn’t intended to raise the topic, but now it seemed sensible to give the elf more information. I quickly summarized the events that led to Naomi’s death, leaving out her name, of course.
Greybriar listened without interruption, his brows drawing closer and closer together as I continued. When I finished, he was silent for a moment. Then he asked slowly, "The official conclusion was a city spirit, is that true?" I nodded, and the elf’s frown deepened. "It might have been a city spirit," he went on, "but from the description I tend to doubt it."
"What was it, then?"
He shrugged. "It could have been many things." He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, still watching me keenly from either side of his steepled fingers. "Actually, though, the nature of the culprit disturbs me less than other matters. Are you familiar with the magical protections that Lone Star uses?"
"No," I answered.
"In specific terms, neither am I," Greybriar admitted. "But I know very well how I’d go about it, and I can’t imagine that an organization like Lone Star would cut corners when it came to astral security." He fixed me with a cool and steady gaze. "That thing, whatever it is, simply should not have been able to do what it did."
"Hold it," I said. "I always thought that if something’s powerful enough, it could break through any kind of protection. Or is that drek?"
"No, it’s not drek. Magic is like anything else: there is no such thing as an unbreakable barrier. Just like the bulletproof windows in a corporate office won’t stop an artillery shell. But, think of this, what would happen if you were to fire an artillery shell through a corp office’s window? Would you then be free to climb in and go about your nefarious business?" I snorted, and Greybriar nodded in agreement. "Precisely," he said. "You’d have set off who knows how many alarms, and alerted everyone not deaf.
"The same would be true with crashing through the magical protection," he went on. "Lone Star probably has magical barriers, wards, and doubtless spirits or elementals patrolling astrally. An attempted penetration, in the middle of the day, would certainly trigger alarms and alert every magically active employee in the building. Did either of these happen? No." He paused. "So much more to this than meets the eye."
Just like everything else. I nodded slowly. "I’ll keep that in mind," I told him.
"Do that." He sat back in his chair. "As to your defense problems, I can help you, but it will be expensive." I nodded in agreement. "Wards as primary defense, I think, with a fire elemental on patrol. And perhaps a watcher spirit to alert you if anything engages the elemental. Does that sound adequate?"
"You’re the mage," I told him.
"All right, then. How long will you need the protection?"
I thought about that. "A week," I said. "To start with."
"Hmmm," the elf murmured, "that will be expensive. My standard rate for a week would be seven thousand nuyen."
"Cut him a deal." Amanda’s thrilling contralto sounded from nowhere.
Greybriar rolled his eyes in apparent disgust, but the half-smile playing about his lips seemed more indulgent than anything else. Interesting. "Considering the fact that Amanda likes you," he continued smoothly, "I think … five thousand?" He waited for an answer from the empty air, but none came. "Five thousand," he confirmed. "Is that acceptable?"
I sighed. It wasn’t acceptable, but it was better than getting my head ripped off. "Deal," I told him. I made the appropriate credit transfer, and gave him the address of Naomi’s apartment.
As I was leaving, Amanda’s disembodied voice whispered in my ear, "See you around, Derek." I hoped not.
 
Another fragging angle, I grouched to myself as I drove southwest into deepest darkest downtown—corruption in Lone Star itself. How else could the thing have got through to geek Naomi?
Then I remembered I’d already found evidence of nasty drek at the Star: the missing-but-not-deleted files in the Avatar directory. Frag this multi-conspiracy biz. It was much too easy to forget something. I was definitely getting much too old for this drek.
I wasn’t looking forward to the next step in my plan, but I saw no better option at the moment. Following my assumption that X was some kind of middle-manager at Yamatetsu and that he (or she) was the one who handled the contact with Sutcliffe in Fort Lewis, I had to figure a way of attracting the murderer’s attention without giving him any reason to suspect a trap. Not easy. Even harder would be finding a way of closing that trap.
What the frag did I think I was doing? part of my mind nattered. Did I really think I could bring down X? Yes, another part answered forcefully. I was mad as hell. Cranked up and ready to rock.
I still didn’t have the solution to how I’d draw X out of his shell. But I understand enough about the way my mind works to know how to provide it with the background it needs. One of the things it needed was a better feel for the Yamatetsu Corporation.
I parked my car in the Seattle Hilton parking lot at Sixth and University, leaving my Manhunter locked in the glove box, then walked the three blocks to the City Center Building at Fifth and Pike. Yamatetsu’s Seattle headquarters was another heritage building, built in the late 1980s, I’d guess, and restored to its turn-of-the-century retro opulence maybe a decade ago. I walked in through the revolving doors—how long since those were in common use?—knowing very well that hidden electronics were scanning my body for offensive weaponry.
Then I was into the marble-tiled lobby. I looked up. The lobby was double-height, more than ten meters from floor to ceiling, with a mezzanine looking down into the entranceway. Suspended from the high ceiling were two huge inverted bowls of what had to be real glass: turquoise and aquamarine swirled together in artful artlessness, like "end-of-day" glass. The bowls glowed with internal light, creating a deeply peaceful ambience throughout the space. I rode the escalator up to the mezzanine, which was carpeted in rich, dark hues rather than floored with polished marble. Antique 1990-vintage furniture formed cozy and inviting "conversation groupings," and here and there glowing glass cases displayed turn-of-the-century and contemporary works of art in ceramic, crystal, and light sculpture. Anywhere else, I’d have been sure without a doubt that the art objects and antiques were copies. Here, though, in this elegant environment, I was convinced they were authentic.
I strolled toward the elevator core. To my right was a small, oh-so-trendy wine bar, already doing brisk trade from well-dressed corporators getting a jump on the cocktail hour. To my left, a row of little boutiques, the kind where you’ve got to show a triple-A credit rating to even get past the front door. Directly in front of me was the inevitable security desk, situated between casual visitors like me and the elevators.
In most corp buildings, such a desk would have been manned by a hard-faced troll crammed into a security guard’s uniform. Here, though, I encountered an elegantly beautiful young woman wearing an outfit I took to be a turn-of-the-century business suit, in a blue that harmonized perfectly with the lights overhead. She matched the antique ambience of the place almost to a T, the only anachronistic feature being the optical fiber running from the desk to her datajack.
As I approached, she greeted me with a warm smile. The expression didn’t seem to reach her eyes, however. In fact, those eyes seemed to glitter in a faintly unnatural manner, and I guessed that my image was being electronically transferred from her modified optics to a database in her security desk.
"Good afternoon," she said politely, "may I help you?"
I shook my head. "Just rubbernecking," I told her, putting on my best tourist’s golly-gee smile. "Does this whole building belong to Yamatetsu?"
"That’s correct, sir. Just a moment, please." She paused, seeming to glance off into infinity. I figured a call or message must be coming in on her datajack. I started to walk away, but she’d come back to herself. "Sorry, sir," she said, "is there anything else I can help you with?"
Suddenly I was uneasy. It was as though the young woman’s silent communication symbolized everything that was going on. I was in the stronghold of my enemy—X—and I felt it, profoundly and disturbingly. But I kept my inane smile in place. "No thanks," I said amiably. "Have a good afternoon." I kept on moving, heading for the down escalator.
"Sir." The voice sounded sharply behind me. Male, and definitely backed by considerable resonant space. Instinctively I glanced back.
One of the elevator doors had opened to reveal three men—troll, ork, and human—in dark green security uniforms. All three were armed, although none had yet drawn his weapon. I picked up my pace and wished for my Manhunter. A group of sararimen were stepping onto the escalator. If I could duck in among them, the odds were reasonable that nobody would start shooting. I might just get out of this. Just.
"Sir," the troll snapped again. I took two running steps toward the elevator … .
And pitched forward, to land in a heap on the carpeted floor. I tried to move, but my muscles refused to respond. It was like I was a passenger in my own body, and somebody had turned off the power.
I was face-down, right cheek against the carpet. My eyes were open, but I couldn’t move them, and all I could see was my right shoulder. I could still feel pain—specifically, my jaw, knee, and ribs, which had taken the impact when I’d crumpled—but that was it.
My field of vision shifted, and I knew the sec-guards had rolled me over. I looked up—totally helpless—into their faces. The human, small and thin in comparison to his burly companions, turned to the troll and said, "Told you I’d get him."
The troll grunted. "Finish it," he ordered.
The human pointed his index finger between my eyes. "Good night," he said quietly.
Down came the curtain, out went the lights, and that was it.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Consciousness returned as suddenly as it had departed, more like a switch being flicked on than the slow ascent into wakefulness typical of natural sleep. At the time, of course, I didn’t give a frag how consciousness returned, as long as it did. I’d had no way of knowing what the security mage—which was what the weaselly human had to be—was going to do with his spell when he had brought his finger to bear. He could as easily have been turning me into a fragging tree as putting me to sleep.
Well, I was no tree. I was awake, and my body seemed to be fully back under my own control. Lot of good it did me at the moment.
I was in the back seat of a luxury car—a Mitsubishi Nightsky, I guessed—pressed between the bulks of two fellow passengers. The chummer to my right was a troll; the guy to my left was human but only marginally smaller than his colleague. Both towered over me, and I felt like a kid in the company of an Urban Brawl team. My minders wore high-fashion business suits, I noticed.
As the car rounded a corner, I "accidentally" swayed back and forth between the two of them. No armor that I could detect, just iron-hard ridges of muscle under the fabric. Natural or augmented? It didn’t really matter. I was convinced that either one could have torn me in two without breaking a sweat. Neither responded in any apparent way to my return to consciousness, although I knew they were well aware of it. These boys, in their thousand-nuyen suits, were pros all the way.
Which made me feel better about my situation. Marginally. If my immediate death was the goal, I’d never have regained consciousness. I’d have been reduced to goo and washed down the drain, or transformed into a fragging potted palm to grace some building’s roof garden. So I didn’t think I needed seriously fear a bullet in the back of the neck in a dark alley, not at once. And as long as I was alive, I had a chance of escaping or otherwise prolonging that condition.
Of course, the prospects for the immediate future still were not too pleasant. Assuming that my current minders were in the employ of X—a logical assumption—then they’d be taking me to someone whose responsibility would be to find out what I knew and who else knew it. Probably in a number of unpleasant ways. Which put escape as the first order of business.
But also totally impossible at the moment. I couldn’t move a muscle without one or both of my monolithic minders knowing it. I was unarmed and totally outmatched in hand-to-hand combat. A polarized barrier separated the rear seat, where I was, from the driver in the front seat, so no chance of orchestrating a crash. Not promising.
"Where are we going?" I asked. Predictably, no answer, not even the slightest acknowledgment that I’d spoken.
I checked the side windows. They were partially darkened, which probably meant they were opaque to anyone trying to look in. From the inside, however, I could see out, but not clearly. We were on a wide boulevard flanked with trees. At first I had no clue to our location, but then I saw the rolling fairways of a perfectly manicured golf course. I checked my watch: only about half an hour since I’d entered City Center Building. That told me where we were—cruising northeast on Madison—and gave me a good idea where we were going—the luxury district of Madison Park.
Set on the shore of Lake Washington, Madison Park was one of the most famous—or most notorious—luxury enclaves within the Seattle sprawl. It was like Beaux Arts Village, but even more so, an area of trees, beaches, rolling hills, and a golf course. A fragging golf course! How many hectares does a golf course take up, all the while people in Redmond and Puyallup are scragging each other for a two-square-meter squat in an alley? I’m not a Rational Communist or a Neoanarchist or any other fringe "ist," but sometimes the disparity between the two ends of the socioeconomic scale hits so hard even I can’t ignore it.
Obviously, if Redmond squatters are willing to geek each other for a piece of alley, they certainly aren’t going to respect a sign that says, "Keep golf carts three meters from green." Equally obviously, since the Madison Park golfers have no need to step around squatters as they stride the fairways, the golf course must have some pretty significant security. In fact, the whole Madison Park district does. When I called it an "enclave," I chose that word on purpose. There wasn’t a spike-topped wall, but the boundaries of the region were protected. By unobtrusive checkpoints on all the roads leading in, said checkpoints manned by well-armed, -armored, and -paid "private security consultants"—in fact, Madison Park’s own private police force and army. Ne’er-do-wells, tour-ists, rubberneckers, and other personae non gratae are turned back before they can penetrate too far into the sacrosanct region, while uninvited guests who find ways of bypassing the checkpoints are apprehended and dealt with in the most expedient manner. What with the private army, plus very intense enforcement provided by Lone Star, Madison Park has the lowest crime rate in the city, but the highest rate of "suspects shot while trying to escape" or "fatalities while resisting arrest."
As for the houses themselves, well, most of them aren’t so much houses as mansions. Usually set in multi-hectare grounds, surrounded by high walls and patrolled by armed guards or guard animals. They say "a man’s home is his castle," and the residents of Madison Park take that precept very much to heart.
The Nightsky continued northwest, then swung right. I tried to see the street name, but the signs in Madison Park are so discreet as to be virtually invisible. (I guess the rationale is that if you don’t know where you’re going, you shouldn’t be going there.) All I knew was that we were heading toward the water.
Then we reached our destination. The big car took a sharp left and cruised through a huge gate in an equally huge wall. As soon as the car was through, the gates began to whir shut behind us. I caught a glimpse of a security guard in a black uniform standing at attention as we passed, Heckler & Koch SMG at picture-perfect port-arms.
The car sighed to a stop in front of the house. My human minder looked down at me, and said quietly, "Let’s keep this civilized, okay? You’re a guest." (Yeah, right.) Then he swung open his door and climbed out, with an economy of motion—grace, even—that belied his huge size. "Please come this way, sir," he suggested.
I slid across the seat, glad to be out from between the two mountains of muscle. Trying to keep it casual, I got out of the car and glanced around.
If I was going to make my bid for freedom, this was not the time. My human minder stood three meters away. He had no weapon in his hand, but he looked poised and ready, easily capable of tearing my head off. Even if I’d found a way of disabling or avoiding him, visible weapons were also in the offing. Two more security guards flanked the front door of the house; their SMGs weren’t pointed at me—quite—but they could be brought to bear instantly. And then, just to clinch the issue, I felt a looming presence at my back. The troll was out of the car, too. I sighed, discarded even the faintest idea of making a break.
Instead, I looked over the premises. I guessed the grounds to be over ten hectares in area, artistically laid out and reminiscent of an ancient British baronial home—or, at least, of the modern conception thereof. To the left of the house was a tennis court, while to the right, the perfect lawns extended right down to the edge of Lake Washington. A dock of ferroconcrete extended out from the shore, at the end of which was moored a motor yacht, twenty-five meters if it was a centimeter. The place was a potential security nightmare, what with its long shoreline, but I was sure the owner had taken the appropriate precautions.
The house itself matched the grounds. Constructed of what appeared to be rough-hewn gray stone, it was the image of a nineteenth-century manor home, right down to the faux turrets and the coat of arms over the blackened-oak front door. I tried to guess the value of the place, but gave up. More than five million nuyen, definitely, but how much more?
My human escort gestured politely toward the front door. I nodded in gracious acceptance of the invitation, and started walking. Both business-suited legbreakers took up positions one step back and one step to left and right. Under other circumstances, I might have enjoyed having two such attentive sidemen. Not now, of course. As I climbed the three steps to the front door, the two SMG-wielding sec-guards snapped to attention. I raised an eyebrow in surprise. Exactly what the frag was going on here? This visiting-dignitary drek bothered me.
The door opened as I approached it, and I stepped into an elegant entryway of dark wood, with rich burgundy carpeting. Another black-uniformed sec-guard stood just inside the door, again standing at perfect attention. Two medieval suits of armor flanked the hallway. No sooner had I passed between them, followed by my huge escorts, than a loud electronic beep sounded behind us. When I spun to look, red lights were glowing behind the visors of both suits of armor. The sec-guard at the door hurriedly hit a button, killing the lights and stilling the electronic tone. For a moment I wondered what was going down, then realized the beep had sounded just as my minders had walked between the suits of armor. Weapon detectors of some kind, no doubt.
"Just a moment, please," the big human said, and stepped in front of me. The troll remained behind. When the human asked me to please follow him, I didn’t have much choice.
He led me further down the hallway, then through a door to the right and down a flight of stairs. To the torure chamber in the basement? I wondered. We turned a corner, and I realized I was right in a way.
I stood in the doorway of a large, brightly lit area, filled with heavy equipment that looked both threatening and familiar. It took me a moment to recognize the gear: a Nautilus III circuit over here, a Swim-Ex in the far corner, a couple of massive Ultra Gym units. I was in an exercise room that would put the vast majority of health clubs to shame.
One of the Ultra Gym machines was operating. In the middle of its pumping hydraulic arms and reciprocating cams, I could see a human figure. "Mr. Montgomery, welcome," the figure called out. A strong male voice, as steady as if the owner were ensconced in an easy chair and not exercising his guts out. "Please, come over. I hope you haven’t taken offense at the, shall we say, irregular manner of my invitation, but I didn’t think you’d accept if I offered it through normal channels."
I walked closer, noting that my two bulky minders remained at the door. Drawing nearer, I could see my "host" a little better. A middle-aged man, but with the physique of a twenty-year-old, probably about my height and build. Short salt-and-pepper hair worn in a conservative, subtly spiked cut that revealed the datajack in his temple. Strong face, with a commanding, aquiline nose and cold eyes. With a shock, I realized I knew him. Not personally, of course, but as a "Mr. Johnson" for whom I’d done some recovery work a year back.
The man must have seen the recognition in my face. He smiled. "Yes, we have met," he said, "but I didn’t give you my name at the time, for, er, obvious reasons. It’s time to remedy that. I’m Jacques Barnard, Mr. Montgomery. Senior Vice President of Yamatetsu Corporation. I’m currently in charge of our Seattle operations."
He smiled. "I hope you don’t think it rude if I don’t shake hands, but I’m in the aerobic phase of my workout."
"I know just what you mean," I said levelly.
Barnard chuckled. "I think I’ll enjoy our conversation," he remarked. Then his smile grew broader as a thought struck him. "I have two Ultra Gyms," he said. "Perhaps you’d care to join me."
I was about to decline, then thought, what the frag? If I was going to die, I may as well die fit. "Why not?" I sat on the saddle, put my feet on the pedals, and cinched the belt around my waist.
"I’d suggest level three," my host said modestly.
I glanced over at the control panel of Barnard’s machine. He was running level eighteen, out of a possible twenty, and his timer was just clicking past ten minutes. I grinned at him and also selected level eighteen. Hell, he was two decades older than me. I grabbed the hand-grips and squeezed the trigger.
I’d never used an Ultra Gym before, and within the first ten seconds I swore I never would again. Imagine doing a fast cycle of chest press, biceps curl, shoulder press, lat pulldown, while simultaneously alternating leg press and thigh curl, with a troll drill instructor forcing your limbs into the right motion, then leaving you to deal with the weights yourself. I thought I was going to die. I released the trigger, and the machine grumbled to a stop. Without meeting Barnard’s amused gaze, I reset the controls to level three, and squeezed the trigger again. Much better.
"It takes some getting used to," Barnard remarked.
"Yeah, right," I paused, then asked the big question, "Just what is it that you want with me?"
Barnard was silent for a moment, as if getting his thoughts in order. "You did good work for me last year," he said at last. "I appreciated your professionalism and your, shall we say, discretion. I thought perhaps I might have need of your services again in the future, so I … well, I decided to follow your subsequent career." He chuckled. "I hope you don’t mind having a fan, Mr. Montgomery." Again, his voice was steady, totally unaffected by his exertion. The man was phenomenally fit.
"Go on," I prompted.
"As I said," Barnard continued smoothly, "I followed your career, continuing to be impressed by your abilities. It pleased me that you managed to stay out of the clutches of Lone Star. That would have been such an ignoble end to your career."
"So you had me watched."
"Certainly," he answered easily. "I was surprised, alarmed and, yes, disappointed when I learned that you were implicated in the murder of Miss Yzerman. Of course, that was when I still believed you might be guilty of the crime." I glanced over at him, met his cool half-smile. "That’s right, Mr. Montgomery," he continued. "I’m now convinced that you’re not guilty."
"I don’t suppose you’d care to tell Lone Star that?" I suggested.
He laughed. "If I thought they’d believe me, I might. Besides, my own opinion is based solely on the fact that you seem to be so interested in finding the real murderer. "
"How do you know that?"
"Professional interest?" he said.
"You could call it that."
He thought about it for a moment. "Do you know what a watcher is?"
I didn’t really, but I did remember Greybriar mentioning the word. "Some kind of spirit," I answered.
He nodded. "I’ve had a watcher, er, watching you for the last couple of days. A relatively simple matter, since we’ve met before and I’ve had the chance to assense your aura. Although," he added with a chuckle, "I did have some difficulty persuading the little fellow to take up the task again after he was chased away by an apparently rather daunting free spirit."
That had to be Amanda. I was silent for a moment as I pondered the implications. "I didn’t realize you were a mage," I said at last.
"Oh, I just dabble. More a hobby than anything, though it is sometimes an advantage in business." Barard paused, and for almost a minute the only sound was he whirring and hissing of the Ultra Gym machines. Finally, he said, "You seem to have developed an interest in Yamatetsu Corporation. Can you tell me why?"
Now we were down to the serious drek. Everything up to this point had been simple preliminaries, verbal foreplay. Now we got down to biz. "Curiosity," I said.
Barnard chuckled again. He chuckled very well; it made him sound almost harmless, like someone’s friendly uncle.
"Slightly more than that, I’d say," he came back. "You’ve been looking into Yamatetsu in general, our Integrated System Products division in particular, our SPISES product, relationships between ISP and the military. You even tried to find out more about me personally. Let’s see, have I overlooked anything?"
I killed the Ultra Gym, extricated myself from its mechanical guts. If I was going to get ground mentally, I didn’t want to be worn down physically as well. "That just about covers it," I told him.
"Not really," he corrected gently. "I recall you also had a rather intense interest in Crashcart and even in something called 2XS. You’ve been busy. And, oh yes," he said, "one Theresa Montgomery as well, but I assume that’s personal and not biz. Your sister, I think?"
"What exactly do you want?" I asked again.
The timer on Barnard’s machine beeped, and he released the trigger, climbed out. One of the urbane leg-breakers at the door tossed him a towel, which he draped around his neck. Out of the machine, he stood a centimeter or two shorter than me, but his confident manner made me feel he was taller. "That is exactly my question to you, Mr. Montgomery." Barnard’s voice was quiet, without a trace of threat. "What is it that you want? And why are you digging into my business? That makes me very uncomfortable."
"Why is that?" I asked. "Have you got something to hide?"
"Of course we have something to hide." His voice was calm, his words merely a statement of fact. "Show me a successful corporation that doesn’t have something to hide. In most cases, as in ours, it won’t be something illegal. Why should it be? We generate sufficient revenue through totally lawful means, with no risk of legal consequences.
"But that doesn’t mean we don’t want to keep our secrets—investment strategies, strategic plans, confidential joint ventures. Trade secrets, products in development, few technologies not yet ready for release. When we discover people—like you—who seem extremely interested in our business, we always wonder why and who hired you to do it. Our competitors, perhaps? Many shadowrunners make a good living from industrial espionage. I have to wonder if you’ve decided to follow that career path as well."
"No industrial espionage," I said carefully.
"A personal matter, then?" I didn’t answer. He stepped closer to me, and I could feel a sense of cool determination about him. Not direct menace or intimidation, but the impression that I’d better not cross him if I wanted to walk out of here alive.
"Listen to me, Mr. Montgomery," he said. His voice was level, almost casual, but his eyes burned into mine. "I bear you no ill will; quite the opposite, in fact. As long as you’re not working on something that will be detrimental to my interests. If you are, I strongly suggest you drop the matter. There are always other clients.
"I want you to level with me, tell me what you’re working on." He gave me a chilly smile. "Call it a fair exchange for my not taking the easy way out."
I knew exactly what he was talking about. If he suspected that I was making a run on Yamatetsu, the simplest solution would have been to geek me. Problem solved. That simple solution was still all too available to him, of course. Quickly I mentally reviewed what I could tell him, what would satisfy him without giving everything away.
"I’m trying to get out from under," I said at last. "Like you said, Lone Star thinks I flatlined Lolita Yzerman." He nodded, politely interested. "I think she died because she overheard something she shouldn’t have." I took a deep breath: here goes. "I think she found out something about 2XS." I paused, watching his eyes for a reaction.
There was none. "Yes, 2XS does seem to be a scourge on the street," he remarked casually. "But why your interest in Yamatetsu?"
This was the difficult connection. "I knew a little bit about ISP and SPISES," I went on. "I suspected a connection between the two."
His lips curled in a cold half-smile. "Yes," he said quietly, "I suppose there is a superficial similarity between the technologies. And so, of course, you concluded that the evil, wicked, nasty corporation was dumping 2XS onto the street to inflate our already excessive profit margin. Is that it?"
I shrugged. "Without the sarcasm, yes."
Barnard shook his head. "We do have an excessive reputation, don’t we?" Then he became serious again. "Listen, I’ll tell you this once. ISP’s mandate is to develop and market SPISES booster technology to the military and to other similar markets in North America and around the world. Do you have any idea how big that potential market is?"
"Not really," I replied.
"Ballpark figures, in the billions of nuyen. And with no risk. The technology works, and by the time the first contract’s signed, everything will be solidly protected with patents and registrations through the Corporate Court in Geneva-Orbital. In comparison, what does a 2XS chip cost? Two hundred nuyen? Three?"
"Five."
He looked mildly surprised. "So? But that’s street price," he went on. "The manufacturer would probably net about a tenth of that. Fifty nuyen per chip. And how many chips would one addict be able to slot before burning out? Fifty? No, call it a hundred, although I’m sure that’s a massive exaggeration." I could see where he was going with his line of logic. "Total net, five thousand nuyen per addict. Not much return, Mr. Montgomery, particularly when you factor in the very real risk of legal, er, complications. " He looked pensive. "It makes me wonder why the manufacturer even bothers.
"No," he said, "I assure you ISP is involved in SPISES, and SPISES only. That’s more than enough to keep the division totally occupied for the next decade." He
sighed. "Of course, you’re not going to believe me on that. Maybe you’ll believe Dr. Skyhill."
"Huh?" I said, or something equally cogent.
Barnard grinned. "Dr. Adrian Skyhill, managing director of Integrated System Products Division, and a top-notch scientific administrator. I’d like you to meet him tomorrow. See what it is ISP’s really working on. I’ll have his secretary call you with the time." He paused, his smile broadening. "I suggest you bring someone along who understands bioengineering and can ask intelligent questions."
I looked at Barnard steadily. "Why are you doing this?"
He shrugged as he turned away and wiped sweat from his brow. "As I said, I bear you no ill-will, and I recognize and respect your tenacity. You’re on the wrong track, but if I don’t convince you of that, you’ll keep digging into my business. That would be unacceptable, forcing me to take some other kind of action that would be distressing to both of us." He looked back at me, and I saw something else in his eyes. "I like you, Mr. Montgomery, and it’s possible that you can help me out again in the future." Barnard glanced at the two suited pros and nodded. I was being dismissed.
But I wasn’t quite ready to be dismissed. "One last question, Mr. Barnard."
He glanced at me, obviously annoyed. When he dismissed someone, he expected the person to go. "All right, Mr. Montgomery, one last question."
"What’s the connection with Crashcart?"
"Officially it’s owned by ISP," Barnard answered brusquely. "As such, it’s basically autonomous. I know little about it and care less. Is there anything else? No? Then perhaps we’ll talk again sometime in the future." He turned away, very pointedly, and headed for a door that presumably led to the changing room. I turned, too, walking slowly toward my minders.
Before Barnard could leave, a phone mounted on the wall beeped stridently. Glancing back over my shoulder, I saw the veep curse and hurry over to pick up the phone. "Barnard," I heard him say, then after a moment, sharply, "What? Damn it, we’ll handle security ourselves. Send the Evanston team to ABT now, and …"
"Mr. Montgomery, it’s time to leave." The troll stood beside me, and his voice—even his breathing—drowned out whatever it was Barnard was saying. Trouble in Chicago, apparently, and also apparently none of my business.
"You’re right," I told the troll, "time to leave." I followed my bodyguards out, feeling very much like an unarmed knight who, for some reason, had been permitted to walk unscathed from the dragon’s lair. I also continued to have the strong sense that more was going on than I understood.
But there was no fragging way I was going to ask Barnard about it.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Yamatetsu’s ISP Division is located on Creso Road close to the shores of Spanaway Lake in Fort Lewis. Beautiful area: hundreds of hectares of lush evergreen forest, largely untouched by the horrors of what we laughingly call "civilization." Driving into Fort Lewis is like driving back in time, back to the turn of the century and beyond, back to when Seattle was a "city" and not the megalopolis, not the sprawl, it is today.
Creso Road winds down into those woods, leading to a manicured little industrial park. Unlike similar parks elsewhere, or the god-awful Free Enterprise Zones I saw on a visit to Quebec, this place seemed almost in harmony with the terrain around it, not just a blight inflicted on the land by people who didn’t give a frag. I knew there had to be serious security, but no fences or guard-towers were visible from the road, and the buildings themselves were low-profile, blending into the contours of the land. The only downside was the frequent assault of man-made thunder, the titanic ripping noise of tortured air as UCASAF trainee pilots brought their ESA Stilettos in low over the threshold to play touch-and-go at McChord Air Base.
Jocasta settled herself more comfortably into the passenger seat of her Hyuandai-AMC Harmony. "I feel like I’m on vacation," she remarked gazing around at the scene.
I didn’t, but nodded anyway. I appreciated that she trusted me to drive her car, but I missed Quincy’s mods. Next to my pseudo-Jackrabbit, any other car seems brain-dead.
After my interview with Barnard, the two suit-clad minders had driven me back to the Hilton to pick up my car. When they dropped me off, the troll handed me a business card that showed only the name Barnard and an LTG number. "Mr. Barnard instructed me to give you this, in case of … contingencies. He trusts you’ll have no cause to use it, however." I decided I’d carry it close to my heart like a talisman.
By the time I got home, I found a message on my machine from one Beryl Hollyburn, Dr. Skyhill’s executive assistant, confirming that I and my guest had an appointment at ISP the next day—that is, today—at eleven. I immediately called Jocasta. Barnard was right that I’d need someone along who could ask intelligent questions and understand the answers. Jocasta’s field wasn’t specifically biotech or bioengineering, but she was closer to the mark than I was. Besides, I didn’t want to drag someone else in to this.
Hold the phone: What if, as I suspected, our murderous X was part of ISP? Wasn’t I leading us both into the killing ground?
Not really, I reasoned (desperately wanting to believe my own argument). Although my confidence had been temporarily shaken yesterday, it still seemed logical that X was at the middle-management level, and that his/her senior management didn’t know what was going down. Geeking me and Jocasta at the facility, or in transit to or from the place, would attract too much unwanted attenion from within the corp, let alone from outside it.
And to maximize the potential for attention, I’d set up "dead man’s switch" with the information that I aleady had. I’d written a simple program on my telecom that would, unless I manually keyed in an override, dump everything I knew to three destinations: Jacques Barnard, Mark Kurtz at Lone Star, and the city editor at the Seattle Intelligencer datafax. As added protection, I sent Bar-nard a text-only message explaining what I’d done, and suggesting that he disseminate that information to whoever he thought would benefit from hearing it. Sure, there were ways of defeating that class of precaution, but it was much better than nothing.
The minimal confidence I felt began to slip as we pulled up to the gate. Three fully-armored security guards watched us from various angles, while a fourth removed his helmet and approached the car. Silvered corneas reflected the light as that one looked us over. Then his fingers flew over the keypad of a palm-sized computer that hung on his belt and plugged into his datajack. I could imagine the tiny unit transmitting an image of me downloaded from those cybereyes, and a central machine somewhere comparing that image with an "authorized visitors" file. Everything must have matched up, because it was only seconds before the mirror-eyed sec-guard said, "Welcome to Yamatetsu, Mr. Montgomery. Follow the road to the administration building. Please don’t make any improper turns." He didn’t complete the thought—"or we’ll blow you to hell"—but it hung almost tangibly in the air. "Enjoy your visit," he said—somewhat inappropriately, I thought—and stepped away from the car. The gate silently rolled back, and I drove through.
"Friendly sort," I remarked. Jocasta didn’t respond, just kept looking out the window.
The road leading to the administration building was well-marked, leaving no reasonable excuse for straying off course. There were a couple of alternate turnings, leading to outlying buildings, but all such intersections were marked with big glowing No Entry signs in English, Kanji, and interlingual icons. The admin building was almost half a klick from the front gate, which meant the ISP industrial park was bigger than I’d thought.
We pulled up into the lot before the low, windowless building, and I parked in one of the spaces marked Visitors. As I killed the engine, Jocasta finally pulled her gaze away from the view out the window and looked over at me. "I don’t like it here," she said quietly. "It feels"—she searched for a word—" … cold."
I gave her a reassuring smile, though I didn’t feel overly reassured myself. "Chill," I said lightly. "It’s a corp research facility. Not the most inviting place to spend time." She nodded, but her expression of discomfort didn’t change.
I thought about it as we got out and approached the building’s front door. I’d heard that magicians can sometimes sense the nature of a location, the emotional equivalent of radioactive background count. Places where there’s been suffering or horror would have an especially high count and be greatly disturbing to a mage. This place? While developing their SPISES technology, ISP must have "expended" hundreds of experimental animals, doubtless in unpleasant ways. And later they’d implanted that dehumanizing technology into human subjects. No wonder the place had a nasty, cold feel to it.
The front door soughed open as we approached, revealing to us a reception area that was stylish and almost attractive in a corporate-soulless kind of way. Contemporary furniture, plaques denoting civic awards on the walls, the Yamatetsu logo—a stylized Y—on just about everything. Facing us was the obligatory curved reception desk, with curvaceous receptionist seated behind it. She looked up as we entered, and bathed us in that generic broad, welcoming smile I was coming to know so well. "Welcome to Yamatetsu," she said, but unlike the gate guard, she sounded almost like she meant it. "Mr. Montgomery, and … ?" She smiled at Jocasta, waiting.
"And associate," I told her.
Her smile didn’t fade one iota. "Of course. Please wait one moment." She touched a key on her desk, and I saw her lips move even though I couldn’t hear a sound. Implanted phone, I assumed. I wondered idly how they’d equip next year’s model.
Before I was even aware the receptionist had finished, the door beside the reception desk opened and a young elven woman emerged. About my age, short with straight dark hair, she looked like the consummate professional. I recognized her from the telecom message as Beryl Hollyburn, Skyhill’s executive assistant. She smiled frostily, didn’t offer to shake hands. "Dr. Skyhill will see you now," she said coolly. She turned and went back through the door, assuming without a backward glance that we’d follow.
We followed. Down a typical corp office hallway, brightly lit but sterile. I watched Beryl’s rear aspect, but found her walk as lacking in attraction as her manner. Jocasta noticed my scrutiny, and snorted with wry amusement. The elf stopped at a door, tapped on it discreetly. I noticed the plate on the door: no name, just the words "Managing Director." There was a muffled response from inside the room. Beryl swung open the door, stepped out of the way to let us enter.
Enter we did, into a spacious, executive-style office. To the left of the door was a comfortable conversation group consisting of a leather couch and two matching chairs around a marble-topped coffee table. To the right was a large desk and credenza set. The conversation group and the rest of the office were scrupulously tidy, but the desk and credenza were comfortably messy, apparently the preserve of a "hands-on" type of manager. The layout was like a corner office, and though two huge windows appeared to be set into two of the walls, the view from those "windows" definitely wasn’t Fort Lewis. An azure-blue sea lapped against a tropical beach while palm trees swayed in a gentle breeze. The illusion was so near-perfect that I almost expected to smell salt mixed with the scent of tropical flowers. Jocasta and I both stood and stared like tourists.
The man seated behind the desk chuckled. "My indulgence," he remarked. "I find it relaxes me." He stood up and came around toward us, extending a large hand. "I’m Adrian Skyhill."
I looked him over as we shook hands. He was human, just slightly taller than me, which put him just under two meters, but his bulk made him seem even taller. He was barrel-chested, with a healthy gut. On a smaller man it might have looked obese, but on Skyhill it looked merely ample. He had a round face, with sandy hair and beard, both kept short. There were laugh-lines around his eyes, and his wide mouth seemed to fall naturally into a smile. I disliked him on sight.
I did my best to conceal that reaction. "Derek Montgomery," I said, matching the pressure of his grip.
"Delighted," he said, releasing my hand and turning to Jocasta. "Ma’am?"
"Call me Jane," Jocasta said coolly. Skyhill took her hand gently, and for a moment I thought he was going to kiss it.
"Then I’m Adrian," Skyhill said. He waved vaguely toward the sofa and chairs. "Please, sit." Jocasta and I settled on the couch, while Skyhill took a chair. "Barnard suggested I meet with you, and Kyoto had no objection," he went on, "so here we are. I can give you an hour"—he favored Jocasta with a smile—"no more, I’m afraid." He crossed his legs and sat back. "What can I do for you?"
Jocasta was about to ask the first of the questions we’d discussed, the one about the exact nature of ISP’s research. But something that Skyhill said had caught my attention, and I jumped in instead. "What you just said makes me wonder about the connection—management wise—between ISP and Yamatetsu Seattle. Do you report to Jacques Barnard?"
Skyhill paused. "It’s a little complicated," he said.
"Try me." I told him.
For an instant I could see displeasure on the big man’s face, but then his insincere smile returned to cover it. "Yamatetsu favors a matrix-management scheme," he aid, "but that’s `matrix’ in the old sense, having nothing to do with computer networks.
"According to our management paradigm, I report both to Barnard here in Seattle and to Senior Executive Vice President Eiji at our central headquarters in Kyoto. This ensures that the ISP Division has some autonomy, but prevents our international mandate from being compromised in the name of local concerns." He smiled. "I’m sure it doesn’t make much sense."
On the contrary, I understood precisely what he was saying. I also knew that Jacques Barnard must hate the setup with a passion. ISP Division, theoretically, was under the umbrella of Yamatetsu Seattle, which meant that Barnard had profit-and-loss responsibility for Skyhill’s organization. But Skyhill had somehow found himself a Patron—this Eiji—higher up the hierarchy in Kyoto. Eiji had apparently dictated that Skyhill report equally to both Barnard and himself. From Skyhill’s earlier comments, it seemed that Eiji had to concur before Skyhill would follow Barnard’s direction. It was the classic prescription for management infighting and an ulcer for Jacques Barnard. P and L responsibility but without the unquesioned authority to back it up. No doubt Skyhill was maneuvering for a shot at Barnard’s job, and unless Barnard did something to take him down before he made his move, he’d probably get it. Interesting.
But I hid my speculations behind an expression of vague confusion. "I’ve never really understood corporate politics," I told him. Then I nodded to Jocasta to go ahead.
"Dr. Skyhill," she began politely, "we understand that the ISP division is concentrating on some kind of electrochemical glandular stimulation. You might call it `booster technology.’ Is that so?"
He nodded. "That’s our main thrust at the moment. We call it our Sympathetic-Parasympathetic Integrated Suprarenal Excitation System, or SPISES, for short."
"You did all the preliminary R and D here?" she asked.
"Not really. In fact, we purchased the original technology from a company in the Midwest, whose name I can’t mention. Confidentiality agreements and that kind of thing. The tech was in a pretty primitive state when we acquired it, but we invested several tens of millions of nuyen into research and development—all done here in this facility. SPISES is now the premier reaction accelerator and energizer in the world."
"You must have done extensive testing with animals," she remarked.
"Of course," he agreed. "Again, all on-site." He stood and crossed to his desk, picked up a palm-sized remote control unit. His thick fingers touched some keys, and the beach view in one of the office "windows" vanished, to be replaced by a simple line map of the ISP facility. A blinking cursor appeared on the map, moving under Skyhill’s control to highlight features as he mentioned them.
"We’re here, in the central Administration Building," Skyhill began. "Visitor parking in front here, and down south is the gate you came in. This building contains nothing but offices, meeting rooms, that kind of thing. In the basement is the computer system that serves the entire facility." We nodded obediently. "The other five buildings ring Admin at a distance of fifty to a hundred meters." He smiled beneficently at us. "We wanted to give the workers a sense of space around them, so they wouldn’t feel hemmed in, claustrophobic, like people sometimes do in other, less well-designed facilities."
"You’ve been here from the beginning, Dr. Skyhill?" I interrupted.
"I came aboard six years ago before the corporation had even
bought this land. It was Jay Hawkins, Barnard’s predecessor, who hired me."
Skyhill’s voice contained no hint of animosity, but I filed that fact away for future reference. Concealed bitterness over Barnard’s receiving the senior veep position that Skyhill had wanted? Perhaps.
Skyhill
was continuing with his electronic tour. "The southernnost building here, Building A, is the animal lab. Next, there, used to be the computer library, before we updated the system and moved it into Admin. Now building B is our primate lab. Building C up here is biophysics and bioengineering—labs, machine shops, and fabrication facilities. And here’s Building D, the experimental clinic and evaluation labs."
Jocasta pointed to the final outlying building, which vas roughly northeast of the main gate. The other buildngs all had identifying labels; this one was marked only by the letter E and a trefoil symbol, similar but not idenical to the international symbol for radioactivity. "What’s this building, Doctor?" she asked. "It’s marked biohazard."
Skyhill chuckled. "Proud as we are of SPISES, Jane, we’re very aware it’s just a step along the way. What do you know about viral surgery?"
"Not much," she said. "Why don’t you refresh my memory?"
"Certainly, certainly." The big man settled himself on he corner of his desk. "Viral surgery was an idea that first emerged in the 1980s and 1990s"—he grinned hugely—"mostly in science fiction. The technology to make it a reality wouldn’t appear for decades. In fact, it’s only just maturing now. The central idea is to use viral vectors to insert tailored strands of DNA into certain cells, and to force those cells to incorporate the new genetic material into their own genome."
"Sounds like genetic engineering," I remarked. "What’s new about that?"
Skyhill shot me a quick irritated glance, but covered it with a smile almost before I could notice it. "Theoretically, it is," he went on. "But in standard genetic engineering, we work either with unicellular subjects like E.
coli bacteria modified to secrete human insulin—with just-fertilized zygotes before the first division. Now what about true viral surgery?" He was hitting his stride. I could imagine him strutting around in front of a university biology class, boring his students to death.
"Say you’re a diabetic, which means you can’t produce enough insulin, an enzyme normally produced by the pancreas. In such a case, your pancreas cells lack the genes to produce the enzyme. If we’re limited to genetic engineering, we can create a bacterium that secretes insulin, then inject the insulin into your body daily, and we can make sure that any children you have don’t inherit the trait. Not the best answer.
"Using viral surgery techniques, on the other hand, we can take the gene that creates insulin, plug it into a special virus that infects only pancreas cells, and then infect you with that virus. The gene you’re missing gets spliced into the genome of the cells that need it, and suddenly you’re producing your own supply of insulin. Interesting?"
I had to agree. "Interesting."
"Then take it one step beyond that. Let’s say you want, oh I don’t know, let’s say thermographic vision, but you don’t want surgery. Theoretically, we could virally implant a gene complex that alters the cells in your retina to give you thermographic vision. Or how about faster reactions? Perhaps some virally mediated genetic adjustment to the cells of your adrenals. It’s one step beyond SPISES, because there’s absolutely no implanted hardware."
It still sounded like science fiction to me, but Jocasta was nodding as though it made perfect sense. "I assume you’ve got a containment lab, then," she said. "P3 protocol?"
"P5, " he corrected, grinning. "At least, that’s what we call it. It’s enhanced-P3 protocol, with added magical precautions. The magic was my idea."
"Interesting," Jocasta said. "But let’s get back to SPISES. Is it ready for market?"
"We’ve already got agreement in principle for our first sale," Skyhill gloated. "It’s still too expensive for many potential clients, but we’re working to get the price down."
"I know a little about some of the precursors to SPISES," Jocasta said smoothly. (She didn’t know any more than what I’d been able to remember of Bent’s coments, but I was coming to realize she was one hell of a good bulldrekker.) "I understood that they were very, ah, detrimental to the subjects."
I expected Skyhill to brush it off, but he nodded slowly. "That has been a problem," he admitted, "and we haven’t quite beaten it. Some people are totally unaffected by SPISES—negatively, I mean—while others cannot tolerate it at all. We’ve had to screen our volunteer subjects very carefully, and make sure we show our clients how to handle the screening as well. Of course, we’re trying to fine-tune the technology so anyone can use it."
"What are the contraindications?" Jocasta asked.
"Lack of anaerobic fitness is a big one," Skyhill answered, "and lack of—well, for lack of a better term, mental toughness. Beta resiliency’s got to be about four-zero on the Blaydon-Woczici Personality Matrix, if you’re familiar with that test."
Again, they could have been talking Elvish for all I understood, but Jocasta seemed to be following it. "Interesting," she repeated. "Any chance we could get a tour?"’
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
As a matter of fact, there was, with Skyhill as our guide. Throughout, Jocasta continued talking with the good doctor about subjects totally meaningless to me. So I tuned them out, and concentrated on visual impressions.
Some were disturbing. The bioengineering/biophysics lab, our first stop, meant little to me. I’d seen micro-electronics labs before, with their white-robed technicians working micromanipulators while they stare through binocular microscopes, and this one wasn’t much different. It was what I saw in the other buildings that was upsetting. In the animal lab, we saw serried rows of cages containing beagles and other experimental subjects and a video of a white mouse, tiny skull trailing optical fibers, attacking and chewing up a huge, fragging house cat. In the primate lab, the soft-eyed capuchin monkeys watched us sadly as we passed.
And finally came the clinic and evaluation lab. The clinic’s beds were empty, but Skyhill led us to a glass-fronted control room in the basement that looked out onto a smaller version of the UCAS army’s Urban Combat Simulator. We watched while a young woman, wearing only singlet, shorts, and an electronic gizmo strapped to the back of her neck and wired to her datajack, outmaneuvered, outfought, and comprehensively kicked the drek out of four security drones. "Apart from the datajack and SPISES box, she’s totally off-the-rack," Skyhill said—needlessly. The woman was wearing so little that the scars from even the cleanest-implanted cyberware would have shown up clearly.
As we left the building, I was glad to return to fresh air. The noontime sun was trying valiantly to break through the clouds, and the verdant woods of Fort Lewis were a soothing balm to my soul. Just what I needed after touring ISP’s chamber of horrors.
Skyhill started back toward the admin building. "What about the viral lab?" Jocasta asked.
Skyhill gave that chuckle that had begun to grate on my nerves. "Sorry," he said, "Yamatetsu policy. No visitors in biohazard areas."
"Fair enough," Jocasta said easily. Then, after a moment, she asked, "What’s your doctorate in, Adrian? Medicine?"
"I considered it," Skyhill said, apparently pleased to be talking about himself again, "and maybe one day I’ll go back for my M.D. No, bioelectronics was my field, although administering a project like this has forced me to branch out considerably."
"How about magical training?" she pressed. "I assume you need to be on top of the magical aspects of research as well."
"Very true. I took a couple of postgrad courses in magical theory and mago-ethics, of course. But it’s all academic. I’m a mundane through and through, more’s the pity."
When we got back to the admin building, Skyhill shook us off as fast as basic politeness would allow. We’d burned our hour,
and more, and he’d discharged whatever duty he owed us. With a last insincere request that we call if we had any more questions, he was gone.
 
Which was just fine with me. I was happy—no, ecstatic—to see the ISP gate shrinking in the rearview mirror as I swung the Harmony onto Perimeter Road and headed for the I-5.
Jocasta was quiet, thoughtful, as I drove. Finally, I asked, "What do you think?"
"I think I don’t like Dr. Adrian Skyhill," she said, and I smiled hearty agreement. "And it’s more than just that phony smile."
I could see her struggling to put her impressions into words. "He … He just felt wrong." She shook her head in frustration. "I know that’s vague, but there was something about his aura. It was …" Again she groped for the right word. "It was smooth, untroubled. Unnaturally so for so troubled a man."
"You thought he was troubled?"
"Didn’t you?" she shot back.
I remembered what he’d said about the political situation with Barnard. I might have described him as driven rather than troubled, but her word wasn’t inappropriate.
I nodded slowly. "Can you"—my turn to grope for words—"can you do stress management on an aura?"
She laughed at that, not unkindly. "In a way you can," she said. "It’s called aura masking. But it’s a kind of metamagic, something that only the most powerful mages or shamans can use. And Skyhill’s a mundane."
Or so he says, I thought but didn’t say. "What was all that about P—whatever containment?" I asked. "Did his story hang together?"
"It hung," she confirmed. "Viral surgery’s powerful stuff … if it works. But if you hose up somehow, it can be deadly."
"Like how?"
"Like … Like you’re trying to cure diabetes, the way Skyhill said, but you accidentally come up with a virus that destroys the gene that codes for insulin. And then that virus gets out. Anyone infected by the virus loses the ability to make insulin, and instantly becomes a diabetic."
"That can happen?"
"You mean the fragged-up virus?" She nodded. "It’s not particularly likely, not with modern techniques. But it can still happen, particularly in the early stages of research. That’s what containment labs are for: to make sure nothing dangerous gets out into the world. Labs like that are labeled according to the protocol they use: P1 is about like a hospital operating room, P2 is more secure, and P3 is the most secure. There was a P4 protocol for a while, but new technology made it irrelevant."
"What about Skyhill’s P5?" I asked.
She thought for a moment, then chuckled. "I don’t want to give him credit for a good idea," she said, "but adding magic to the P3 protocol is a good idea."
"Now for the big question. Were they working on anything besides SPISES?"
Jocasta was silent in thought long enough for the Harmony to eat up five klicks of highway. Then she said, "I don’t think so, Dirk. We saw pretty much all there was. They weren’t manufacturing 2XS chips."
I sighed. I’d come to the same conclusion. Another fragging dead end.
 
I pulled up outside my Purity doss, climbed out of the car. I checked my watch. Almost fourteen hundred hours, which was when I’d programmed my telecom to dump everything I didn’t know to various and assorted destinations unless I told it, "No, no, I’m alive, see?"
Jocasta joined me on the sidewalk, ready to climb into the driver’s seat and head off. She smiled at me as she passed.
"Do you want to come up for a drink?" I said on impulse, immediately embarrassed at how cliched it sounded.
"Why not?" she said lightly.
Then I regretted the invitation all the way up the stairs, but was too abashed to cancel it. I opened the door, and stepped aside for her to enter.
She glanced around, but made no comment, for which I was deeply grateful. She pulled the one chair out from the telecom and sat herself down. Totally at home, or so it seemed.
"It’s the maid’s year off," I said in a feeble attempt at a joke. "I’ll be with you in a moment." I tossed my duster on the bed, then crossed to the telecom, where I quickly pounded the abort code into the keyboard. The machine beeped its acceptance, canceled the scheduled transmission queue, and stashed the information back in hidden and encrypted files. "Just canceling an insurance policy," I told her. "Would you like a drink? I’ve got whiskey, beer … "
"A beer would be fine."
I crouched down to open the miniature fridge I’d installed under the sink. Yes, thank whatever gods there were, I did have a couple of beers left. I pulled out two, quickly scrabbled around for the least grimy glasses, and poured the drinks. I handed her one, and sat down on the bed with mine. "Kampai,"
I said. She echoed the toast with a smile, sipped her drink.
Jocasta looked very out of place here, I found myself thinking. Someone wearing her corporate-style clothes and professional demeanor shouldn’t be sitting in a squalid econodoss in the Barrens, drinking cheap beer out of a dirty glass. But here we were. I thought I should say something, start a light conversation, but didn’t know how to begin.
Mercifully, Jocasta broke the silence. "You know," she said slowly, "when I was younger I often thought how exciting it would be to run the shadows." She chuckled. "I tried to picture what it would be like to be famous shadowrunner."
I gestured around to include the doss, the Barrens, everything. "Then you realized you couldn’t handle the luxurious lifestyle, right?"
"No, that’s not it," she said after a moment. "I realized that I wasn’t as tough as I thought—tough mentally, I mean. Definitely not tough enough." She paused again. "Can I be honest?"
I hate that question. The only truthful answer is, No, keep feeding me palatable lies, but I gave the conventional response. "Of course."
"When I first met you," she said slowly, "I didn’t like you. The obvious reason was that I thought you’d killed Lolita. But even after I knew you hadn’t done it, you made me uncomfortable. It took me a while to relize why. It probably sounds dumb, but you’re what I’m not, what I could never be. You scared me, and I don’t like being scared."
"How about now?" I asked. "Do you still fear me?"
She smiled. "Respect, I think is a better word." Uncomfortable silence again. Where did a conversation go from there?
There was a rap on the door. Convenient escape from social discomfort. I virtually leaped to my feet and crossed toward the door. As I did, I cursed the circumstances that had prevented me from setting up the same Quincy-designed security systems on this door as at my Auburn apartment. The reinforced security chain was set, theoretically preventing the door from opening more than a couple of centimeters, but let’s face it, the only space you need is nine millimeters—less if you’re using APDS rounds—to make life highly unpleasant for whoever’s answering the door. I was just reaching to open the maglock when Jocasta barked, "Don’t!"
I turned. She was sitting stiffly, unnaturally still, staring at the door. No, through the door, as if she could see what was on the other side and didn’t like it one bit. I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck. "What is it?"
"Don’t open it," she said. Her voice was low, little more than a whisper, but it crackled with intensity. "Get away from the door."
A sarcastic comment rose to my lips, then died just as quickly. I moved away from the door, never taking my eyes off it, finding my duster by feel and pulling out my gun. I thumbed off the safety. Jocasta was still sitting, frozen. "Jocasta," I said, "you’d better—"
No warning. One moment everything was unnaturally quiet, forebodingly still. The next moment the door ripped from its hinges like it had been hit by a bullet train, hurtling across the room to slam into the opposite wall. Before I could react, a baseball-sized globe of glaring, churning light rocketed in through the empty doorway. When it reached the center of the room, it blossomed into a roaring fireball.
I screamed as the flames washed over me. The concussion was enough to knock me off my feet, smash me back into the wall. Everything went black.
But only for an instant. The wall was still vibrating from my impact when the world came back into focus.
The apartment was a write-off. It looked like a fragging grenade had gone off in it. Furniture smashed to fragments, windows blown out into the street. Small fires were burning everywhere, on the floors, walls, even the ceiling. The reek of seared flesh was in my nostrils. I looked down, found my clothes scorched and smoldering. My exposed skin was red and raw-feeling, already blistering in places. Second-degree burns at the very least.
What was I doing still alive?
No time to think about it now, or I wouldn’t be. Two attackers burst into the room, machine pistols at the ready. No doubt they were expecting to pump a couple of rounds into two slabs of cooked meat, just for the sake of completeness. I greeted one with a Manhunter round through the upper lip, exploding what he used for brains out the back of his skull. The second gunman crouched and spun, triggering his weapon as I brought mine to bear. Bullets slammed into the walls around me, and I knew I was dead. Then a bullet tore into the side of his neck, knocking him off balance and his gun off-line, while another shattered his lower jaw. As he fell backward I pumped a round into his throat, and that was it. His death spasm emptied the machine pistol’s clip into the ceiling, then the apartment was silent.
No, not silent. I could see—hear—running footsteps in the hall. I charged across the room, jumping over the bodies, and blasted out the door. A figure was fleeing down the hallway, a small and weaselly elf. The hit-team mage? A good bet. I capped off five rounds after him. He shrieked as they slammed into the wall beside him. At least one round hit him, staggering him and knocking something out of his hand. But then he spun back toward me, gibbering in a language I didn’t recognize. I tried to throw myself back into the apartment, but I was too late.
The spell hit me, but it didn’t kill me. Instead, it only rang my bell, about the same way as a good, solid punch to the head. I lurched back against the wall, slid slowly to the ground, watched helplessly as two elves ducked around two corners at the end of two hallways, and vanished. I tried to raise my gun to send a farewell gift after them, but the Manhunter suddenly weighed a ton or two. I gave up on it as a bad idea.
Then Jocasta swam into my field of vision. "Are you all right?" she asked urgently.
I nodded, trying to force a dashing, devil-may-care smile onto my face. Judging by her expression, I didn’t quite make it. "I’m all right," I told her, and it was only partially a lie. My thought processes were as sluggish as cold soy syrup, but the serious disorientation was passing. I still felt pretty fragging lousy, though.
Much as I’d have liked to, I couldn’t just sit there, basking in the attention of Jocasta’s concern. Even in the Barrens, a fireball and a firefight are going to attract someone’s attention. We had to get out of the area.
"Help me up," I told Jocasta. "We’ve got to move."
We took my car, but Jocasta drove. My sense of both balance and reality were returning slowly, but I didn’t yet trust myself behind the wheel. We were silent for the first few minutes, Jocasta concentrating on her driving, while I turned over and over in my hand the item my gunshots had knocked out of the elf-mage’s hands. It was a wide bracelet, probably what used to be called a "bracer," made of beaten silver. Set into it was a large black stone that was probably onyx, surrounded by delicate lines and scrollwork graven into the metal. I didn’t recognize the symbolism, but it was intricate and seemed arcane. I also found it very disturbing.
The bracer wasn’t the only disturbing thing. I thought I’d figured out what had happened in the hallway, why the elf’s final spell had only knocked me off my feet instead of geeking me where I stood. Either I hadn’t given him the time to put together something more lethal, or he didn’t have enough jam left after tossing the fireball to cook me. (Of course, I could be wrong.) But what about the fireball itself?
I looked over at Jocasta. She was as singed as I was, and her clothes were as much the worse for wear. Any other time the considerable expanses of skin showing through burn-holes in those clothes would have been intriguing, but now that flesh looked scorched and inflamed. She was sitting stiffly in the driver’s seat, trying to minimize the area of contact with the upholstery.
"What the frag happened back there?" I said at last. "We should have been barbecued. Did you do it?"
"Spell defense," she said, answering my first question. "Mages and shamans can protect people near them from the effects of magical attacks." She smiled slightly. "Partially protect," she amended.
"So you did it?"
She shook her head. "Not a chance," she said firmly. "I know the theory, but I never learned the practice."
"Could you have done it instinctively?"
She didn’t even dignify that with an answer. I was reaching, I knew. The only other possibility I didn’t find reassuring: somebody else had protected us. Which meant somebody else was watching us. And, to be honest, the idea was not appealing.
"What’s that you’re playing with?" Jocasta asked. From the tone of her voice, I figured she found the previous subject as disturbing as I did, and wanted to get off it right fragging now.
"You tell me," I suggested. "The elf mage dropped it when I creased him. Maybe it’s some kind of magic drek."
Jocasta took me at my word, pulling over to the side of the road. I handed the bracer over, watched her as she examined it. "It’s magical," she said after a long while. "I can feel the power in it. I think it’s shamanic."
"Oh?"
"Shamans can throw fireballs, too," she told me. "Don’t think otherwise."
I took that to heart. "So what is it?" I pressed.
She was silent for another minute or so. "It’s a focus of some kind, I think a power focus. But … "
"But what?"
"But there’s something strange about it." She said almost apologetically. "It’s … `out of true’ is the best way I can describe it. Here, take it back, I don’t like it."
I took the bracer from her, and she drove on. I noticed we were heading toward north downtown. "Where to?" I asked.
"U-Dub," she said. "We need a place to hide out, right?" I nodded: my Purity doss was certainly, as they say, blown. "Harold can help us. Maybe he can also tell us something about that bauble you picked up."
I grinned over at her. Our minds seemed to be working along parallel lines. Something was telling me that the bracer might be important; apparently Jocasta was hearing the same inner voice. Of course, I wasn’t that sure Harold Walks-In-Shadows was a good choice. He might be a drek-hot university professor, but that skill set might not be the one we needed most to keep us alive at the moment.
"Head for Capitol Hill," I told her.
I felt her tense up as much as I saw it. "Why?"
"I’ve got a contact there. I think he’ll be able to help us more."
"I trust Harold," she said. "He’ll hide us, and … "
I cut her off, but kept my voice gentle. "And in return we’ll drag him into the same deep drek we’re in," I told her. "The chummer I want to see runs the shadows; that’s his biz, that’s his life. He knows what to expect, and he knows how to stay alive in my world." I stressed the word "my" slightly. Jocasta flinched slightly, and I knew my point had hit home.
"I appreciate your efforts," I said as sincerely as I could, "and if my chummer can’t tell us what this thing is, we’ll get it to Harold for his opinion. But we’ll do it in a way that won’t get him killed. Okay?"
She didn’t answer, but she took a right at the next light, and I knew I’d won.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
The silver bracer caught the afternoon sun as Rodney Greybriar turned it in his hands. "Intriguing," he said. "Quite fascinating." He looked up and smiled at Jocasta. "On first examination, I find I agree with Ms. Yzerman. A power focus, certainly, and one of quite significant power. But, as did Ms. Yzerman—"
"Jocasta," she said.
Greybriar’s smile broadened. "As did Jocasta, I sensed something peculiar about its aura. Very peculiar indeed."
"That’s all?" I asked.
"For the moment," he said calmly. "May I keep this for a while?"
"Yeah, sure," I said. It was strange: I still liked the competent-seeming elf, but he was so urbane that I’d begun to think I was coming up on the short end by comparison. I felt surly, uncultured, while he was the height of civilization and suavity. Was it just his accent or simply because he was an elf? With an effort, I forced these thoughts from my mind. "Can you figure out what it is?" I asked him.
"I’ll certainly do what I can," he assured me. He was silent in thought for a moment, then said, "Tell me again what happened in your flat."
I reviewed the attack once more. As I described the fireball again, my numerous burns began to sting despite the painkillers I’d swallowed and the first-aid cream the elf had given us to apply to our scorched skin. When I was finished, he nodded. "Again, Jocasta has to be right," he said. "It was most certainly spell defense that saved your life."
"Could I have done it without being aware of it?" Jocasta asked.
The elf shook his head. "I’ve assensed your aura," he told her, "and though you do have the potential, you haven’t yet progressed far enough along the way of the shaman to control your power sufficiently." Without warning, he raised his voice and called, "Amanda."
The willowy blonde was suddenly standing at his elbow. I saw Jocasta jump at the suddenness of the spirit’s arrival, but she quickly controlled her reaction. Amanda bestowed a warm smile on me, then turned to Rodney. "Yes?"
"Amanda," he began, but the spirit already knew what he wanted to say.
"Yes, I saved them," she said simply.
"Why?" the elf and I asked simultaneously.
Amanda shrugged. "Shouldn’t I have?" she asked innocently.
"I’d just like to know why," Rodney went on.
The spirit shrugged again. "I like him, that’s all. It seemed a shame to let him get cooked."
Rodney glanced over at me, his expression somewhat pensive. I wished I knew what he was thinking. "Have you been following him around?" he asked.
Amanda looked abashed, almost like a kid caught stealing cookies. "Sometimes," she replied, "when I’m not around here."
"Do you mind?" Rodney asked me. "If it disturbs you, I’ll ask her to stop."
I found myself wondering if Amanda would cease even if he did ask her. "Free spirit" seemed to have more connotations than I’d thought at first. "She saved our lives," I said. "If she wants to do it again, we’re not going to argue."
"So be it." Rodney rubbed his hands together briskly: down to biz. "I assume you need, um, a safe place to stay, correct? Presumably other than a hotel."
I nodded agreement. "I seem to be all out of apartments," I said drily.
 
As dosses go, it was certainly a few steps up from Purity. Like fifty, maybe. Rodney had given us the magkey to a small two-bedroom place on Capitol Hill just a few blocks away from his own doss. Small by Capitol Hill standards, perhaps, but the whole of my Barrens doss would have fit into the smaller of the two bedrooms. It had a real kitchen, not just a microwave and sink, and the en suite bathroom had a bath as well as a shower. The place even had a reasonable view.
"It belongs to two chummers of mine who are currently working overseas," Rodney had told us. "Please, um, do your best to make sure it’s in one piece for them when they get back." Then he became more serious. "You contracted me for astral security," he reminded me, "but I haven’t installed it yet. Would you prefer I set it up here?"
I thought about that for a moment, then said, "Just give us the bare minimum until I figure out our next move."
He’d nodded at that. "Whatever you say, but I strongly suggest that you, um, just stay in and keep your heads down until you know what that move is going to be."
Good advice. As soon as we arrived, Jocasta and I had tossed for the main bedroom. I lost. So while Jocasta was test-driving the bathtub, I was making what arrangements I could with the telecom.
That was the sole disadvantage to this place, I quickly learned. The telecom wasn’t anywhere near the same league as the units in my own dosses. Which was surprising for a place belonging to shadowrunners, as Rodney had hinted. (Or maybe not so surprising. If they were "overseas" on a major job, they might well have taken all their good gear with them, and left a brain-dead telecom just to take messages until they were back.)
Anyway, I had to make do. I quickly called up my system in Auburn, which I was surprised to find still on-line, and downloaded Buddy’s fake-out-the-LTG utility. The new telecom used different hardware from either of my units, and its capabilities were much more limited, but I managed to scam together at least a rudimentary correspondence between the two machines. I couldn’t make outgoing calls from this apartment with the same guarantee of secrecy, but at least any calls incoming to my Auburn system would be transferred to this telecom without anyone knowing about the switch. Be thankful for small favors.
I’d just finished defrauding the telephone company and was checking out the liquor cabinet—remarkably well stocked—when the newly gimmicked telecom beeped. Beeped twice, to indicate that the call was originally directed to my Auburn number. I hesitated. I was feeling edgy—understandable, I think, after somebody tries to cook you. The strong possibility also existed that the caller might be the same person who had hired the killers, checking to see if I was in any condition to answer the phone.
So I didn’t answer it, not personally. I hit the key to trigger my sound-only, synthesized-voice outgoing message. "This is one-two-oh-six, eight-seven, six-six-ohthree. Please leave a message."
A hard-lined male face filled the screen. Mid-forties, with iron-gray hair and a jaw like a shovel. Dark eyes, small and piggy, and his voice sounded like twenty klicks of bad road. "Pick up the phone, Montgomery," he grated. "I know you just linked into this number."
I felt cold—Quincy had assured me it would be impossible to detect the switch I’d made—and then angry, which was probably just reaction to the fear. I hit a key, picking up the line but making sure my video pickup was disengaged. "And who the frag are you?" I snarled back.
"Captain Scott Keith, Drug Enforcement Division."
I was glad my video was off: I’m sure my face went white and my eyes bugged out. Scott Keith and DED—pronounced "dead," of course—I knew of, fortunately, only by reputation. DED was a semiautonomous division of Lone Star, composed mainly of ex-members of the old UCAS Drug Enforcement Agency, or DEA. Over the last decades, the DEA, and later the DED, had changed their focus from strictly drugs to drugs and illicit chips, out nobody had bothered to change the name. Scott Keith had clawed and backstabbed his way to near the top of the DED hierarchy, earning a reputation worthy of a robber baron crossed with a corp hit man. Under his guidance, DED had racked up a phenomenal record against BTL distributors and dealers, but at the cost of even more flagrant infringement of civilians’ civil rights than the Lone Star norm—and that was saying something.
So I’m quite willing to admit it. It frightened the drek out of me that Scott Keith was glaring out of the telecom and that he knew I’d just pulled some kind of trick with it. Not that I had any quarrel with DED, of course. I’m not a chip dealer or user, and so they have no official interest in me. But if Keith could dig me up, even to this degree, what about the other departments of the Star, the ones that would just love to see my hide nailed to the ram? On that topic, even if Keith had sources of infornation to which the rest of the Star wasn’t privy, there was nothing to stop him from passing on what he knew to others in the organization. Things were suddenly a whole lot more dangerous for me. Just what I needed.
Of course, I couldn’t let on to Keith that I was shaking in my boots. "So what do you want?" I growled. I didn’t expect what came next.
"Lone Star’s got trouble," Scott Keith said. "That means I got trouble." He grinned nastily. "And that means you got trouble, Montgomery. Unless we can come to some kind of arrangement."
All my subconscious signals were screaming "Setup!" but I couldn’t afford the risk of breaking the line. "What kind of arrangement?" I asked.
"Like, you help me, I help you."
"Forget it, Keith," I told him flatly. I wasn’t reaching for the Disconnect key, but I hoped the tone of my voice would make him think I was. I wanted to see how serious he was about this "arrangement."
"Hold it," he snapped. "Don’t disconnect. You don’t hear me out, you’re dumber than I thought."
"Talk away," I said after a moment.
"I got word you’re digging for drek on Yamatetsu."
That shot my eyebrows up into my hairline, but I managed to keep my voice level. "Maybe."
"So are we. Don’t ask me why, cause I fragging-A won’t tell you."
"I couldn’t give two frags why you’re looking," I lied to him harshly. I could guess why Keith was interested in Yamatetsu, I realized after a moment’s thought. Somebody in DED, maybe Keith himself, had made the connection between SPISES booster tech and 2XS. "Keep talking," I told him.
"We got shut down," he almost shouted. For the first time his anger wasn’t directed at me, and I rather enjoyed watching the way he ground his teeth. "I got told to drop the investigation."
"Oh?" I said, amused. "And who pulled the plug?"
"Veep, Enforcement," he answered. "Corbeau, the slot."
Very interesting. Mariane Corbeau, Lone Star’s Vice President, Enforcement, for Seattle, had the reputation of being one of those totally incorruptible types. Of course, some people use an air of incorruptibility as a bargaining chip to jack their price way up. Apparently this was true in Corbeau’s case; it certainly seemed that Yamatetsu, maybe in the person of Jacques Barnard, had purchased a veep.
Or did that make any sense? I wondered, remembering the tricky political infighting at Yamatetsu. "Go on," I told Keith, more to give myself time to think than anything.
"I think she sold out," he snorted, echoing my own thoughts. "Ever since she got back onto full duty, she’s been acting strange."
Again, that caught my attention. And as it did, I was struck by a particularly nasty thought.
"Echo that," I snapped. "You said, `back on full duty.’ She was away?"
"Fragging car crash, she almost died." From his expression, I gathered he was less than overjoyed at her survival. Was Scott Keith angling for a veep corner office?
Of course that wasn’t relevant right now. "When was this?" I asked.
"Couple months back," he answered. Then his eyes narrowed. "Why do you care about that?"
"Idle curiosity," I lied. "Go on, you were going to offer me a deal."
"Yeah, a deal." His smile was highly unpleasant. "I can’t dig into Yamatetsu. So you dig. You dig up some dirt, especially something that smears Corbeau, and maybe I’ll get the rest of the force off your back." He chuckled tastily. "Like, maybe I’ll tell them you died. Or maybe I’ll show them the evidence showing you weren’t the one geeked the Yzerman bimbo."
"And if I say frag you?"
He shrugged and tried to make his face look ingenuous downright impossibility. "I know a lot about you the other departments don’t, Montgomery," he answered predictably. "Like the doss you got in the Barrens and that fancy corp-broad you’re running around with—the dead girl’s sister, yet. It’s simply my duty to pass what I know on to my colleagues, right?"
It was reassuring to know Keith wasn’t as close on my ass as he thought, otherwise he’d have known my Barrens crash-pad had been turned into a pizza oven. But I couldn’t deny he knew enough about my actions to give the rest of the Star a major assist in tracking me down. "So you want me to just dig into Yamatetsu?" I asked him.
"No," he shot back, "I want you to dig real deep. Find the fragging bodies, Montgomery." He paused, and I saw him smile widely as a new idea occurred to him. "Let’s make this like a game," he said, "and what’s a game without a time limit, huh? If you don’t dig up some drek in—what do you say, Montgomery?—three days? Yeah, that sounds good. If you don’t dig up some real heavy drek in three days, I’m going to have to do my duty, I can’t deny it any longer. Doesn’t that sound like good game? So," he went on, "are you going to play my little game?"
Fragging sadistic slot, I thought. But I kept my voice as casual as I could. "Why not? I’ve got nothing better to do. Give me a number where I can reach you."
He grinned, showing his soykaf-stained teeth. A local LTG number appeared on the bottom of the screen, and I saved it to chip. "You get anything, you tell it to the nice machine," Keith instructed. "See you, Montgomery." He raised his watch to the video pickup so its face filled my screen. "Clock’s running."
I slammed the Disconnect key almost hard enough to break the keyboard. Fragging slot. Scott Keith was everything bad about the Lone Star organization all rolled up into one loathsome body. I knew what he was hoping. He was hoping I’d charge right into the jaws of Yamatetsu in a mad attempt to get the Star off my butt. Or, to use a different metaphor, he was hoping I’d walk into the killing ground, while he stood safely back and watched who geeked me. Then he’d follow up on that lead, because an investigation into my murder was no longer a direct run against Yamatetsu.
Of course, his bets were covered both ways. If I managed to survive and actually came up with something useful, he’d use it to back-stab Mariane Corbeau and ease his way into her spot. And then what would he do? Clear my name of Lolly’s death and tell the rest of Enforcement to forget about Dirk Montgomery? Not a fragging chance: he’d use everything he knew and anything more he learned to hunt me down, just to cover up the fact that his ouster of Corbeau was premeditated. Just fragging wonderful. Never trust a man with two first names.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
So it was back to Buddy’s. Since I’d got off the phone with Scott Keith, Esquire, a nasty idea had been buzzing around in the back of my brain. Actually, several ideas, all of them more or less unpleasant. The thought process went something like this. Incorruptible Mariane Corbeau, Veep Enforcement at Lone Star, had done something dumb with her car, and ended up scragged pretty had. Soon after she came back to full duty, she was busy forcing Keith and DED off an investigation into Yamatetsu, Obvious conclusion: she’d been bought.
Not-so-obvious conclusion: Yamatetsu had some other kind of hold over her. Yamatetsu … or some part, division, or subsidiary thereof. Like CrashCart Medical Services Corporation, owned by the semi-autonomous Integrated System Products Division, perhaps? Crashcart, the outfit that had put something unpleasant into the cyber-replacement shoulder received by the late, lamented Daniel Waters. "Kill the Yamatetsu investigaon, Corbeau, or we’ll turn
off the 2XS circuit in your cyber arm." It made a hideous kind of sense.
Provided that Corbeau was picked up after her MVA by Crashcart, and provided that some kind of cyberware prosthesis was involved. Otherwise down comes the logical structure. Unfortunately, that’s not the kind of info that can be dug out easily, what with medical ethics—and the fear of malpractice suits—and everything. Crashcart and DocWagon records are even more sacrosanct, if possible, than the personal files stored in hospital medical-record departments. Definitely not available for the asking.
Hence my visit to Buddy. She opened the apartment door at my first knock, and wordlessly led me into the living room. Everything seemed just as it was last time I’d been there, except that Buddy seemed to have even less interest in housecleaning than ever. She said nothing until she’d seated herself comfortably in lotus position. then she looked up into my face. "What this time?"
"Crashcart," I told her. "Client records first, then if the person I’m interested in is a client, I want to see her medical records."
She chewed that over for a moment. "Tough. Very tough."
"Don’t you have a back door there?"
Her expression softened almost imperceptibly, the closest I was going to get to a smile at this phase of her cycle. "Maybe. Still tough. Why?" I just smiled and shook my head. She looked sour again, both with me for not telling her and with herself for asking such an unprofessional question. "All right," she groused at last. "Who?"
"Mariane Corbeau. Veep at Lone Star."
Buddy didn’t show the slightest reaction. One target was just the same as another. "Got her SIN?"
"She neglected to give it to me."
Buddy looked sour again, and I wondered what it would be like to have "unpredictable mentation"—a phrase I’d once heard a shrink use—like she did. From her reactions, I sometimes wondered if her questions and comments were not really under her conscious control, and were as surprising—and sometimes disruptive—to her as they were to me. That had to be one of the most terrifying situations imaginable, I decided. How did Buddy put up with it?
While all this was going through my mind, Buddy was reviewing my request. "Okay," she said at last. "Standard rate."
I nodded, and bent to pick up the crown-of-thorns inductance headset.
"No." Buddy’s voice was sharp. I stopped, the rig halfway to my head. "No," she said more quietly. "Tough run. No hitchers."
"I’ve got to come along, Buddy." I kept my voice low and reasonable the way I might if I was talking to an unpredictable dog. "I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for or what’s important. I won’t know till I see it. I’ve got to ride along."
"Slows down my reaction," she said. Her voice was more petulant than angry now, and I figured I could win this one.
"It’s important, Buddy," I told her, making my voice the epitome of earnest sincerity. "I’ve got to ride along." Then I added, "Double rate?"
She looked troubled, and I wondered if I was pushing over the wrong thing. She was the expert, after all. If she didn’t agree this time, I wouldn’t push it again.
Then Buddy suddenly nodded. "Double rate. Okay." From her expression I could see she didn’t like it. Neither did my credstick, but I knew it would be better if I could see things firsthand.
The inductance rig felt almost familiar as she tightened the straps. Uncomfortably familiar, I thought, as I remembered the last time I’d worn it. The craving for the false reality of the 2XS chip had faded, but images from the experience still kept coming back in dreams. I sat down—on the floor this time—and nodded to Buddy. "Ready to roll," I told her.
She balanced her Excalibur deck across her knees, then began tapping the keys.
Again, that moment of blindness, then the electron skies of the Matrix burst into my consciousness. I thought remembered its beauty, but saw at once how pale and inadequate was memory when it came to capturing an experience like this. I heard myself gasp aloud with the power of it all.
As the first time, we plummeted from the ebony sky toward the glowing network of the "ground" below, plunged into one of the glowing data "pipes" that crisscrossed the landscape. The sense of speed was overwhelming, and I wanted to cry out with exaltation.
Almost too soon, we burst from the pipe into a different corner of the Matrix from the one we’d visited before. A huge icon faced us. Not a gleaming gold star this time, but a cross, each of its four arms an identical cube, glowing a reassuring green. The regularity of the icon and its soothing color made me feel at peace.
"Crashcart Medical Services Corp," Buddy told me needlessly.
We approached slowly. As we drew nearer to the icon, it’s true size—if "true" has any meaning in the Matrix became apparent. It loomed over us like a corporate skyraker. And it kept expanding, or perhaps we were shrinking. Finally we stood at its base, about equivalent scale of two ants gazing up at an apartment block.
We were within touching distance of the green structure now, and for the first time I became aware of a faint hum in my ears. It took me a moment to place it, then I remembered the sound of a powerful electrical substation. Not the hum of motors or moving parts, but the kind of power itself. I almost thought I could smell the light tang of ozone in the air.
With her slender hand, Buddy’s icon reached out toward the green wall. As her fingers approached, the color of the wall shifted from a rich and comforting tone to a green that was harsh and virulent. The hum increased in volume and pitch. Buddy drew back her hand quickly, as though in pain. "Heavy duty," she grouched. "You sure this is important?"
I didn’t bother answering. She—we—examined the featureless wall for a few moments. Then both of Buddy’s hands moved into my field of view. One held a small box with a dial on it, something like a doctor’s diagnostic instrument. The dial showed no markings and no obvious sensor through which the device could gather information about the world. But then I remembered that this "device" didn’t exist, in any real sense. It was merely a symbol, as the whole Matrix was a symbol, of some kind of program that Buddy was running on her cyberdeck.
She held the little device up in her left hand, while she ran her right palm over the wall in front of us. She didn’t touch the glowing green surface, but brought her hand so close that the color change I’d noticed before became even more pronounced. Using her hand as a sensor, Buddy’s icon seemed to be scanning an area of wall about two meters high and twice that wide. Sometimes the needle on the meter would twitch; when it did, the color change on the wall remained permanent, not fading back to its normal hue.
Buddy seemed to be working totally at random, with no logical sequence or plan that I could discern. She was also, out of necessity, standing very close to the wall, making it impossible for me to see if the areas of permanent color change followed any kind of pattern.
For several minutes she worked, and I was much too engrossed—and, let’s face it, scared—to interrupt her. Finally, though, she grunted and stepped back from the wall. The small device was suddenly gone from her hand. She put her/our hands on her/our hips and examined her handiwork.
A shape stood out, bright, glaring green, against the darker hue of the wall. A door, it looked like. The lines weren’t continuous, and in some places were wider and more intense than in others, but Buddy seemed satisfied. "Not as bad as I thought," she remarked.
"Don’t be too hasty," I told her, "we’re not in yet," but she just snorted.
The door swung open at our approach. As we stepped over the threshold, I felt an instant of biting cold, and the smell of ozone was suddenly more intense. But then we went on through.
Through, into an image from a paranoid’s nightmare. We stood in a corridor, a hospital corridor, judging from the traffic of gown-clad doctors and starched-looking nurses hurrying past us in both directions. But the walls, floor, and ceiling of the corridor were mirrors. In every direction—left, right, above and below—reflections receded off into infinity. We seemed to be suspended in the midst of a lattice, a moving lattice of figures, that extended without end all around us. The mirror surfaces weren’t perfect, I noticed after a moment; they had a slight silver sheen to them that made it possible to determine exactly where the walls were. Otherwise I think we’d have been totally disoriented, unaware of direction, dependent entirely on feel—"navigating by braille," a phrase I’d once heard—to find our way about.
The doctors and nurses seemed totally oblivious of our presence. Buddy had to step back hastily to get out of the way of one onrushing doctor, but in avoiding her we almost got clipped by a nurse so intent on his own destination that I think he’d have gladly walked over us. Buddy cursed viciously under her breath. In the nearest mirror-wall, I saw an infinity of Buddy-icons wave a hand over her body, as if to erase an image. As the hand passed, I saw that Buddy’s image had changed. No longer the gorgeous young woman in her evening dress, she now looked like a middle-aged and very imperious doctor, wearing the same white gown as all the other doctors around us.
The change was astounding. It was as if we’d suddenly been rendered visible. A large nurse who would have stomped us into the floor suddenly dodged aside, bobbing his head in greeting and perhaps respect. In infinite reflection, I saw Buddy’s altered head nod in satisfaction.
"What now?" I whispered.
"Don’t fragging whisper," Buddy snapped, at normal volume. "They can’t hear us, we’re not talking here."
I let the philosophical ramifications of that one slide on by. "What now?" I repeated.
Buddy was silent for a moment, then decisively strode off down the hallway. The traffic flowed around us, rather than trying to walk through us. Apparently the system had accepted that we belonged here.
The hallway was long, with many turns and many branches. Unmarked doors, their color slightly grayer than the silver of the walls, lined the corridor. I figured we’d walked maybe half a klick when the corridor opened out into a kind of central lobby, with other corridors leading off in all directions. A mirror-finish desk that I guessed to be a nurse’s station stood in the center, staffed by several officious-looking, white-suited staff.
Buddy strode right up to the desk. "Records?" she demanded, in a voice that wasn’t hers.
A staffer looked up at her. For the first time, I noticed the figure’s eyes glowed with an unpleasant silver sheen. "What department?" he asked.
"Intensive care," I whispered.
"ICU," Buddy answered.
The staffer pointed down a hallway to our right. For an instant the floor of that hallway glowed a faint red. Buddy nodded and turned away.
"Wait," the staffer snapped. We turned back. The staffer’s silver eyes had narrowed suspiciously. "Let’s see your authorization."
With unnatural speed, Buddy’s right hand lashed out, clutching a scalpel with a blade that glowed the red of a CO2 laser. Even though the blade was no more than two centimeters long, it severed the staffer’s head as smoothly as a katana. The staffer’s body slumped back in his chair, while his head bounced off the surface of the desk. Then both body and head dissolved. As calmly as if she’d just swatted a bug, Buddy strode down the hallway the dead staffer had indicated.
That was when I really wanted to have some control over the icon’s body. Specifically, I wanted to look around to see if anyone had taken undue notice of the cavalier way Buddy had dispatched the staffer. But Buddy was in control, and she either didn’t care or else knew how much or how little attention would be paid. Apparently, judging by the figures that did enter our field of vision, no one was paying any attention whatsoever.
This corridor was different from the one we’d initially entered. Less crowded, for one thing, with more doors in both walls. These doors had a faint green tinge to them.
"Time for biz," Buddy muttered, more to herself, I think, than to me. She waved a hand over her body again and her reflected image returned to its normal form. Immediately, she had to step out of the way of an oncoming doctor who apparently couldn’t see us. "Wiz," she murmured.
Quickly we moved along the hallway, dodging traffic, with Buddy laying a palm against each door as we passed it. The surface of the door would flare to brightness at her touch, but none had the power I’d sensed in the outside wall. After maybe a dozen doors, Buddy grunted with satisfaction. "Corbeau, right?" she asked.
"You got it."
She pushed on the door in front of us, and it swung open. From the ambience of the hallway, this would probably have been the entrance to a semi-private or private ward, had we been in a real hospital. We were in the Matrix, though, and nothing is ever what you expect. The room was much larger than it should have been, judging by the spacing of the hallway’s doors; old-style filing cabinets took up virtually every square meter of available space. A white-clad figure was searching through a file drawer, but looked up as we entered. Apparently this one could see us. The figure’s silver eyes flashed brilliant red as it took a step toward us.
With the speed of thought, Buddy threw something, a small sphere of silver light, at the figure. The sphere burst, expanding into a gleaming net that wrapped itself around the figure’s limbs. Before the trapped figure could respond, Buddy hurled herself across the intervening space, and drove a glowing hypodermic into the struggling figure’s arm. It fell limp at once, but didn’t dissolve.
"We’ve got to work fast," Buddy muttered. She pulled open the nearest file drawer. Instead of the hard-copy records that would have matched the imagery of this place, the drawer was filled with a swirling cloud of alphanumeric characters. Without hesitation, Buddy shoved her arms up to the elbows into the cloud.
As before, glowing text suddenly resolved before my eyes, scrolling past so rapidly that it became merely a blur. This time I didn’t interfere, though, just let Buddy handle it as she knew best.
It didn’t take long. After only a few seconds, the madly scrolling text stopped. Centered atop my visual field was the name CORBEAU, MARIANE T. "Can we download this?" I asked.
"No," Buddy snapped.
So I concentrated on reading as fast as I could. It seemed that in late June, Ms. Corbeau had done something ill-advised on I-5 at night and wrapped her new toy, a twin-turbo Porsche 999, around a lighting stanchion. As I’d suspected, Ms. Corbeau had recently switched her personal medical coverage from DocWagon Super-Platinum to Crashcart Executive Diamond. Corbeau had been whisked away by a trauma response team to Crashcart’s central clinic. After she was stabilized, unrecoverable tissue—in this case, a leg—was excised. When the ICU technicians were confident that she wouldn’t croak, Corbeau was transferred to another department for reconstructive work, authorized by J. Carter and K. Mobasa, supervising physicians D. Horbein, X. Marthass, P. Dempsey, and A. Kobayashi.
And that’s where the record ended. She was out of ICU by the first week of July, file transferred and closed. Frag it.
"That what you wanted?" Buddy asked.
"For starters," I told her. "Her file was transferred. I want to know where to, and then I want to scan that file."
She snorted again, apparently really angry this time. "This ain’t enough?" she demanded harshly.
I hesitated. Somebody loses a leg, they get it replaced—at least if they can afford it, which Mariane Corbeau definitely could. I’d confirmed most of my nasty suspicions: Corbeau had been worked on by Crashcart, and she did get a cyber replacement. But I still didn’t know for sure that the cyberware they’d plugged into her body was anything out of the ordinary. That final connection was still missing. Whether or not I would have proof by looking further into the records of her stay in the clinic all depended on how detailed were the files. There might be nothing of any use or interest, other than a graphic medical description of someone who survived having a leg torn off in a car crash. But, there just might be something. I couldn’t turn aside from that chance.
"We’ve got to go further," I told her.
I thought Buddy was going to protest, but she didn’t. Instead she just pulled her hands out of the swirling bits of data and slammed the file drawer. Without a glance at the figure still lying motionless in the corner, we walked out of the room and back into the hallway.
I expected Buddy to return to the "nurses’ station" for more information. Instead, she strode along the hall in the other direction. She seemed to know where we were going, so I didn’t interrupt. We turned left, left again, then left a third time. If this had been what we normally think of as reality, the corridor we were in now would have intersected the hall we’d been in previously. But geometry was apparently as arbitrary as everything else in the Matrix.
The hallway had changed, too. It was wider, the doors fewer and further between. There was almost no traffic here, just an occasional white-clad nurse scurrying by. Archived records, I assumed. Buddy again went through the procedure of touching each door as we passed it. This time it was a longer process. We’d walked for more than a kilometer, I figured, and checked eighty or so doors before she found what she was looking for. Without a word—she was still angry with me, I guessed—she pushed open the door and stepped through.
They were on us instantly: three hulking figures the size of trolls. Their garb was the familiar nondescript white, but their bodies immediately identified these figures as different from anything we’d see so far. Instead of normal flesh, these were creations of angular shining metal, as though their entire bodies were cyber. Their faces were hideous, intersecting planes of mirror-polished chrome, out of which red eyes burned like hot coals. They fell on us as soon as we stepped through the door or, more precisely, they fell on Buddy, the only one of us who had a body. Fingers like knives slashed into the flesh of Buddy’s icon, but the pain blossomed in my mind. It was as though I were being torn apart.
With the speed of a chipped fencer, Buddy danced back. Her scalpel was in her hand, its tiny blade looking ludicrous in comparison to the razor-sharp fingers of the opposition. She feinted at one, then slipped a lightning-fast stab under the guard of another as it moved in. The scalpel bit deep, and with a teeth-aching screech the chrome figure dissolved. Buddy tried to recover from her thrust in time to block a raking attack from the third figure, but she was a millisecond too slow. Fingers like five gleaming daggers tore into her left shoulder. We screamed simultaneously, Buddy and I, a terrible harmony of pain. Through a red haze of agony, I saw Buddy’s left arm fall to the ground, then pixilate and dissolve.
She staggered back to give herself time. But not if the two gleaming attackers had anything to say about it. Closing with her, their fingers made feinting motions toward Buddy’s face and belly.
We weren’t going to win this one. "Jack us out!" I screamed.
A large red button sprung into existence before our eyes. Buddy reached up to stab it with her other hand.
The silver monsters were too quick. Before she could touch the button, both had lunged in, burying their hands in her/our gut. Agony again exploded within me.
"Dirk!" I heard Buddy screech, despairingly. Then nothingness surrounded me.
An instant of transition, then I was back in my own body, lying on Buddy’s floor, the inductance rig digging into my scalp. My heart was beating wildly, irregularly, but I could feel it beginning to slow and its rhythm becoming steady once more. The memory of agony washing through my body was strong, but the actual pain was gone. I pulled the inductance rig from my head and rolled over.
Buddy.
She was crumpled, face-down, over the deck. I crawled over to her, moaning deep in my throat. I unfolded her body gently, lay her back on the floor, set her precious deck aside. I felt for a pulse at throat and wrist, jammed my ear against her chest. Nothing.
Though I knew it was futile, I used what CPR I could remember, until I was drained and panting, soaked with sweat.
Nothing.
Carefully, I picked her up. Her body was childlike in my arms as I carried her out of the apartment, down the elevator. In the lobby, the security guard stepped forward with an offer of help. I turned cold eyes on him, and he stepped back. I put her in my car, accelerated recklessly out into traffic. Even as I searched my memory for the nearest trauma clinic, I knew it was useless. Buddy was gone. The intrusion countermeasures of the Crashcart system had killed her.
I had killed her.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Buddy’s death was on my hands, on my conscience. I tried to explain that to Jocasta.
As I’d expected, the trauma clinic could do nothing for her. The black ice guarding the Crashcart system had set up a lethal biofeedback in Buddy’s central nervous system, basically shutting down her breathing and stopping her heart. No one could have done anything.
As for me, I’d looked on the medusa and lived. The ice had tried to do the same job on me and had damn near succeeded—hence the palpitation and arrhythmia when I’d come back to myself. If not for the inductance rig, I’d have been hosed, too. I could never have withstood the intensity of the attack except that the rig made the interface with the Matrix indirect. That killer computer code had tried to stop my heart just the way it did Buddy’s, but the most it succeeded in doing was to slot up its rhythm. Buddy was, of course, running through her datajack, giving the ice direct access to her brain. When she failed to jack out in time, she didn’t have a chance.
And it was my fault.
Oh, sure, Jocasta made all the appropriate noises. "She was a professional, she knew the risks," and all that drek. Yeah, she’d known the risks. And she’d wanted to call it quits after we found our first file. I was the one who pushed her into going the next step—against her better judgment. To make it even worse, her death had been for nothing. I hadn’t gotten what I wanted, hadn’t caught even a glimpse of Mariane Corbeau’s file. I knew no more than if we’d jacked out after that first file.
No, wait, that wasn’t quite true. There’d been no killer ice on the first file. Only the second file, the one presumably dealing with the nature of Corbeau’s cyber replacement, was loaded with serious ice. That told me something right there.
I suppose it was possible that it was pure coincidence that Crashcart would so heavily protect that kind of file or maybe it was just standard procedure. But neither possibility seemed really feasible. Some decker—maybe it was even Buddy—had once told me that no system designer loads ice except where it’s really needed because it slows down system-response time too much. That could only mean that Crashcart was pretty touchy about unauthorized eyes seeing Corbeau’s restoration record.
If Buddy’s death was the price for that bit of information, it was one hell of a price to pay. Lolita, Naomi, and now Buddy. How many more? How many more friends was I going to kill?
Then I pushed that self-pitying drek out of my mind. I couldn’t afford to become a basket case over such thoughts, not with X or maybe Scott Keith so ready to relieve me of the burden of my existence. And with me gone, who would even the score with the killer or killers? No matter how much I hurt inside, I had to keep on top of things.
It was time to review what I knew—or thought I knew. I figured I’d confirmed my suspicion that Corbeau’s decision to pull Keith off Yamatetsu wasn’t a case of typical corruption. Yamatetsu, through its wholly owned subsidiary Crashcart, had installed 2XS or something very much like it in Corbeau’s new leg. They’d then used that additional circuitry as a lever, either threatening to turn it off or simply by playing on the debilitation effect of 2XS. I didn’t know which, but it didn’t much matter. Corbeau had buckled, and Yamatetsu was safe. They thought.
So what was Yamatetsu/Crashcart’s real goal in all of this? Not just a cheap-and-dirty field test of their SPISES technology, as Bent and I had discussed. If that was all, they probably wouldn’t have chosen such high-profile subjects as Corbeau and Daniel Waters. No, the way it looked, they had something much bigger in mind.
They must have set things up so that people in power would volunteer themselves freely into Yamatetsu clinics—hence the vigor of Crashcart’s marketing thrust. And then they just sat back and waited for the movers and shakers to get fragged up so that as many powerful people as possible could be loaded with twisted circuitry. Or maybe they didn’t wait. I was suddenly wondering exactly how Corbeau’s car happened to veer off the road. A sniper’s rifle bullet into a tire, perhaps?
This was serious fragging drek. I’d been thinking conspiracies before, but these new possibilities dwarfed my initial hunches. Frightening or not, though, my theory hung together too well; I couldn’t punch holes into any of its logic. I figured I’d finally got it chipped. (But wasn’t that what I’d said a day ago?)
All right, so what was the next step?
Got me, chummer, I was way out of my depth, and too scared to think straight. I needed help.
One of the advantages of the dossing arrangement was that Jocasta was around at moments like this. After trying to cheer me up over Buddy’s death, she’d drifted away to give me the time to wrestle my demons. At the monent she was reading the telecom screen. When I looked over her shoulder, I saw it was something called the Neoanarchists Guide to North America. Sounded like pleasant light reading to me.
"Got a couple of ticks?" I asked.
She flagged her spot, and smiled at me. "Ready to talk?"
I talked, all right. I talked her through everything: Scott Keith’s disturbing phone call, the assault on Crashcart’s system, what little I had learned about Mariane Corbeau. Mainly, though, I concentrated on my logical construct: The Yamatetsu Plan, reconstructed by one Derek Montgomery, Esquire.
Jocasta was a good listener. Her rare question was always to the point, and from the look on her face she often seemed one step ahead of my narrative on the logical connections. When I was done, she pursed her lips into a silent whistle. "I thought private investigators investigate divorce cases," she said with a sly smile, "not corporate plans to take over a fragging city. Today Seattle, tomorrow the world."
"That’s what it sounds like, doesn’t it?"
Her smile died suddenly. "Yes, it does," she said slowly. "And that bothers me. It’s too … too … "
"Manga?" I suggested, naming the blood-and-guts style of Japanese adult comic books that had survived, almost unchanged, into the current decade.
"Too manga," she agreed. "Too overblown, with no logic behind it. The facts are there," she added hastily to cut off my objection, "and they do hang together the way you described them. But I can’t see what Yamatetsu gets out of it."
"Maybe they want to take over the government of Seattle," I suggested.
She shook her head. "Corps don’t want to take the place of government," she said. "After the Chaos, the corps had the chance to become governments. With most standard civilian governments in ruins, the corps could have just walked in and taken over. But they didn’t."
"Why not?"
"Too much responsibility," she said with a smile. "You become the government, you’ve got to handle the drek governments have to handle. Social programs, maintaining the infrastructure … negotiating contracts with the garbage collection company, for god’s sake. Too much work. Remember, corps are officially extraterritorial. To a great extent they can do whatever the frag they want, particularly one as big as Yamatetsu. They prefer to remain being the power behind the thrones, so to speak." She shook her head again. "The costs outweigh the benefits. We’re missing something here."
"Missing what?" I demanded. "They did drop drek into Daniel Waters, and it sure as frag looks like they did the same thing to Corbeau."
"I know. I just don’t think it’s a power grab."
"Then why?"
She thought about that for a moment. "Protection, maybe?" she said quietly. "Or maybe pragmatism. Corbeau’s good to have on your side in case you have to deflect Lone Star’s attention. Waters is good in case you have to deflect public attention." She shrugged. "I don’t really know. I just think we’re missing something."
"So where do we go from here?" I asked after a pause. "What’s the next step?"
"Well," she said slowly, "I think …"
I never did hear what she thought. At that instant, there was a knock on the door, and simultaneously a figure blinked into existence in front of us. Fair-haired and willowy, it was Amanda. "Don’t worry," she said with a smile. "It’s Rodney at the door. Do you want me to let him in?"
"I’ll do it," I said hurriedly, jumping to my feet. The apartment had a security system almost good enough to rival the one I had in Auburn. I used that to scope the hallway outside the front door. Yes, it was Rodney, and he was alone.
"Told you," Amanda’s voice whispered directly into my ear, even though her body was standing across the room with Jocasta.
I opened the door, beckoned Rodney in, and locked up behind him.
"I trust I’m not interrupting," he said by way of greeting. "I probably should have called first, but I don’t paricularly like phones."
"No, you’re not interrupting anything," I told him. "What’s going down?"
"Well, this." He reached into the small synthleather carry-bag slung over one shoulder, pulled out the silver bracer I’d given him. I noticed he wasn’t touching it with his bare hand; instead, he was holding it in a fine, silky cloth that seemed to glimmer with its own faint light. I didn’t think I liked this. "I found out what I could. More than I cared to, actually."
Jocasta joined us quickly. She reached out as if to take the silver band from Rodney, then seemed to think better of it and dropped her hand. "What is it?" she asked quietly.
"May I sit down first?" the elf inquired. "I’m quite exhausted. And could I trouble you for a drink?"
"Tea?" I suggested.
"Gin," he shot back.
It was a couple of minutes before we were all settled down around the apartment’s low coffee table. Greybriar’s face did look a little pale, and his eyes somewhat sunken as though he was running on reserves. The first sip of gin seemed to revive him, however. He set the bracer, still partially wrapped in the gauzy cloth, in the center of the table.
"It’s shamanic, as we suspected," he began, "but I was unable to sense any connection between it and any of the conventional totems to which shamans dedicate themselves. There is a connection, though, and a very strong one at that, but it’s to an entity that’s shows nothing I am familiar with."
I glanced over at Jocasta, who was nodding slowly. I remembered how she’d described it—"a power focus, but `out of true.’"
"Rodney was saying exactly the same thing, but using different words.
"So you don’t know what it is," I said.
"I didn ‘t, " Rodney corrected, "not at first. But I discussed it with some others, specifically people who follow the way of the shaman and who know more about such matters. The person who was the most help was a chap called Man-of-Many-Names. He seemed to recognize it the moment he assensed it." The elf frowned a little. "He didn’t seem to want to tell me about it, either."
"But you convinced him," Jocasta said.
"Eventually," Greybriar admitted. "He talked about something that didn’t mean that much to me—insect totems. Honestly, I didn’t think there were such things." He looked questioningly at Jocasta, but she just shrugged. "In any case, Many-Names described this as a `totem-specific power focus’—something else I didn’t know existed—bonded to the totem figure Wasp."
I raised an eyebrow. "That’s it?"
"Well, he also suggested I not trifle with it myself."
"Is that why you’re so tired?" Jocasta asked. "You did `trifle’ with it, didn’t you?"
The elf flashed an embarrassed smile. "I’ve always been a curious soul," he confessed. "I tried to explore the nature of its bond to its totem figure. On the astral plane, this thing"—he pointed at the bracer—"has more power than I have ever seen poured into anything. Trying to examine it was like, well, trying to examine a tornado with your bare hands. I have to admit that the effort drained me more than I would have expected."
"Did you learn anything else?" Jocasta asked.
"Not really, no," Rodney conceded. "Other than the fact that I did not want to spend any more time with it than I had to."
"So you brought it here," I said. "But what does it all mean?"
"Actually, I haven’t the foggiest idea," the elf said. "Does it have to mean anything in the bigger scheme of things? Perhaps the shaman sent to, um, erase you just happens to be a twisted bugger who follows Wasp. From what Many-Names said, shamans who follow insect totems are nasty bleeders, perhaps just the kind who’d relish hit-for-credit wetwork."
I nodded slowly. Intellectually, that was a possibility, but it didn’t sit well with my gut. Paranoia really seemed to be getting the better of me, but that might not be such bad thing anymore. "Maybe," I said. "Thanks for the help, I appreciate it."
"You’re more than welcome," he said. " It seems …"
"Contact!" The voice was Amanda’s, the word one that had been drummed into us throughout Lone Star training. "Contact" means bad drek going down right fragging now. Without even thinking I rolled aside, reaching automatically for where my pistol would be if I’d been wearing my duster.
Something tore through the air, just where my skull had been an instant before. I rolled again, kept on rolling. As I did, I caught a quick impression of a hideous figure, bipedal but definitely neither human nor metahuman. It seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, squatting obscenely on the couch where I’d been sitting. It opened a mouth filled with needle teeth, and screamed. I didn’t see any more as I all-foured it across the floor to where I’d left my Manhunter. Behind me I heard gunhots—a light pistol, probably Jocasta’s Colt—but I didn’t waste time looking. I’d be no good to her until I had that gun in my hand. Plus, I knew she was as much of a survivor as I was, despite all her fears to the contrary.
I grabbed the duster off the chair, dragged it to the floor. I rolled again, in case someone/thing was drawing bead on my back, hauled out the gun as I did so, and came up into a combat crouch. The thing whatever it was, was advancing on Jocasta, while she fired round after round from her small Colt into its expanse of chest. Rodney, looking even more pale and drawn, was declaiming something in a weird language—something that sounded like, "In hoc signo, vincavi ad munditia"—and a harsh, brittle glow was building around his right hand. Amanda was nowhere in sight.
I brought the heavy Manhunter to bear, sighting it in on where the creature’s ear would be had it been a man. For an instant I allowed myself to notice its grotesque appearance. It was tall, angular, with long limbs that seemed jointed wrong—or perhaps they had an additional joint. Its head was deformed, bulbous, dominated by two huge, multi-faceted eyes colored the yellow-white of pus. Spines and things that could be antennae sprouted from above those eyes, while the skull narrowed until its lower half was all mouth. The thing opened its mouth to shriek again, and I saw a tongue—short, black, and pointed—lashing around within its maw. As the creature reached for Jocasta with thin hands that had only three fingers each, each tipped with a claw as long as my thumb, she responded by pumping another round full into its chest. I heard the bullet strike home—a crack like breaking plastic—and saw fragments scatter from the point of impact. The thing had a shell, I realized with horror, or something more like an exoskeleton—natural armor.
Of course, I didn’t take the time right then to catalog all those impressions. Analysis came later; at the moment I was just recording all sensory impressions, like a camera would. My gun came to bear, the ruby spot of my sighting laser settling on the side of the thing’s misshapen head. I pulled the trigger again and again, riding the punishing recoil, keeping the barrel on line. In the confines of the apartment, the booming concussions of the Manhunter were like physical blows to my ears.
The monstrosity was inhumanly fast. The flare of my sighting laser must have given it the split instant it needed to react. Instead of drilling into the center of its skull, my first round smashed a chunk off the back of the creature’s head as it ducked forward. A hideous wound, but apparently not mortal. My follow-up shots plowed into the jutting shoulder the thing had raised to screen its head. The heavy rounds pulverized the creature’s exoskeleton, splattering green-black slime onto the carpet, but I knew that neither I nor Jocasta had placed a killing shot yet. Her Colt was clicking empty, and I was down half a clip. How the frag would you kill this thing? A particularly relevant question, considering that I seemed have attracted its attention and it was turning my way. I burned the rest of the clip into its torso as it crouched to spring. My fire chewed great holes into its natural armor, but didn’t seem to slot up anything critical. I looked behind me for some kind of cover. Nothing.
"Rodney! Do it!" It was Jocasta’s voice, but the fight was mine.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the curly-haired elf complete his preparations. He stabbed his right hand out toward the horror, yelled something that sounded like "Esse!" I
felt more than saw something burst from his extended finger, barely visible like a shockwave in still air. It hurled across the room, slammed into the monster with an impact like a speeding car. The thing was smashed from its feet, and I heard the crunch as its chest and head were staved in. It reeled back into the wall, spouting black goo from a dozen wounds. Screeched once, a despairing, bubbling noise, then collapsed to the floor.
Jocasta shoved her gun into her belt, dashed across the room to Rodney. The elf had dropped to his knees, his skin ashen, face slack with exhaustion, his body soaked with perspiration. He raised his head as Jocasta steadied him, but I didn’t think he could bring his eyes to focus on her face. "Is it dead?" he asked in a hollow voice. I looked back at what was left of the creature to make sure.
And that was the only reason I saw the air shimmer as another one of the things took shape in the corner. "Jocasta!" I yelled. As she spun in horror, I ejected the empty clip from my Manhunter, slammed another one into place without taking my eyes off the new visitor. It was between us and the windows. I’d locked the door, which meant I’d have to unlock it before we could escape that way, and I didn’t think the thing would give us that time. There was no useful cover. Throwing the last spell had obviously trashed Rodney out but good. And our bullets didn’t seem to do more than slot the thing off.
The creature was advancing slowly on Jocasta and Rodney—cautiously, as though it wasn’t quite sure which of the two had geeked its fellow. "Get away from them, you lousy fragger!" I yelled, bringing my gun up fast.
The monster turned my way, took two terrifyingly fast steps across the room toward me. And that’s when I pumped three rounds into its left eye.
The sheer impact of the bullets snapped its head back. The multifaceted eye itself burst in a spray of crystalline fragments and caustic liquid. It screamed its agony to the sky, its arms flailing wildly, and I burned the rest of my clip into its belly just for good measure. It screamed again.
But it didn’t fall. I couldn’t believe it: three rounds through its eye into its braincase—assuming the head was where it kept its brain—another twelve into its guts at point-blank range. Anything normal would be busy expiring messily. It screamed a third time, and I swore I could feel the force of its will as it struggled to control its pain. It turned its single remaining eye on me, and took another step forward.
I spun away, dropping my empty Manhunter, picked up a chair and swung it at the creature like a club. It blocked the swing with an arm, a move that would have cost a human a broken wrist, but seemed not to hurt it at all. Then it tore the weapon from my grip with its other hand, hurling it against the wall. I stepped back, although I knew in my gut there was nowhere to go. It swung at me with its claw-tipped hand, and missed wildly—probably lack of depth perception because of missing an eye, but I was sure it wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. I ducked away again, looking for something—anything—to hide behind. Nothing. I knew it was maneuvering me into a corner, but I couldn’t do anything about it.
"Get out of here," I shouted to Jocasta and Rodney. If this thing was going to rip my guts out, there was no reason it should cost them their lives, too. "Go, frag you!"
Of course they didn’t. Jocasta was firing into its back, though I don’t know what good she thought her little Colt could do if my fragging Manhunter didn’t drop it. Rodney, the idiot, was trying to put together another spell, muttering to himself in Latin, though he knew the effort would probably kill him. Drekheads! The thing raised a clawed hand to tear me in two.
The blow never fell. Instead, the thing spun, slashing wildly at the empty air and screaming in frustration and anger. Had Rodney got his spell off? No, the elf was still muttering, although now he was also gaping at the monster’s gyrations. Good old Jocasta was still peppering it with bullets, with predictably minimal effect. What the frag was going on?
"Get out of here!" Not my voice. This time it was Amanda’s. For an instant, I saw her shadowy image locked in hand-to-claw combat with the thing. She lashed out an insubstantial arm, landing a blow to the creature’s chest. I was amazed to see the monster’s exoskeleton buckle as though struck by a battleaxe. The thing struck back, its claws passing through Amanda’s body with no effect. No, I was wrong, there had been an effect. No wound in the normal sense, but her appearance was changed. She looked less human; the lines of her body were altering, becoming more angular, as though … . My mind rebelled at the conclusion I was drawing. The thing’s claws tore through her transparent body again. She cried out once more, and now her voice was very alien: wind howling down a deserted alleyway would have sounded more human. The words, however, were clear as a bell: "Get out of here."
I ran to Jocasta, grabbed her arm. She was still staring at the combat, at what Amanda was metamorphosing into. I had to shake her to get her attention. But then she was back in the real world. We grabbed Rodney by the shoulders and literally dragged him out of the apartment. As we pounded down the hallway, I heard a hollow, breathy voice sound in my ear. "Goodbye."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
"He’s taking it hard." Jocasta sat down on Rodney’s couch, rubbed her eyes with her fist, like a tired child.
I nodded. It wasn’t until we were downstairs and out of the building, on the way to the car, that the elf brought himself far enough back from the edge of exhaustion to fully realize what was going down. He fought like a wild-man, trying to break free of our grip, desperate to charge back into the apartment. Back into the fray, to save Amanda. I had to physically restrain him, then shove him into the hatchback of the Jackrabbit, while Jocasta drove us out of there. Fast. All the way back to his doss I heard him weeping in the back, calling over and over, "Amanda." I knew she’d never answer.
When we got back to his apartment, we put him to bed. Just like that, just like a little kid. Jocasta had a couple of LetheTM sleeping pills in her purse, and she got the elf to take them, though it was probably more like forcing them down his throat. Now, at least, he was resting more or less peacefully.
"I think I know what really torments him," Jocasta said softly. "Left to herself, Amanda would have been immortal. Spirits never die, they just get wiser and more powerful. She could have lived forever. Instead she threw it all away so that he could live. That’s a hell of a weight on his soul." She was silent for a good minute, wrestling with her own thoughts. I left her to them. Finally, she said, "I think he loved her."
My first reaction was to scoff. How could a man love a spirit? I wanted to say. But then it occurred to me that it was, to a great extent, exactly what we do fall in love with. In most cases, the spirit—or the soul, if you want to call it that—is housed in a flesh body. But whoever said that was a necessary condition? Rodney Greybriar had behaved as though he considered Amanda something of a pest. Did I believe him, or was he like the schoolboy who says, `What, love her?’ about the girl whose picture he hangs in his locker? Methinks the elf doth protest too much.
I shook my head. I was scragged to the bone. Maybe that’s why I was thinking about things like love and soul and even a misquote from Shakespeare. Not my usual behavior pattern. I sighed.
Jocasta broke into my thoughts. "Where do we go from here?"
"I don’t know," I said. "Maybe nowhere." She looked at me, her eyes steady. I was tired, and when I’m tired I think out loud. Sometimes that’s when I do my best thinking, when the mental watchdog that edits out "politically incorrect" thoughts is dozing in a corner.
"You were right earlier," I went on. "Private investigators usually do handle divorce cases. I have. I’ve also helped people recover lost items, tracked people who’ve skipped on various obligations, and bailed people out of office politics gone bad." Jocasta smiled a little sadly at that; she’d caught the allusion to Lolly. "That’s what I’m good at. That’s my level. I’m a little guy, Jocasta. I’ve never thought any different. We’re all little guys—you, me, just about everyone I’ve ever met. We don’t play in the big leagues.
"Frag, Jocasta, the biggest conspiracy I ever investigated—if you could even call it that—involved a grand total of seven orks running a con racket." I knew I was babbling, but that didn’t mean I could stop. "The way I keep score, if I can make a positive difference for one person—like, stop him getting geeked—I figure I’ve won. You know what I’m saying?"
She nodded. "I know."
"This drek, it’s about as far out of that scale as … as …" I couldn’t think of a suitable analogy, and had to be satisfied with waving my arms eloquently. "The way I feel now is that it’s time to leave the heavy plays to the heavy hitters, you know? Like, stay with the small drek, the stuff where I can make a difference. The stuff I know." I sighed. "I think maybe … Maybe what I should do is just track down my sister. Leave DED and Yamatetsu to frag each other blind. And Theresa and I, we’ll just get the hell out of Seattle, once and for all. Start over somewhere like Atlanta maybe, where nobody knows us. Or, I don’t know, maybe slip the border into one of the Native American Nations. What do you think?"
She was silent for a long time. Her eyes searched my face. At last she said, "Are you asking me if I approve?"
I thought about that, then answered truthfully, "I guess so."
She nodded. Again a long pause. "You know, I’ve always thought stories and movies and trideo have done us a disservice with the fiction that one person can change the world. You know what I mean: Slade the Sniper brings down an entire government. Neil the Ork Barbarian single-handedly repels the invasion."
She smiled at the idea. "But that’s not the way it really works. In the real world Lone Star would toss Slade in jail for civil insurrection, and fifty big guys would beat Neil’s skull in. Some things are much too big for one person. The way changes happen is the way you work, Derek. A lot of little people work on the stuff they can change, where they can make a difference. Individually it doesn’t seem to matter, but it all adds up."
She chuckled self-deprecatingly. "Now you’ve got me talking philosophically. But I still think that if you go up against something that’s too big for you and you get killed, then the world’s lost out. Because you won’t be down there in the trenches anymore, making a difference for the people you’ve helped in the past. You know what I mean?" I nodded, and she chuckled again. "Who knows? Maybe when you decide to slip the border, I’ll come along." She looked at her watch. "It’s later than I thought."
I checked my own watch, saw it was past 2200 hours. I’d have put it at about 1900. Time flies when you’re getting the drek kicked out of you.
 
I don’t remember whose idea it was, or whether it was just one of those times when two minds share the same thought without a word being spoken. Whatever. Jocasta and I shared the single bed in Rodney’s spare bedroom. It was what we both needed: to put aside the trauma of the last couple of days, to lose ourselves in the sensations of physical love. There was tenderness and warmth, and at last there was deep, refreshing sleep.
I woke at about two in the morning. Through a break in the clouds, the moon was beaming in through the partially polarized window. Jocasta’s head was on my shoulder, her arm resting loosely across my chest. In the moonlight her face was still and untroubled. I could easily picture the child she’d been, the solitary girl whose "invisible friend" had once spoken to her. I felt a slight ache in my heart as I gazed at her. Not love; love doesn’t happen like that. But tenderness, definitely. I wondered if she’d been even vaguely serious about skipping Seattle. I hoped so: I could use a friend.
For maybe a quarter-hour I stared at the ceiling. My body needed more sleep, but my mind wouldn’t relax. I had made the decision to bug out. It wasn’t one of those logical decisions where you weigh the pros and the cons, and then say categorically, "I select option A." It was more a case of recognizing that some part of your mind has already been persuaded by emotional factors, and knowing that logic wouldn’t change the feeling in your heart.
So be it. Accept the decision. What would be the first step to bringing it into reality? Obviously, find Theresa. But how?
I let my mind drift, not directing it at all, but letting my subconscious bring up on my internal screen whatever it wanted to show me. As I slipped down, at last, back toward sleep, I replayed my two calls to the Brotherhood, my search through the other clinics, my request to Naomi to check the records for any mention of my sister. From there I switched to the news of Naomi’s death. And from there—I could see the morbid trend building—to my last Matrix run with Buddy. A less-than-logical transition—isn’t it wonderful what the drowsing mind can do?—and I was reviewing the preliminary report on Mariane Corbeau’s accident.
And suddenly I was awake, my whole body tingling. I had a connection, and I knew what I had to do next. As gently as possible, I disengaged myself from Jocasta’s arm, put a pillow under her head to replace the support of my shoulder. I dressed quickly, then scrawled a note explaining where I was going. Then I slipped out of the apartment and into the night.
The Puyallup chapterhouse of the Universal Brotherhood turned out to be in what used to be a medical-dental building. Another heritage building, like Greybriar’s apartment. The restoration work was beautiful, down to the neon-illuminated caduceus above the front door. In keeping with the Heritage Committee rules, the signs identifying the building as a Brotherhood chapterhouse were relegated to the lawn on either side of the door ("Unleash Your Inner Abilities!" "Building A Better Tomorrow").
I drove by it slowly, scoping the area. At three-something in the morning, there was almost no traffic on the streets, and no movement in or around the building. Few lights were burning, and I was sure that the front doors were locked (even though you’d think building a better tomorrow would be a round-the-clock concern). Like the Redmond operation, the entry to the soup kitchen and clinic appeared to be off the back alley. Unlike the Redmond chapterhouse, the Puyallup building was in the middle of the block, which meant that prospective patients had to make their way along fifty meters of darkened alleyway to reach their destination. This entrance was open for business.
So this was where Fitz the troll had taken Theresa when she crashed. I could picture my sister’s hulking benefactor parking his stolen car beside the dumpster just inside the alley, then carrying her to the clinic door, her skinny body looking like a child’s in his arms.
I parked the car two blocks away, slipped back like a wraith through the night and took up position. Crouching in the shadow of another dumpster in another fragging alley. Watching around the corner to keep an eye on the clinic door.
I was here because of that final connection I’d made, staring at the moonwashed ceiling. The piece of data buried in the Crashcart file on Marianne Corbeau had brought me here. As I lay in bed, I’d been able to read the closing entries of that file as clearly as if they’d actually been displayed as on-screen text. Suddenly, I noticed what I hadn’t paid attention to the first time I’d seen the file. The name, or I should say the significance of that name. "Authorized by Drs. J. Carter and K. Mobasa, supervising physicians Drs. D. Horbein, X. Marthass, P. Dempsey, and A. Kobayashi." P. Dempsey, Dr. Phyllis Dempsey, newly hired supervisor of the Brotherhood’s Puyallup clinic, successor to one Dr. Boris Chernekhov.
Coincidence? Perhaps, but I just didn’t fragging buy it.
Assume Dr. Dempsey was somehow dirty. It cleared up a couple of issues. I meant Fitz the troll had brought Theresa here, just like he’d said. No more figuring why he might have lied or where he could have gotten the Brotherhood nurse’s nametag to support that lie. And what about Fitz’s death, the murder the Prowlers blamed me for? The troll had liked Theresa; all the Prowlers had thought Teri was "stone." Odds are, he’d gone back the next day to see how his friend was doing. He’d asked the wrong questions in the wrong manner—trolls aren’t renowned for their subtlety—and got his throat ripped out for it.
It looked like it was time to have another talk with Dr. Dempsey, a very intense talk. When we’d spoken on the phone, she’d mentioned going back on afternoon shift. She’d also said something about reading some "four A.M. shift report." Add to this fact that health-care clinics generally run twelve-hour shifts. Conclusion: Dempsey’s afternoon shift was probably 1600 to 0400 in the morning. Which meant she’d be getting off duty in—I checked my watch—about two minutes. Would the people coming off shift stay in the building? Doubtful: they’d most certainly want to get home. And would they leave through the front of the building, necessitating unlocking the doors? Again, doubtful: they’d leave by the alley route. Which I was keeping staked out.
If anything was going to happen, it would happen soon. I checked my watched again. 0402.
Bingo! The door into the alley opened. In the wash of light, I saw five figures emerge, heard the chatter of good-nights offered to those inside. Then the group broke up. Okay, the gods were on my side. Three figures were heading the other way, down the alley from me. Two were coming my way. One large figure—a big man or an ork, I guessed—and one slighter, but almost as tall. Dr. Phyllis Dempsey, with friend/bodyguard. I ducked further into the shadow of the dumpster, pulled my Manhunter from its holster.
The two figures approached. Side by side, no conversation. The guy with her was a human, and from the way he glanced side to side, I knew he was a bodyguard. But his night vision would still be pretty lousy after the brightness of the clinic. Even with enhanced optics, he’d be at a disadvantage for a second or two, and that’s all I needed.
Time! The two figures drew level with me. My legs were coiled under me like springs. Now I straightened them, hurled myself right at the taller of the two figures. Crashed the mass of my pistol into the side of his head behind his ear. As he started to fold, I pistoned my other fist, weighted by a chunk of cement, into the back of his neck. He went down bonelessly, without making a sound.
It had all happened so fast that Dempsey had time to to nothing more than start to turn toward me. Then I grabbed her arm, dragged her almost off her feet, and slammed her into the alley wall. I stuck the Manhunter muzzle into her face and triggered the sighting laser. I saw her pupils contract to pinpoints, knew she was effectively blinded for the moment.
"Let’s talk," I hissed at her.
Her chest was rising and falling fast, and I could see the gleam of her white teeth against black skin. I thought she was panting, her lips drawn back in a rictus of fear. But then I realized she was laughing, and that profoundly scared me. I moved back a step, keeping my gun leveled on her face and the laser playing over her eyes.
"Well, good evening, Mr. Montgomery," she said quietly, a tone of truly disturbing amusement in her voice. What the frag did she find so funny? "And just what is it I can do for you tonight?"
Even though, by all objective judgments, I had the drop on her, I was staring to feel like it was me who was at the disadvantage. I was in deep drek again, probably even deeper than I suspected. And I didn’t know why, or how. But I wasn’t going to show her how I felt, so I kept my voice harsh and forceful. "I want my sister, you scag," I told her. "Where the frag is she?"
Dempsey chuckled, a quiet and horrid noise in that dark alley. "Oh, she’s safe, Derek Montgomery," she said. "Safer than most people in the sprawl." She grinned. "Safer than you, for instance. And soon to be safer still, in one way of looking at things."
"What are you talking about?" I demanded.
"If you’re lucky, you’ll find out eventually." Her smile, obscene in the shifting, reflected laser light, made the phrase sound like a threat. No, not a threat, a baleful prediction.
Again the sense washed over me that she was in control, that she was playing with me. I tightened my grip on the pistol. "Where is she?" I snarled.
"Somewhere where you won’t get to her."
"Where?" I demanded again. She just laughed quietly. Fear and disgust merged, churning, in my belly, and then burst into flames of anger. I snapped my pistol forward, rapping the barrel hard against her forehead, hard enough to break the skin. The impact should have been staggeringly painful, enough to stun virtually anyone, and rack most people with nausea. Although the crack of metal against bone was loud in the deserted alley, she gave no indication that it had hurt her in the slightest. Her smile was unchanged, her tiny-pupiled eyes fixed on mine. "Where?" I
repeated.
She remained silent. I contemplated hitting her again, harder. But the fear of seeing her untouched by even a more solid blow was enough to stop me. "A troll brought her here," I said instead.
"Of course. He came back the next day asking too many questions, sadly for him."
"You’d sent her elsewhere."
"Of course," Dempsey repeated.
I wanted to sigh with relief. There’d always been the fear, so deep-seated that I couldn’t admit it even to myself, that Theresa was dead. Something seemed to shift in the depths of Dempsey’s eyes, a hint of more profound amusement, and I was convinced she knew what was going on in my mind.
"Where did you send her?" I was almost shouting by this time, regardless of our proximity to the clinic, the very real danger of being overheard. "Where?"
Now she laughed. Full-throated peals of laughter. "But you know, Derek," she said through her mirth. "You’ve been there. It’s in Fort Lewis. The ISP facility. Good old Building E."
Oh, Jesus fragging Christ … So, that was where ISP obtained their experimental subjects for SPISES, from the city’s free clinics. And that was why David Sutcliffe had wanted Patrick geeked when he asked about his missing woman: she’d probably atready been shipped to Fort Lewis. Oh, Jesus, Theresa … .
My focus had slipped for an instant, and Dempsey took advantage of it. She hurled herself forward with such inhuman speed I hardly saw her move. Her left hand lashed out and grabbed my gun wrist, forcing the Manhunter off-line to the right of her head. The laser beamed into the darkness beyond her ear. Her right hand grabbed the side of my neck, her long-nailed fingers digging into my flesh. The woman’s strength was unbelievable, horrible. I couldn’t fight her. My gun arm was immobilized as effectively as if it was locked in a vice, and her right hand was slowly dragging my neck and head down toward her face. I could see her white teeth, opened wide, as if she would sink them into my throat. A fragging vampire?
I couldn’t move my right arm. I could pivot the gun, but not enough. She tightened her grip, and I could feel the small bones of my wrist shifting. Through the agony I knew I had a couple of seconds before she broke my wrist, then ripped out my throat.
My left hand was still free. I fired a couple of short jabs into the side of her head, but our bodies were too close for me to get any leverage, and my fist felt like I’d slugged the dumpster. I brought a knee up hard, aiming for the soft parts of her—sure, it’s not as effective as against a guy, but a solid blow to the groin will bring a woman to her knees. But she’d shifted her leg, and my knee drove into a rock-hard thigh muscle. She laughed, and dragged my head closer to her mouth. Her eyes were still staring into mine.
I reached around with my left hand, drove my fingers into those eyes. She screeched. With all my strength I pulled, forcing her head back. Then I threw my full weight into her, driving her backward—one step, two—into the alley wall. (Son of a slitch, it worked. Strong she may have been, but she still had only the mass of an elf woman.) The back of her head smashed into the wall, with a nasty crack of bone. She screamed again, and I drove my left shoulder harder into her throat.
Then I screamed as her teeth sank into my shoulder—ice-cold pain turning to fire. I pulled away, felt her teeth tear free of my flesh.
My laser targeting spot was on the wall, right beside her ear; the light reflected onto her temple. I pulled the trigger.
The Manhunter roared and kicked. The bullet smashed fragments from the wall, lacerating my face, then ricocheted off to slam into the side of Dempsey’s head. Her grip on my wrist and neck tightened spasmodically, then released. I dragged myself away, stumbled a step back.
She was still alive, barely, which just shouldn’t have been the case. Part of her skull was literally blown away, but she was still standing. Her rolling eyes, now looking far from human, fixed on me, and she moved forward. Her voice was a hideous, bubbling thing.
I fired again. Again and again. Kept firing after she was down, until my clip was empty. Resisted the impulse to slam in a new magazine and cap it off as well. Then I turned and fled down the alleyway like the devil was behind me. And I wasn’t completely sure it wasn’t.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
My left shoulder felt like pure pluperfect hell. Even the analgesic salve Jocasta had slathered on didn’t take away all the pain, and the flesh seemed to have swollen up around the dressing she’d attached. The wound itself burned, the familiar pain of lacerated flesh, but deeper in the shoulder was a dull throbbing that seemed synchronized with my heartbeat. When we’d got back to Rodney’s apartment, the sensation had been isolated in the shoulder. But now pain and weakness seemed to be spreading down the left arm.
Jocasta knelt on the couch beside me. A well-stocked medkit lay on the coffee table, and an optical fiber led from the unit to a watch-sized sensor array that Jocasta held against my shoulder. "Some kind of venom, I think," she said, consulting the medkit’s readout. "It suggests a broad-spectrum antidote patch."
"I’d trust its judgment over mine," I said. "Go ahead."
"What was she?" Jocasta said as she removed the protective covering from the slap patch and positioned it on my back near the wound.
I shrugged. It was about 0500 by the time I got back. With the trip being a combination of slow driving and frequent stops for fits of the shakes, I’d had plenty of time to think. My first reaction after the attack was to believe that Dempsey had been some kind of poison-fanged, unnaturally strong monster. Now I realized that had to be mainly my fear talking.
Her strength? Cyberware, pure and simple. Not every replacement
limb has to look like chrome. The fact that she took a bullet to the head and didn’t geek? It sometimes works that way. Wound shock—or lack thereof—just isn’t predictable. One guy will take a bullet in the hand and die of shock. Someone else can absorb a few dozen rounds and keep bopping for minutes before his brain admits he’s dead.
And her poison bite—if it really was toxin and not just bad dental hygiene? I’ve seen street muscle with razors or fingernails and knives in their forearms. Come to think of it, I was surprised not to have heard of poison-filled fangs—probably with carbide steel tips—before now.
"I don’t know what she was," I said. "All I know is she took my sister and gave her to Yamatetsu. The fragger."
The pain was fading from my shoulder as the anidote patch did its work. Thank the gods for modern medicine. I jumped up from the couch; I felt the need to pace.
Jocasta watched me calmly. I knew she understood what I was going through, for she’d just lost her own sister, but my anger and my pain were more immediate. They burned and they churned and they writhed in my belly. I had to do something.
"What are you planning to do?" Jocasta’s voice was calm, soothing—the last thing I wanted at the moment.
"Take them down," I growled. "Get my sister back."
"How?"
I rounded on her. "I don’t know how."
"Then let’s talk about it," she said quietly. "I want to help you, Derek. I will help you. But I need to know how." I didn’t want to accept the logic in her words, but I had to. Reluctantly, I sat down beside her.
"So, then," she said with a reassuring smile, "let’s figure out what we’ve got to do."
 
One thing was obvious as soon as we got to talking about it. If we wanted to get anywhere near Yamatetsu’s ISP facility, we needed more bodies and serious muscle—or muscle-replacement.
The key word was "serious." Like anyone who works the streets and the shadows, I knew several dozen people who styled themselves shadowrunners. Strictly speaking, I guess they were. But gradations exist among shadowrunners just as they do among, say professional riggers. The vast majority of riggers are perfectly capable of cruising a truck down a highway without hitting anything-or at least not too often. But then there are the guys who can blaze a panzer down a winding canyon at night, dodging incoming missiles, while simultaneously engaging the attacking helicopters with the tank’s main gun. Despite what you see on the trid, the latter are few and far between.
Same with the heavy-hitter type of shadowrunner. He or she’s one in a thousand—maybe even rarer—and as much like the run-of-the-mill street muscle as a bogie is to a lap poodle. I met one bona fide, top-drawer shadowrunner once—a samurai who called himself Hangfire—in a semi-social situation, and that was enough for me. I thank whatever gods there are that I’ve never had to face off against one.
But now such heavy-hitters were exactly what I had to find. Hiring standard issue runners isn’t difficult: you go to the right kind of bar and pass the word that you need such-and-such talent for such-and-such assignment. Then just weed through the applicants until you find what you need. But the varsity doesn’t hang out in bars, nor do they accept just any job. And they almost always work through intermediaries.
Which was why I phoned Anwar. Much as I dislike the little weasel, his network of contacts is wider than mine will ever be. I laid out a rough description of the job and the level of talent I was after, leaving out the corp name, of course. "I figure I need two, maybe three, really good guns," I told him. "I’ll supply a decker"—I was thinking of Rosebud, whose rates were reasonable—"and a mage." Rodney of course. "But I need muscle."
I could see the little nuyen signs light up behind Anwar’s dark eyes. This was going to be a big contract, which meant he’d pocket a big commission. "Yeah, sure, sure," he said. "Sure, I know some a’the people you want. You want smart, too, huh, not just tough? Race a problem?" I shook my head. "Then there’s Easter out of Detroit—troll, real good rep. Or Ripper out of Atlanta—dwarf merc, one of the hardest. Or maybe …"
I cut him off. "Think local," I told him. "I need them tonight if possible."
"Oh, rush job," Anwar bleated, and the nuyen signs got brighter. "Yeah, you want … " He pulled up, and his eyes narrowed. "You can pay, huh?" he said suspiciously. "Big players want big credit."
I nodded. Jocasta and I had already gone through this. I could scratch together maybe seventy-K nuyen, basically by putting a lien on everything I owned or ever would—not too much of a problem, since I fully intended to skip as soon as I had Theresa—and Jocasta had promised to make up any difference. (She hadn’t said why, and I knew enough about gift horses not to ask.) "I can pay," I told the weasel.
"Yeah, okay. You want local, there’s a group calls itself the Wrecking Crew. Two samurai, a combat mage, and a decker."
"I just need the muscle," I told Anwar. "I’ll supply mage and decker."
Anwar shook his head. "No go," he said. "The Crew always work together. No exceptions: you get one, you get ‘em all."
Four heavy-hitter shadowrunners would blow my budget to hell and gone. "Who else?" I asked.
He shrugged in his weaselly way. "Nobody, if you want ‘em tonight."
I ground my teeth. "What’s their going rate?"
The fixer looked at me as if I’d asked him his favorite sex position. "You make an offer, they decide if they want it," he snapped. I knew that was the usual protocol, but I’d been hoping for a clue so as not to waste more ime than necessary on negotiation.
I muted the phone and turned to Jocasta, who’d been watching silently from the couch. "Four of them. Twenty each? "
She thought about that for a moment, then suggested, "Make it thirty."
I hesitated. That made a total of one hundred twenty thousand nuyen—my seventy plus fifty from Jocasta. "Are you sure?"
"Make it thirty," she said firmly.
I turned back to the phone, brought Anwar back from electronic limbo. "Okay," I said, "one-twenty total; they pay your cut."
The weasel’s face showed no reaction; Anwar would be one hell of a good poker player. "I’ll pass your offer on," he said noncommittally. "And the job?"
"Get ready to receive," I told him. When he was ready, I pumped a short briefing file down the phone line. The file contained everything Jocasta and I knew, remembered, or could reconstruct about the ISP facility, plus a description of the mission. Even though protocol in deals like this forbade the fixer from scanning any communication from prospective client to the operatives, I’d taken the precaution of loading a read-only single-scan virus into the file. This virus made sure the file could only be opened once and that any attempts to copy it or remove the viral protection would immediately delete it. Paranoid maybe, but paranoia was starting to seem like the price for staying alive.
The weasel accepted the file, then cut the connection. Pushing myself away from the telecom, I sat back and tried to relax. Nothing to do now but wait.
We didn’t have long. A blessing, because tension was eating away at my gut. When the phone beeped, I damn near wiped out a few pieces of furniture getting to it fast. I hit the receiver key. "Yeah?" I barked into the pickup.
The face on the screen wasn’t familiar, but it could only be one person. Handsome in a hard kind of way, he had a long face with a large jaw, short hair, and a mouth you could describe as either determined or cruel, depending on your mood. His eyes were gray, with a slight silver glint that hinted at modifications. His manner may have been even more distinctive. It had none of the swaggering machismo, the feral edge, that most runner wannabes take on as a mantle of their profession. His was more the air of a high-ranking military officer so confident of himself and his skills that he had no need for posturing. You either took him seriously or you didn’t. In the latter case you’d probably die, but it probably wouldn’t really matter to him one way or the other.
"Mr. Johnson?" he said quietly.
My brain stuttered for a moment. Why would Anwar have set me up with a Johnson? I was the one doing the hiring, which, I suddenly realized, made me the Johnson. "Yes," I said finally.
"You can call me Argent."
"Thanks for getting back to me so fast," I said.
"I’ve discussed your offer with my team," he went on, as if I hadn’t spoken, "and shown them your briefing file. We’ve decided to accept your contract." I stifled a sigh of relief. "Your intermediary said you wanted to go tonight. That true?"
I nodded. "It’s important that we go fast."
"If that’s the way you want to play it," the samurai said equably, "I suggest we meet at eighteen hundred for a tactical briefing. Do you have a secure location?" I nodded, gave him the address of Rodney’s apartment.
"Agreed," Argent said. "Hawk and I will be there at eighteen."
And that was it. I’d hired myself a shadow team.
Rodney had emerged from the bedroom while Jocasta and I were waiting for the Wrecking Crew’s call. He tooked like hell—complexion pale, eyes sunken, the whole trip. I didn’t know if it was burnout from tossing spells or grief over Amanda’s death, and it didn’t seem the right time to ask. He didn’t say much to either Jocasta or me until after the call. That’s when he told us, "I’m coming along tonight."
"It’s not your fight, Rodney," I said quietly.
He stared at me, a strange look in his eyes. "Maybe it is," he said. For the first time since I’d met him, he looked dangerous. I remembered the killer spell that had ripped the thing apart, and nodded quickly.
"Your call," I said. "If you’re sure you’re up for it."
"I’m up for it," he said. I was in no position to argue.
I passed the time until 1800 hours in the most constructive ways I could think of. First, I went over and over in my mind the guided tour that Skyhill had given us of the ISP facility, concentrating on things like the lay of the land, logical positions for guards, and other tactical considerations. Then I got back on the horn to Anwar. I wanted whatever background he could offer on the shadow team that called themselves the Wrecking Crew.
Very impressive brag sheets these guys had. Argent, the leader, had learned his skills in Fuchi’s corporate army, with three seasons’ worth of Desert Wars under his belt. Definitely a tough customer. One very disturbfing note in his record caught my attention, however, and wouldn’t let it go. Argent had two cyberarms. Now that wasn’t so unusual in itself, particularly after three Desert War tours of duty. I think I’d have been more surprised to learn that he’d come through without losing some of his body parts. No, what I found so disturbing was that the cyberarms were voluntary replacements. Translation: Argent had chosen to have this perfectly functional meat arms lopped off and replaced with metal. What the frag kind of person would make such a decision? What would go through your mind as you told the surgeon, "Go ahead, cut’em off"? Scary.
Argent’s second-in-command was an Amerindian named Hawk. He was also a combat shaman, a rarity in the sprawl. According to Anwar’s data, Hawk was an Eagle shaman who’d served a full tour of duty with the Sioux Special Forces—that’s right, the infamous Wildcats—in the magically active Spiritwalker unit, then resigned his commission to go solo. One very tough hombre, this Hawk.
Then there was Toshi, another razorguy. His background was more like that of most of the runners I knew, but more so. Raised on the street, ran with the gangs, metalled himself up, and carved out a solid rep—the usual thing.
Rounding out the team was Peg the decker. Another interesting case. Thanks to a bike crash when she was sixteen, Peg was a high quadriplegic. The trauma to the spinal cord was so severe and so high up that even cyberware couldn’t help. You need motor nerves to communicate with cyberlimbs, and she didn’t have any functional ones left. Peg could handle a datajack, though, and she took to the Matrix as the only world where her injuries weren’t a disadvantage. In the ten years since, she’d built up a track record that included jobs on every continent, though she never left her room in the San Francisco clinic that was home. For the past three years, Peg was the only decker the other members of the Wrecking Crew would ever work with.
Interesting reading, and very reassuring. I was getting good people for my money. My confidence increased: we had a good chance of pulling this one off.
So, I passed the time by planning and by reading. But mainly by worrying myself sick.
At 1800 on the nose, I heard the roar of heavy-bike engines in the street. Three, I thought: Argent, Hawk, and Toshi. A logical procedure would be for Argent and Hawk to attend the meet, while the other samurai patrolled outside, just in case it was some kind of setup.
A knock sounded on the door. Rodney closed his eyes, seemed to slip into a kind of trance for a couple of seconds. Then he roused himself and told me, "It’s them." I nodded, and he opened the door.
Argent was the first one in. A big man, even bigger than I’d guessed from his image on the phone screen. Despite my intention to keep my eyes on his face, my gaze was drawn down to his angular metal hands. Not the shining chrome that most would-be street monsters select, but a matte black finish that made the hands look even more lethal—evil, even—than I’d have thought possible. My gaze slipped back to his face, searched his cold eyes for some clue to his personality. But his expression was unreadable.
Behind Argent was an Amerindian, surprisingly slender-faced and ascetically handsome, but with a muscular body that rivaled Argent’s in size. This had to be Hawk, the combat shaman. Both runners wore standard "business suits," form-fitting black garments that showed the characteristic ridging of armor plates under the surface. Neither had any visible weapons, but I knew they had to have hold-outs concealed somewhere.
Argent scanned the room coolly, Hawk standing a meter back and to his right. Perfect interlocking fields of fire for right-handers. Then the big razorguy nodded to me. "Good evening, Mr. Johnson," he said, gesturing to the phone. "I’d like Peg to join us, if that’s all right with you." At a nod from me, the samurai crossed to the phone, punched in a code. The screen remained blank, but a female voice sounded from the speaker, "I’m on-line, Argent."
Argent then settled himself on the couch, while Hawk leaned casually against the wall near the door. Their apparent casualness didn’t fool me. I knew they were both hair-triggered and ready for anything.
"Okay," the samurai said quietly, "let’s go over the situation again. It’s a straightforward penetration and lift-out. Site: a corp research facility. Subject: one female human. No other constraints or requirements. Right?"
"Just one," I told him. "The three of us will be going with you."
Argent’s cold eyes flicked over me, Jocasta, and Rodney. "You didn’t say anything about tourists," he said after a moment.
Before I could answer, Hawk spoke. His voice was slow and deep, even deeper than his size might have implied. "The elf’s a hermetic mage, Argent," he said. He fixed Rodney with a curious gaze. "Initiate?" Rodney nodded. "The woman’s magically active, but at a low and uncontrolled level. Class her as an adept, maybe. And Mr. Johnson …" He looked me over, grinned with dry humor. "Mr. Johnson’s mundane, but he has a serious mad on, and is ready to kick ass and take names. Not your standard tourists."
Argent shrugged, seeming disinclined to dispute the Amerindian’s assessment. "Fine," he said after a moment’s thought. "You come." He changed the subject abruptly. "I sent Peg in to get more background on the site. Specifically, guard assignments and security provisions." He tossed a chip my way. "Here’s the tactical database she put together. I want you three to scan it—and commit it to memory—by twenty-three hundred. We move at twenty-four."
I nodded agreement. Argent was the pro, and I was quite willing to leave tactical matters in his metallic hands.
"We’ll supply you with weapons," the big man went on. I started to speak, but he cut me off. "I know you’ve got your own ordnance. But if you use ours, I’ll know it’s going to work." He turned to the shaman. "Hawk, why don’t you have a talk with your colleague?"
Rodney and the Amerindian adjourned to the kitchen, and I could faintly hear them discussing things like spells, grades of initiation, degrees of drain, and other drek that could just as well have been Greek to me. Argent looked as though he had simply turned himself off. His eyes remained open and idly scanning the room, but he seemed to have withdrawn inward. For the briefest moment I considered trying to strike up a conversation, then rejected the idea.
Instead, I took the chip the big samurai had given me and slotted it into the phone, called up the text onto the screen. Peg had been busy. Somehow she’d managed to discover that the regular security detachment guarding the ISP facility numbered twenty-five, and she’d even listed them by fragging name. Times of shift-change were given, and even historical records on when senior officers had conducted surprise inspections. Then she’d gone on to itemize the site’s electronic security—a depressingly long list that included everything from standard motion sensors around the perimeter to vibration/pressure units near the individual buildings. Still, the decker’s comments stated that she foresaw no problem disabling those systems when she ran so-called "Matrix overwatch." I wished I could share her confidence.
The most disturbing item on the tactical database, though, was the news that ISP used "parabiologicals" as part of their security regime. In other words, they had Awakened critters as watchdogs: a couple of hell hounds, to be precise. Just peachy fragging keen. Hell hounds were basically good little doggies who could spit flame and reduce a militant troll to hamburger in under a minute. I wondered how Argent and crew planned to deal with these pets.
After the security aspects, the tac database went into issues of timing and "disposition of assets"—basically, estimates of time for penetration, total mission duration, fall-back points, meeting locations, and various contingency plans in case the whole thing hosed up. There was even an estimate of our chances of success: 90 percent, with a confidence interval of plus or minus 4 percent. (Now, where those figures came from, I couldn’t even guess. But they were presented in such an authoritative style that I dared not take issue.) All in all, it was a piece of work almost military in its precision. Considering the background of the team leader, of course, that shouldn’t have come as a surprise.
After a while, Rodney returned from his conference with Hawk, and he and Jocasta joined me at the terminal.
Despite the complexity and high data content of Peg’s tac database, there were few enough things that we really had to remember. Basically, two major rules. Listen to the Wrecking Crew, and if they said to do something, do it now, no questions asked. And, if things went to hell, meet at the perimeter directly opposite the main gate. Peg would have the alarms disabled and enough computer-mediated chaos to make sure the security guards were heavily involved elsewhere.
Though I had expected the time to crawl by, midnight came almost too soon. The relative silence of the street was ripped by a heavy bike gunning its engine.
"Time to go," Argent said, rising to his feet with the silent grace of a hunting cat.
"How do we travel?" I asked. "I’ve got a car, but it’s a two-seater."
"You and you"—the samurai pointed to Jocasta and Rodney—"take the car. Mr. Johnson rides with us."
The Wrecking Crew rode bikes that perfectly fitted their style and their business: fast and almost brutally powerful. Hawk and Argent rode Harley hogs—"combat bikes," Hawk had called them with a grin. Seated astride a Honda Viking was Toshi, the second samurai, a tall, edgy-looking elf of Japanese extraction. The bike looked faster than the others, but higher-strung, probably matching his personality.
"Gear check when we hit Fort Lewis," Argent announced. "Mr. Johnson, you ride with me." I nodded. "Follow us," he told Jocasta, who was driving my car, with Rodney in the passenger sat. "And keep up," he said. He twisted his throttle, and the big engine blasted like a heavy machine gun. "Okay, Mr. Johnson, mount up "
I swung a leg over, settled myself on the rear of the saddle. Argent’s shoulders were like a huge wall in front of me. I placed my feet on the pegs and grabbed the handles. "Okay," I said.
He grabbed a handful of throttle, and we were away. The scream of the bike echoed off the buildings around us, redoubled as the others took off after us. The night air was cool, rushing against my face. Argent laid the heavy bike way over to negotiate the turn onto Twenty-third Avenue East. From there it was a straight shot south toward Madison, and he just rolled the throttle on. The other two bikes pulled up beside and slightly behind us, a vee-formation of hurtling metal.
Toshi grinned at me, his smile feral in the street lights. Slipping his feet off the pegs, he let the metal toe-caps of his boots drag, kicking sparks from the road surface. I risked a glance over my shoulder. Jocasta and Rodney in the Jackrabbit were close behind, our group forming a tight little convoy as we screamed south toward Fort Lewis.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
We pulled off the road into a wooded area about a klick away from the ISP facility. While the Wrecking Crew were killing their bike engines, Jocasta was carefully driving my Jackrabbit as deep into the trees as she could get. I swung myself off Argent’s Harley, my muscles complaining a little from riding pillion for almost an hour.
"Weapons check," Argent said quietly. "Let’s see what you’ve got, Mr. Johnson." I pulled out my Manhunter, made sure the safety was on, and handed it to him. The big samurai quickty checked the action, then flipped it around so that he held the barrel and then passed it back to me. "Good condition," he acknowledged. "Okay, you keep that." He turned to the other samurai. "Toshi, a Roomsweeper for Mr. Johnson."
The edgy-looking samurai had opened the "trunk" of his Viking, the storage area under the saddle. From its recesses he pulled out a short-barreled shotgun, tossed it to me. I quickly checked the weapon over, trying to be as efficient and businesslike as Argent. The Remington Roomsweeper seemed new, its action like silk, having been used just enough for the parts to work in properly. I checked the tubular magazine under the barrel—six shells—then glanced up, about to ask for more ammo. Argent had anticipated me. I took the box he offered, checked the shells: double-ought cubic pellets, suitable for the biggest game. I stuffed the pockets of my duster with a dozen extra rounds, and adjusted the Roomsweeper’s strap so it hung comfortably at my hip. It was a good weapon combination—the shotgun for "suppressing" a room in a hurry, the Manhunter for targets requiring accuracy over firepower.
"Daisho," I remarked to Argent, naming the traditionat long sword/short sword combination of the Japanese samurai. He grinned slightly in appreciation. I felt edgy but ready: locked in, cranked up, out on the pointy end and ready to rock and roll.
While I’d been checking my equipment, Toshi and Hawk—the latter now wearing a knife as long as my forearm on his hip—had been gearing up Jocasta and Rodney. I saw they were both packing silenced Uzi III SMGs. Good choice, I thought: highly lethal, but simple enough for people not extensively trained in small arms. As a matter of course I checked out the Crew as well. Argent had twin Ingram smartguns holstered on his hips, and four grenades on a bandolier across his chest. Toshi cradled a Heckler & Koch HK227S, and wore an Ares Viper flechette pistol on his hip. In addition to his knife, Hawk carried an AK-98 assault rifle, although the profusion of fetishes on his belt and bandoliers hinted that he wouldn’t be depending exclusively on mundane firepower if we hit resistance.
Argent touched me on the shoulder. "One last thing," he said. "It’s stupid to take any chances." In his hand was a standard two-color pack of camo paint. He dipped two fingers into the pigment and quickly smeared my face. He streaked dark pigment over my cheek bones, forehead, jawline, and nose, then swiped the lighter tone in the hollows of both cheeks, under my eyebrows, and under my chin. It seemed like a rather desultory job. Shouldn’t the paint be applied thicker? I wondered. But then I looked at Jocasta, who was getting the same minimalist treatment from Hawk. The dark paint was applied to the high points of the face, the places that generally look lighter, while the light paint was applied to the shadowed areas. It had the effect of removing all sense of depth, of relief, from the face, making it surprisingty difficult to recognize it as a face. These guys knew what they were doing. Then an interesting thought struck me. "What about thermographic vision?" I said. "Paint won’t make any difference there."
The big samurai nodded. "There’s some debate on that," he said quietly. "Toshi, he’s got what he calls his `cool suit.’ Chemical cool-packs under his armor to lower his body temperature. Though I think it just slows him down." The smaller razorguy shot Argent a sour look. "I prefer these," the leader went on, touching the grenades hanging from his bandolier. "Thermo grenades. They kick out more heat than light, so they’re more dazzling to thermographic vision than normal vision."
He turned aside brusquely—interview over—and strapped a miniature phone onto his wrist, slipped the wireless earpiece into his ear. He raised the wrist unit to his mouth and spoke softly, "Peg, point one." Of course I didn’t hear the response.
Point one. According to the tactical plan, that meant we had ten minutes to get to our penetration point. Then Peg would start her electronic violation of ISP’s security systems. A minute or two later we’d go over the fence, and the game would be on.
Toshi tossed me something: a pair of night-vision goggles. I was familiar with the technology from my days at the Star, so I had no problem slipping them on and adjusting them properly. When I turned them on, they made the nighttime forest look almost day-bright. Disconcerting at first were the slight graininess and faint persistence of light-colored objects, which led to a smearing effect when I moved my head, but I knew from experience I’d soon stop noticing. Toshi was fitting a similar set onto Jocasta, but Rodney waved away the unit offered by Hawk. Presumably his elven eyes made such technological intervention irrelevant.
Argent raised a clenched fist and we moved out, slipping like wraiths through the woods. Or, more correctly, the Wrecking Crew did. The two samurai made about as much sound as a small woodland animal—in other words, not much—while Hawk’s movement was utterly silent. He might have been no more than a holographic projection for all he disturbed the foliage. In comparison, the rest of us moved like a herd of moose.
It took us almost the whole ten minutes to get to point two, a spot just outside the perimeter nearest to building E, the containment lab. The cloud cover was total, and under the trees the night was as dark as the inside of a sack. Without the night goggles, I’d have been blind. The compound on the other side of the four-meter-high fence was in darkness as well; not a single light showed. That told us one thing: ISP’s security contingent were either depending on thermographic vision or night scopes or else on beings that could see in the dark.
As soon as we reached the fence, Hawk settled himself down on his knees. His eyes closed, and his breathing slowed until it was almost imperceptible. After maybe a minute he shook himself, as though just waking up, and rose to his feet again. "No spirits or elementals on patrol," he whispered. "There are two hell hounds, but I don’t think they spotted me. The buildings are all warded, and have magical barriers up. The barrier on building E is very powerful."
"Could you break it?" Argent asked.
"Maybe," the big Amerindian answered after a moment. "But I wouldn’t want to have to try. I wouldn’t be good for much afterward."
The leader accepted that with a nod. He raised his wrist phone, was about to speak.
"We’ve got company coming," Rodney said quietly. Everybody else was facing the ISP compound; Rodney had his back to the fence, and was scanning the jungle. He pointed back along our tracks. "Fifty meters," he said.
So fast I didn’t even see him move, Argent was by the elf’s side. Both Ingrams were out and tracking in the direction Rodney had indicated. "Security?"
The mage shook his head. "I don’t think so."
"Armed?"
Rodney nodded to Argent’s question. "Yes, very much like us."
The big samurai gritted his teeth in anger. I could see that he didn’t appreciate complications. "Okay, fade," he whispered to the rest of us, "and hold fire until we get a positive visual ident."
His two colleagues took him at his word. When he said "fade," they faded; in fact, they vanished. I hunkered down behind a small bush near Jocasta. Rodney didn’t move, but just stood there murmuring in Latin, all the while seeming to dissolve into the background. Every time I took my eyes off him, it was more difficult to reacquire his image. I shook my head. Mages.
There was a rustling in the underbrush ahead. I could see a black-clad figure approaching. It wore a sophisticated suit of body armor, complete with helmet, whose style was disturbingly familiar. I’d seen armor like that; I’d worn armor like that. The figure’s hands were empty, and he moved upright with little concern for concealment. The figure reached up and removed its helmet. My night goggles made it difficult to pick out subtle details, but I recognized that ugly face.
I stood up from behind my sheltering bush. "Keith, you drekhead!" I hissed. "What the frag are you doing here?"
As if my movement had been a signal, six bright red sighting-laser spots appeared over Scott Keith’s face and on the torso of his Lone Star Active Response Team armor. (Six spots? I wondered. Then I realized Argent had both his Ingrams on-line.)
Scott Keith blinked, and turned away from the lasers’ dazzle. "Okay, okay," he whispered, "I know you’re not alone. Neither am I."
Hawk’s voice sounded calmly from beside me, even though I knew his meat body was ten meters away. "Just what is going on, Mr. Johnson?"
Keith’s nasty smile broadened at that. If we hadn’t been in the middle of a fragging forest at night he’d probably have guffawed. "`Mr. Johnson’? We’re certainly moving up in the world, aren’t we?"
I took a step toward him, showing my empty hands as two targeting spots bloomed on my own chest. "Get down and we’ll talk about it," I hissed.
We crouched face to face in the underbrush. His body was rank from sweating in the full combat armor, his breath reeked of alcohol and onions. The miserable slot had taken a couple of belts—dutch courage, probably—before coming here.
"What the frag are you doing here, Keith?" I snarled into his face. "I’m doing what you wanted," I lied, "getting the dirt on Yamatetsu. You trying to hose it up for me?"
"Now there’s an idea," he said in mock surprise. "Wish I’d thought of that myself. No, Montgomery—oh, oh yes, Mr. Johnson—I’m only here to make sure you go through with it and don’t sell out to the scum."
"How did you know it was tonight?" I demanded.
Keith’s unpleasant smile grew even wider. I struggled not to flinch away from his breath. "Oh, a friend of yours told me you were hiring muscle," he said casually. "He even told me who, isn’t that nice? So of course I knew what you were up to." He hesitated, then said mock-solicitously, "Read-only single-scan viruses don’t cut it anymore. Thought I should tell you that."
I kept my
face expressionless—I think—but my thoughts were racing. Anwar, you fragging weasel. Sell me out to the fragging DED, huh? I
filed that away under unfinished business, and forced my mind back to the present. "Okay, Keith," I said, "you had the whole thing chipped. But you’re here now, and you’ve got, what, four … ?"
"Five."
"You’ve got five troopers backing you. I’ve got my runners. What do we do now? Shoot it out right here, and let the survivors—if there are any—go over the fence? Just what the frag do you have in mind, chummer?"
He shrugged casually, as though thinking it through for the first time. I knew he had something in mind, though. "I think we’ll just tag along with you guys," he said. "We’ll guard your backs." He turned away so fast that he didn’t see my one-fingered salute.
Predictably, Argent didn’t like the arrangement one bit. Hawk liked it less, and Toshi was on the point of unilaterally deciding to geek Keith and his troopers—and frag Mr. Johnson’s opinion in the matter. Finally, however, the fact that we had a deal—and the righteous anger engendered by the fact that I’d got fragged by my fixer—settled the matter. We’d go in, and the DED boys could come along. But at the first sign of anything untoward, it was major hosing time.
I didn’t like the game any better than Argent, but at least I understood enough about Keith’s situation to feel a little more confident. Scott Keith was out on a very slender limb, bringing a full five-person squad of DED troopers along. If things did get hosed, and the Yamatetsu guards took even one trooper—dead or alive—Keith would be up for the chop, big time. Even the best-trained DED hitters couldn’t be confident of taking down the Wrecking Crew without losses and without a whole drekoad of noise, so the chances of this whole thing being a setup were very slim. It had to be that Keith was convinced that the night’s expedition would supply him with enough dirt to bring down Marianne Corbeau and take her job, because that—apart from an in-and-out that didn’t trigger any alerts—was the only outcome that wouldn’t slot up his Lone Star career but good.
So that’s how we ended up crouching outside the perimeter, the six members of my group, plus Scott Keith and his black-armored troopers with their H&K MP5s. Argent had called in a somewhat-belated point two, and Peg had begun to slot with the electronic security. After a few minutes, the metal-armed samurai nodded, and we started the penetration.
I’d been wondering how Argent intended to go over the fence. It was heavy chain-link, about four meters high and topped with three strands of cutwire. The whole thing was mounted on its supporting pillars with ceramic resistors, so I knew it was carrying juice. And considerable juice, judging from the size of the resistors. I couldn’t think of any easy ways over that didn’t involve either equipment we lacked or magic.
As it turned out, null perspiration. Argent murmured something into his wrist phone, then announced in a whisper, "Fence is down."
Toshi leaped forward, a pair of bolt-cutters in his hands. The samurai’s enhanced strength and speed made short work of the fence as he cut a slightly larger-than man-sized "gate" into the chain links. He tossed the cutters to Hawk, then dived through the hole he’d made. He came up in a combat crouch, his SMG scanning the rea for targets.
"Move," Argent snapped. "One minute."
One by one we passed through the hole in the fence. Me and my shadow team first, followed by Keith and his troopers. As soon as the last black-armored figure was through, Toshi closed the gap in the fence, using what looked to me like metal twist-ties to hold the wire in place. The instant he was done, Argent whispered into his phone, "Okay, Peg." The twist-ties, or whatever they were, sparked blue for an instant, and I knew the electric fence was live again.
We moved across the landscape grounds toward building E. Toshi and Argent, probably chipped to the max, advanced in flickering dashes, broken by moments of total immobility as they scanned around them. Although they seemed to be paying no attention to one another, I noticed their "dash-and-cover" moves were perfectly synchronized to let them leap-frog across the terrain, always covering each other. Hawk moved behind them, cautiously searching the area with senses both mundane and arcane. Then it was me, Jocasta, and Rodney. We all had our weapons out, and those two looked almost as tense as I felt. Fanning out behind us were Keith and his troopers. They were pros, too, moving in a slower version of Argent and Toshi’s advance, keeping a 360-degree watch.
Hawk and Rodney spotted the incoming trouble almost simultaneously—the elf shouting, "Uh-oh!" while the big Amerindian barked a more communicative "Contact!" The things leaped at us out of the dark, suddenly appearing in my goggles’ field of vision. Big dogs, the color of the night itself, standing almost a meter at the shoulder. Gaping jaws displayed oversized teeth. Their speed was terrifying. As one lunged toward Toshi, it made a harsh, grunting noise, its mouth loosing a tongue of flame that went a good meter. If the chipped samurai hadn’t hurled himself backward, the flame would have washed over him. Even while dodging the flame, Toshi still managed to trigger a short burst from his silenced SMG. My goggles let me see that every round hit, but the hound seemed undaunted.
That was when Hawk stepped forward. Right into the jaws of the attacking hell hounds, it looked like. I was sure he was meat. But the two dogs slammed on the brakes, virtually froze in their tracks. I could see their eyes, blood red against their black pelts, fixed on him. They stood stiff-legged, and their hackles bristled wildly. One whimpered softly. Then Hawk pistoned his arms up and out, threw back his head as if screaming to the sky even though he made no sound. As one, those two doggies tucked their tails between their legs, turned and bolted, disappearing almost instantly into the darkness. Only when they were well and truly gone did Hawk break his pose, returning to a combat crouch. We moved forward again, the shaman near the front. Though he was keeping up, his movements seemed tired. I mused on that as we advanced. Basically, my only knowledge of high-powered magic came from trideo dramas, in which mages can toss killer spells all day and still have the energy to jam their love interest all night. I was starting to learn that reality was somewhat different.
I also noticed something else important about this encounter. Not one of the DED troopers or any of the Crew had capped off any rounds at the hell hounds. Only Toshi had fired, which was understandable because one of the dogs had him labeled as a midnight snack. That reasured me that the level of discipline was high. Other than the fear of taking a round in the back from Keith and friends, my fear about having the five troopers along was that they would immediately open up with all the ordnance they had at the slightest provocation, blowing everything to hell. I still had enough to worry about, but one less thing was definitely a blessing.
We reached building E with no further incident. Like all the other buildings on the ISP site, it had neither windows nor lights. It also showed the "concrete blockhouse" style of architecture of all the structures we’d seen during our guided tour. The ferroconcrete-composite walls were angled at almost forty-five degrees, and the corners were slightly rounded to offer no salients. It was almost as if the architects had designed with defense in mind. I was sure those walls could withstand a couple of shots from a panzer’s main gun.
The door followed the same mindset: reinforced metal, with flanges all the way around to reinforce it. The keypad for the maglock was protected by a screen of translucent black macroplast, with a smaller keypad mounted above. A lock protecting the lock: just fragging great.
Argent whispered into his wrist phone, "Point three, Peg. Can you get the lock?" He paused for a moment, then the macroplast screen hissed back. "No," he told the decker in response to some question, "you’ve freed the main lock, but the door’s still secured." Another second of silence, then he frowned and said, "Local, got you." He beckoned Toshi forward. "Do it, omae," he instructed.
Toshi brushed his hair back from his forehead, and for the first time I saw the datajack in his temple. Samurai and decker? My respect for the irritable elf went up a couple of notches. He pulled a length of optical fiber from a belt pouch, snugged a jack into the socket in his head, and attached a couple of adhesive leads to the keypad enclosure. His eyes rolled back in his head as he started his work.
"Come on, come on," a whispered voice sounded in my ears. It took a moment to realize the voice was my own.
The lock keypad issued a soft beep. Toshi pulled the jack out of his head, rolled up the fibers and stuffed them back into his belt pouch. He glanced questioningly at Argent, received a nod in reply, then punched a single key on the pad. The door hissed back, and light washed out.
Show time. There were three sec-guards in the entryway, armed and armored. They turned toward us as the door opened, weapons coming up and mouths gaping open, and there was no time for subtlety. Argent dropped two with headshots from his silenced Ingrams, Toshi blew the third’s throat out with his H&K. The loudest sound in the entire exchange was the clatter as the armor-clad bodies hit the floor. If I hadn’t figured it before, I knew now that I was in way out of my depth. We all crowded into the entryway, and Toshi hit the key to close the door behind us. Jocasta and I slipped off our night goggles, while Keith and his troopers flipped up the active visors of their helmets.
The only door out of the place was right ahead of us. While waiting back at Rodney’s apartment, Jocasta had sketched for us how she thought a P3+-style containment would have to be laid out. According to that schematic, the door ahead would lead us into the administrative area. From there we could move into the changing rooms, where people put on the protective suits they needed to wear in the lab proper. Beyond that would be the lab itself, isolated from the outside environment by, at the very least, a double-doored airlock arrange-ment, but more likely by a kind of autoclave that sterilized everything passing in or out. There’d also be the physical plant that handled support matters such as oxygen supply for the sealed lab.
In other words, we’d probably encounter a certain amount of office-building style hallways and offices behind the door, making the tactical situation very tricky. Any turn of the corridor could conceal armed guards, while someone in a room could theoretically burn a clip of ammo into us, aiming by sound alone, right through the
construction-plastic walls or doors. Not a pleasant prospect.
Hawk closed his eyes again, stilled his breathing. After a few seconds, he reemerged from his trance-like state, a frown on his face.
"Well?" Argent whispered.
"Another barrier, very powerful," the shaman said, his voice troubled. "I don’t know if I can break it."
Argent’s lips formed a thin line. "Don’t try." He turned his cold eyes on me. "I don’t like this," he said.
Well, hell, neither did I. But according to the late, unlamented Dr. Dempsey, my sister was somewhere in here. Then I remembered what Skyhill had said about "added magical precautions," and I relaxed an iota. "It’s part of the containment lab," I told him.
From their expressions, I didn’t think that either Argent or Hawk really bought that. But pro is pro, and I could see them both decide to live with it. In response to Argent’s hand signal, Toshi moved forward and checked the door. He nodded, and rapidly swung open the door, which was decorated with disgusting sprays of blood and tissue.
Something was very wrong. I’d expected office-style hallways, industrial gray carpeted floors, construction-plastic walls. I didn’t see any of those. We were looking into what seemed to be a big stairwell, with a spiral staircase leading down. No, not a stairwell; it was a helical rampway, more than two meters wide, that led downward. Walls, floor, and ramp looked to be made from a kind of ferroconcrete, but colored a kind of faint beige rather than the conventional gray. And the surface wasn’t smooth, but slightly rippled. The light level was low, about that of dusk but redder than sunlight. The air that rolled out through that door was warm, redolent with a strange odor. The scent triggered memories of breweries, but it wasn’t quite like that. Ruby-red aiming dots drifted over the far walls as tense fingers touched triggers. Then, after a second or two, they vanished, telling me the weapon-owners had controlled their reactions.
Argent looked over my way, raised his eyebrows questioningly. I shrugged in reply, pointed forward with my empty left hand. He shook his head, a grim half-smile on his face, and politely gestured, "After you."
Great. Wordless though it had been, our conversation had been direct and to the point. I tightened my grip on my Roomsweeper, and cautiously moved forward through the doorway. The moment I stepped onto the gray surface, I knew at once it wasn’t ferroconcrete. The floor was slightly soft, giving a minuscule amount under my boots. On impulse, I crouched down to touch it. It felt warm, slightly less than body temperature, like the cooling flesh of a corpse. Hastily I snatched my hand back. I didn’t like this at all.
I glanced back at Argent, but his expression hadn’t changed. I shifted my gaze to Jocasta, and could see her fear, her concern. That reinforced my flagging will. I stepped onto the spiral ramp.
The ramp was bounded by a guardrail, but it was unnaturally high, reaching to about shoulder-level rather than to the waist. It would still be at least partially effective at keeping me from pitching off the ramp, but it simply didn’t match the way most people would have designed it. I leaned over that too-high rail, and looked down. The spiral ramp descended two and a half turns—about twenty meters—into the red-tinged darkness. There was no movement, nothing at all untoward. But that strange, vaguely biological smell kept catching in the back of my throat, triggering all sorts of mental warnings.
I beckoned to the others, and they joined me. I looked questioningly at Argent and pointed downward. After a moment’s thought he nodded. He and Tashi took the lead. It was almost as if I’d made it through some rite of passage, and the pros were now willing to walk point again. Jocasta was beside me as I started down, the pressure of her shoulder comforting. We exchanged grins—patently fake—and moved on.
The ramp disgorged us into a large, square chamber about fifteen meters on a side. Floors, walls, and five-meter-high ceiling were the same slightly resilient beige-colored material as the ramp. The light was even more reddish, coming from translucent hemispheres, about thirty centimeters in diameter, set into the walls at about knee level. They reminded me disgustingly of glowing blood-blisters, and the low-angled light cast our shadows—elongated, warped, and horrible—up onto the walls and ceilings. The biological smell—yeast, that’s what it reminded me of—was even stronger now.
There were two doors on opposite sides of the chamber, leading north and south. Argent, his modified optics picking up the red tinge of the light until they looked like the eyes of the attacking hell hounds, glanced at Hawk. The shaman spoke up immediately, "I don’t like this. Astral barriers on both doors."
"Which is the stronger?" the samurai asked. Without hesitation, Hawk pointed to the north door. Argent turned his lurid eyes on me. "Well, Mr. Johnson," he asked, "any bright ideas?"
I knew what was going through his mind. He and his crew had been hired for a standard lift-out, which this no longer resembled even faintly. His first inclination was to bail, to bug out and take his team with him, leaving me and the rest to rot. The only thing holding him back was his professionalism. He
had accepted my contract—verbally only, of course, because shadow agreements never make it to paper—but that was binding enough. (If he didn’t believe that this was as much a surprise to me as to him, he’d have geeked me on the spot.) So now he was offering me a graceful way of releasing him and his people from the contract, with no ill will or loss of face on either side. All I had to do was say we were hosed, and he’d lead us back out of there, doing everything in his power to make sure we all made it safely to the outside world.
But that wasn’t what I was after. I was here for a reason, and no matter how much it freaked me, I was going ahead. I looked him squarely in the eye. "Head north," I said. "People go to more trouble to protect the important stuff."
Argent’s eyes were cold and steady, and I could see that he was weighing my decision—and perhaps my life. As he held my gaze for several seconds, I heard the pounding of my own heartbeat in my ears, sweat pricking my brow. But then he nodded curtly. "We head north," he whispered.
Toshi did the door again, swung it back even faster this time. Argent took a quick look through the doorway, then hurtled across it in a diving roll. I heard the muffled drumming of his silenced Ingrams. Before I could even react, Hawk and Toshi were through the door—the former breaking left, the latter right—and all I could do was follow.
The room beyond was even darker than the ramp chamber, the floor softer, the joints between walls and floor or ceiling more rounded. I noticed those features with only part of my mind. My major attention was on the moving figures. Two massive, bipedal things were near the center of the room. I recognized them immediately: they were the same monsters that had attacked us in Capitol Hill. One was staggering under the concentrated fire of the Wrecking Crew. Even as I charged into the room, I saw the ugly thing collapse, its head a shattered ruin. I swung my Roomsweeper around to target the second creature, which was advancing toward Argent, but held off the trigger at the last moment. It was very probable that our penetration of the lab had been undetected to this point, so why add to our problems by blazing away with an unsilenced shotgun?
It didn’t seem to be necessary anyway. The three shadowrunners had switched their aim to the new threat, and the sheer impact of the hail of lead was driving the horror back. Silenced spits sounded from beside me. I turned to see Rodney crouching, squeezing off short, precisely targeted bursts from his Uzi. The elf’s face was like stone, and I could literally feel the tension in his body. (Of course, I thought after a moment, it was these things that killed Amanda.) The creature, gouting black ooze from a dozen massive wounds, gave a bubbling cry and crashed to the ground.
Another figure was beside me: Scott Keith, his normally florid face pale in contrast to his black armor. "What the frag was that?" he asked in a hushed voice.
I felt my lips draw back from my teeth in a savage grin. "Welcome to Yamatetsu, chummer," I hissed.
I looked around the room. It was large, maybe thirty meters long by half that wide, but the dim reddish light nade it hard to judge dimensions. I guessed the ceiling height at considerably more than twice my own height. There were shapes lying against the walls; I counted an even dozen of them. Human-sized shapes, reclining as though asleep. The nearest was five or six meters away. I started to walk slowly toward it. An iron-hard hand fell on my shoulder—Toshi’s hand—but I shook it off. The samurai shrugged.
From the corner of my eye I saw the movement, down it the other end of the long room. A human-scale figure, not another hulking monstrosity. Instinctively I turned toward it, my gun coming up, but too late. I saw the muzzle plume of a large-bore weapon; the report seemed diminished, as if the walls were anechoic.
There was nothing diminished about the impact as the bullet hit me on the left side of my chest. My armored duster stopped the round, spread its kinetic energy over a wider area, but it was still like taking a wild pitch in the ribs. I was sure I felt a rib crack, or maybe two, and the pain was like a knife in my side. All my muscles down that side seemed to convulse in reaction, jerking me further around and taking my gun offline. It was all I could do not to cry out from the agony.
Before that gun could blaze a second time, I saw Hawk bring his AK-98 to his shoudder, trigger off three single rounds. I heard a cry from the other end of the room, and the big weapon sent a shot into the ceiling as the figure pitched backward. The two chipped samurai dashed forward, and I followed as fast as I could … pulling up short the moment I was near enough to get a good look at the first prone figure.
Long, slender limbs, blonde hair. Face peaceful in what looked to be sleep. It was Theresa.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
Hawk and Rodney knelt by the motionless body of my sister, conversing in quiet tones. I stood behind them, concentrating alt my willpower on not hopping from foot to foot in impatience. Jocasta had her hand on my shoulder, probably in an attempt to calm me. Though I appreciated her solicitude, I didn’t want to be calm just then. It was my sister, frag it. The others were fanned out around the room prepared for any other unpleasant surprises—expecting them, in fact: the two gunshots from the other end of the room hadn’t been silenced. Scott Keith kept glancing my way, but didn’t come over to say anything, for which I was thankful. He was probably still wondering what he’d gotten himself into.
After what seemed like an hour but was probably only a few minutes, Hawk looked up. His handsome face was troubled. "What?" I demanded.
"She’s comatose," the Amerindian said. "Probably has been for more than twenty-four hours. And there’s something else." He held up something that looked like a sickly yellow umbilical cord.
That was the first mental impression I got, and I only realized how appropriate it was when Rodney carefully rolled Theresa over onto her back. She was wearing shorts and a singlet, and that disgusting cord vanished up under her top. The elf pulled up her singlet to bare Theresa’s stomach, and I could see the thing spread out into a grotesque parody of a placenta, which was somehow attached to her skin. The flesh around the fist-sized attachment was reddened, and I thought I could see blood vessels, an abnormal concentration of them, under the skin. I tracked the yellow cord with my eyes, realized that it merged with the soft material of the wall. Slowly I reached out to touch it, drew back my finger at the last moment. Nausea churned in my belly, and bile rose in my throat. I wanted to turn away, but forced myself to to keep looking. "What... ?" was as far as I got before my voice gave out.
It was Rodney who answered. "I’m not exactly sure," he said quietly. "The connection"—he indicated the umbilical—"is active, but I can only guess what it might be doing."
"Guess, then," I said sully.
"It’s feeding her," Hawk replied. "Keeping her alive."
"There’s more," Rodney said, though he seemed reuctant. "Something is very wrong with her aura. I don’t really know …"
Hawk’s powerful voice overrode him. "There are other presences in her aura," the shaman said. "As though other elements have been incorporated into it."
"Elements?" I asked. "What elements?"
"They have auras in their own right," Hawk said. I could see, despite his monolithic control, that he was disturbed. No fragging joke. "Auras of astral creatures. Like she is the host to astral parasites." He trailed off.
"There’s more," I snapped. "Tell me."
"The auras are like … I’ve assensed them before."
"Like what?"
"Like those." Hawk pointed at the shattered bodies of our monstrous assailants.
"You know what they are?" In answer to my question, he nodded slowly, unwillingly. "What the frag are they?"
He hesitated, then seemed to make a decision. "Insect spirits," he said quietly. "I thought they were of the Wasp totem, but this"—he indicated the umbilical—"changes things. Another form of Wasp, maybe." He shrugged his shoulders.
Too much, too fast. I wanted to withdraw, tell the world "time out." I felt myself begin to sag. This mental shock, so soon after the physical shocks of Dempsey’s attack and the bullet in the ribs, made me want to curl up and forget everything. But then I heard Rodney’s voice softly chanting something in Latin. I glanced over at him, saw his eyes steady on me, and I felt relief flood through my body. My mind cleared, and I felt as rested and ready for action as if I’d just slept for eight hours. Even the massive bruising and the putative broken ribs on my left side didn’t hurt as much. The elf smiled faintly and stopped his chanting, looked back at my sister.
I took a deep breath. The fear and the tension were still there, but I felt able to cope with them now. "So," I said, "astral parasites. What can you do about them?"
"Nothing here," Hawk replied at once. "I believe it might be possible to do something, under the right circumstances. The first problem is to free her …"
"Without harming her," Rodney added, "or killing her."
I looked at the umbilical cord, nodded, and averted my eyes. The sight still sickened me. "Okay," I told them, "do what you can."
When nothing else had jumped out and tried to eat us or gun us down, the others had spread out even further around the large chamber. Toshi was just returning from the far end, carrying something. It seemed virtually weightless, judging by how little it slowed down the samurai’s movements, but I recognized it as a body even before the elf dumped it unceremoniously at my feet. "Know him?" he asked.
I was about to make a smart-mouth answer, but froze. I did know him: not personally, but from a picture in a computer file. It was David Sutcliffe. "Old home week," I muttered.
Toshi fixed me with a sharp stare, waited for me to enlighten him further. When I didn’t, he shrugged and turned away. "Big double doors at the end down there," he told Argent. "Where now?"
Argent came over to join me, pitched his voice for my ears alone. "Where to, Mr. Johnson?" he said, but I heard no sarcasm. "She’s the target, right?" I knew what he was really saying. Our deal had been for a lift-out, the rescue of my sister. Anything beyond that was beyond the scope of our contract, and Argent had the right to pull his team out—bringing us out with them if we so wished—if he felt it was too heavy. That was something I had to know to make sensible decisions from here on in, and I appreciated his keeping it confidential. Jocasta and Rodney weren’t a problem, but it was something I’d rather not have Scott Keith hear.
I nodded my thanks. It wasn’t a tough choice: I had what I wanted. "How’s it going?" I asked Hawk. He and Rodney were doing something inexplicable with a couple of fetishes. The shaman’s big killing knife was out, and in the ruddy light its blade looked to be already wet with blood, but I forced that from my mind.
"It’s going," he said without looking up. "Couple minutes."
I nodded again. I raised my voice a little and said, "We’re pulling out when Hawk’s done. Call it in, Argent." The big samurai nodded, started whispering into his wrist phone.
As I’d expected, Scott Keith was in my face in a moment. "What the frag’s this, pulling out?" he demanded. Like many people I’ve known, he was covering up his own fear with anger. "You haven’t got the dirt yet."
I made a gesture encompassing the soft-walled chamber. "Then what’s this?" I asked quietly. I pointed to the dead creatures. "What are those?" I indicated Theresa. "Or that? Why don’t you take some pictures, and get the hell out with your life, you drekhead? Or stay if you want, it doesn’t matter to me." I pointed at Theresa again. "Looks like there’s a vacancy opening up." And then I turned away from him, leaving him sputtering and blustering.
Hawk and Rodney were just finishing with Theresa; Jocasta—ever the scientist—was watching over their shoulders. Hawk was using his big knife, but as delicately as a scalpel. The umbilical cord came away from my sister’s belly in a spray of blood and liquid that wasn’t blood. Rodney pressed a slap patch into place over the raw flesh that had been exposed, while the shaman touched the end of the umbilical, which instantly burst into flame and shriveled. Theresa stirred and moaned—a heart-rending sound—but didn’t awaken.
The big Amerindian picked her up, and she looked like a child in his arms. "What about the others?" he asked me.
I looked around the room. There were another eleven figures, presumably in the same state as my sister. Could we just leave them here, to whatever god-awful fate to which all this was a prelude? If not, what else could we do? There were enough people, if you included the DED troopers, to carry them all, but that meant all but one of us would be loaded down with a body if we had to fight our way out. There was more to it than that. I checked my watch: it had taken Hawk and Rodney almost ten minutes of intense work to free Theresa from the umbilical. Assume they’d get better with practice, so call it an average of eight minutes. That meant it would take one and a half hours to free them all. I couldn’t believe that we’d be left to our own devices for even a quarter that long.
I glanced at Jocasta. Her eyes were on my face, and I knew that she knew what I was going through. Hawk, too: his dark eyes were full of empathy. I wanted someone else to tell me what to do—to tell me the right thing to do—but this was my call.
The choice was between saving Theresa and ourselves by bailing now or possibly killing everyone by staying around. Put that way, it was clear that I could make only one decision—still not easy, but clear. Sometimes you’ve got to grab the little victories when you can. "We move out," I said aloud.
Scott Keith was about to say something, but I just flipped him the finger. The DED officer reached for his sidearm, but a targeting laser from Toshi’s H&K, centered on that fat man’s nose, dissuaded him from making an issue of it. Toshi didn’t seem to like me much, but he liked Keith a lot less, and was obviously itching for an excuse to geek him. That seemed like sufficient insurance to me. I turned my back on Keith.
Hawk passed Theresa’s unconscious body to Argent. The big samurai slung her over his shoulder, but seemed unaffected by the additional weight. "Out the way we came," the leader of the Wrecking Crew said.
I turned, cast one last, long look around the chamber. Eleven comatose figures, each one quite probably host to astral parasites. And I was leaving them here. I knew I’d be seeing a lot of this place in my dreams.
And that was when the screaming and the shooting started. I spun.
Three of the hulking monstrosities—"insect spirits," Hawk called them—were suddenly among the DED troopers. There’d been no warning. The creatures seemed to appear out of thin air just as they had in the Capitol Hill apartment.
The troopers were fast and well-trained, I’ll give them that. They spun, rolled aside, sprayed bullets into the twisted figures. But the attackers were even faster. DED troopers became dead troopers. I saw a monster lash out with its clawed arm, tear the spine from an armored trooper, then break the back of another with a back-swing. One of the things seemed to explode under the concentrated fire of a half-dozen SMGs, but the other two seemed little damaged. The troopers were trying to withdraw, to put some safe distance between themselves and those rending claws. If they could extend, they could dump fire into the things with no risk to themselves. But the monsters wouldn’t let them extend. They kept pressing forward, moving with inhuman speed, seeming not to feel the dozens of rounds slamming into their bodies.
I had my Roomsweeper up, and was looking for a chance to use it. But the things were too closely engaged with the troopers for me to risk a shotgun blast into the melee. The troopers might be working with Scott Keith, but that wasn’t—quite—enough reason to waste them.
Toshi and Argent didn’t have the same problem. Their smartguns pumped short, precise bursts of fire into the creatures whenever an opening presented itself. A second monster collapsed in a heap, its head literally blown to pieces. The odds didn’t look good. Three troopers were down—most definitely dead—while a fourth stared, screaming, at the mangled ruin of her left arm. That meant one fully effective trooper left, plus Keith—count him as one-half—plus my team.
The remaining trooper backed off fast, still pumping shots into the creature. Then his MP-5 clicked empty. He ejected the empty magazine, slammed another into place. In that second, the monster leaped. It reached out with both hands, grabbed the trooper’s head, lifted him clear off the ground. The man’s agonized scream broke off in mid-udulation as his skull ruptured.
The under-barrel mount of Hawk’s AK-98 spat flame. A mini-grenade slammed through the exoskeleton of the creature’s chest, detonated an instant later. The monster’s torso literally exploded, spraying black fluids and tissue or meters in all directions. Fragments of natural armor lacerated the final, dying trooper, and she collapsed. The air reeked of cordite, blood, and more disgusting odors.
"More of them!" Rodney screamed, pointing at the door through which we’d entered the chamber. The knee-level lighting in the ramp chamber cast hideously distorted shadows onto the ceiling and into the room. Despite the angular distortion, I knew what they were: more of the insect spirits—or whatever—at least four of them.
I turned, looked at the big double doors at the far end of the room. We were down to the Wrecking Crew, Jocasta, Rodney, and me, plus Scott Keith. Against four more of the things? We didn’t have a chance. I pointed at the doors, yelled, "This way!"
Argent, still carrying Theresa, was by my side before I even saw him move. "We’re being herded," he hissed.
The same thought had occurred to me. If the things only wanted us dead, why hadn’t they simply materialized or manifested or whatever among us the way the first three had? "We don’t have much choice, do we?" I said. Argent shook his head.
We moved. The things were advancing much slower than they might have, adding to the impression we were being forced along this path. Hawk and Argent did what they could to slow them down some more by laying grenades in the doorway to set up a curtain of fire and fragments.
Toshi led the way to the other end of the room. The double doors were huge, taking up half the width of the room and extending almost to the ceiling. The doors themselves were made of metal, apparently designed to slide back at the touch of a button mounted on the wall nearby. I wondered just what the hell these massive doors were built to accommodate … .
Hawk and Argent’s rearguard action was having some effect but not enough. The first two of the creatures were already into the room, advancing slowly toward us. The two shadowrunners were pounding fire into them, but the monsters weren’t ready to drop yet. The two men backed rapidly toward us, still firing.
"What’s in there?" I asked Rodney.
He shook his head uneasily. "There’s a major astral barrier," he said, "and the background count is enormous. I can’t see a thing beyond this door."
"Do it, Toshi," Argent barked. I didn’t like this at all, but we had absolutely no choice in the matter. I clutched the grip of my Roomsweeper tighter.
Toshi punched the button on the wall. The big double doors started to open with a hiss. While Argent covered our backs, Toshi and Hawk spun into the opening, darted through it. "Clear," the elf samurai snapped a moment later.
"Go," Argent ordered.
We didn’t need a second invitation. Rodney, Jocasta, and I slipped through the still-opening doors. Scott Keith was close behind us. His presence was an unpleasant distraction, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it at the moment.
We were in some kind of hall, actually more like a tunnel. As I picked up the details, my fear and disgust grew within me. The tunnel was oval in shape, about eight meters wide and half that high. It continued ahead of us for maybe ten meters, then turned to the left, masking from view whatever lay beyond. The inner surface gave under my feet, giving me the disturbing impression that I was walking on flesh. In color it was the same sickly yellow as the umbilical cord that had been attached to Theresa. In fact, in my imagination it was almost as if we’d somehow been reduced to the size of mosquitos and were inside that umbilical. My stomach churned, and wanted to puke. Thankfully, the image passed, as did he nausea; but the fear still remained.
Toshi had found another button, a duplicate of the first, set into the soft wall beside the door. "Argent," he hailed.
The steel-armed samurai triggered final bursts from both Ingrams, then ducked through the door. Toshi hit the button, and the doors hissed shut again. As soon as they’d closed, Toshi fired a short burst into the panel where the button was mounted. Sparks flew as the elecronics shorted out.
From the other side of the doors, I heard a harsh shriek of anger. Had one of those creatures tried the button, found the system was disabled? How intelligent were those things? Something heavy slammed into the metal doors.
"Hawk, can you seal them?" Argent said.
The shaman stepped forward, examined the doors. He set his assault rifle down at his feet, then pulled one of the many fetishes from his belt. Clutching the bone-and-feather item between his clenched fists, he began to sing quietly under his breath. The melody, what there was of it, seemed to tell of wilderness and solitude. As I watched in fascination, the shaman’s face changed its appearance. His already aquiline nose extended, hooking further down until it resembled a beak. His eyes grew larger, became more piercing, and his skin took on the color and texture of golden feathers. For an instant, I realized, I was lookng at the face of Eagle. The line where the two halves of the door met was lined in faint electric-blue light, and I smelled the tang of ozone in the air.
When I glanced back at Hawk, his song was complete and his face had returned to normal. It was as if the transition had been only in my imagination. He took a deep, cleansing breath, and bent over to retrieve his veapon.
"Hawk!" Rodney yelled.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
The big shaman looked up, threw himself backward. An instant too late. The insect spirit that had shimmered into existence above his head lashed out with a clawed arm, tearing through the shoulder and chest of Hawk’s body armor. Blood sprayed, and Hawk gasped with pain. The thing landed lightly, poised itself to spring on the wounded shaman. I raised my Roomsweeper, but Hawk was between me and the monster. Targeting lasers flashed over Hawk’s back as the others sought a clear line of fire. The thing lunged.
But Hawk reacted an instant faster. First he ducked low, under its sweeping claws. Then he came up, holding his broad-bladed knife in both hands. With a grunt of effort, he drove the knife with all his strength into the belly of the monster, wrenching the hilt upward to tear hrough its exoskeleton. The thing squealed deafeningly and flailed with its arms, its claws leaving score-marks on Hawk’s back armor, but not penetrating. The big man thrust upward again, and the monster fell backward, bubbling and gouting black ichor. The instant the sight-lines were clear, Toshi sprayed a long burst into the dying thing, shredding its head and torso.
Hawk staggered back. He was covered in blood and ichor, the pain and exhaustion graven deep into the lines of his face. Jocasta rushed to him, tore away his chest armor, and pressed a field dressing against his ripped shoulder. His face tightened with agony even as he nodded his thanks. Again he was singing faintly. Perhaps his magic could help him more than Jocasta’s medkit.
I turned to Rodney, pointed at the dead creature. "Could it have come through the door?" I asked.
The elf mage closed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head. "Impossible. The astral barrier’s still in place," he said. The look on his face told me we’d reached the same conclusion: the thing had already been on our side of the door when we came through it and the creature had probably not been alone.
Jocasta was still busy tending to Hawk, but everyone else seemed to be waiting for me. Maybe the disgusting appearance of the tunnel had put off the two samurai. Or maybe they were waiting for the "Mr. Johnson" who’d gotten them into this to take point for once. Much as the thought terrified me, I couldn’t blame them.
I strode forward, past Scott Keith, who was looking around like a trapped rat. I slapped him hard on the shoulder. "Glad you came along, huh?" His answer was both irrelevant and unprintable. I tightened my grip on the Roomsweeper’s stock, and took the lead down the tunnel.
The floor grew even softer underfoot as I approached the turn. No more of the red light-globes. The tunnel walls themselves seemed to glow with a putrid yellow light. Phosphorescence of some kind, I wondered, or something even more unpleasant? The air was warm and damp—I could feel my sodden clothes sticking to my skin—and the yeast-like smell was strong, almost choking. I glanced over my shoulder. Yes, the others were following me, but cautiously and a couple of meters back.
Just as cautiously I followed the turn in the tunnel, scanning the way ahead with my shotgun barrel. Nothing there. The others were hanging back, waiting for me to reconnoiter. I beckoned them up, and moved forward slowly.
Another turn ahead, this one sharper. I peered around it, carefully.
Ahead of me the tunnel opened up into another chamber, a smaller version of the one where we’d found Theresa, illuminated by the now-familiar red globes. It looked empty. I signaled "all clear" and edged forward.
The floor was firmer here, with more the resilience of turf than of flesh. The chamber was, I guessed, about ten meters on a side. I scanned it, the Roomsweeper barrel tracking with my gaze. I’d been right that it was empty. I turned back to wave the others on.
"Derek Montgomery." The voice was familiar and came from within the chamber. I spun back.
I knew that barrel-chested figure, the close-cropped sandy hair and beard. A moment before no one had been there—I swear to it—but now Adrian Skyhill was standing in front of me, hands on his hips and a big drek-eating grin on his face.
Instinctively I ducked aside, brought the Roomsweeper to bear—anything down here was an enemy—and squeezed the trigger. The shotgun roared, kicking brutally in my hand.
The shot was accurate, but the pellets never reached Skyhill. Instead they sparked off some kind of curved, invisible barrier in front of him, spraying off wildly in all directions. I pumped another round into the chamber, but didn’t pull the trigger.
The shadowrunners were beside me in an instant. Rodney’s and Jocasta’s lasers showed up clearly on his dark business suit, now studded with evil-looking fetishes, but they didn’t fire.
Skyhill’s smile broadened, but his face had something terribly strange about it. At first I thought it was because of the shadows cast by the weird lighting, but then I realized it was more than that. When I looked directly at Skyhill, his face looked normal. When I moved my eyes slightly, so that I was viewing him out of my peripheral vision, his face was alien, hideous. His eyes were enlarged and looked multifaceted, and where his mouth should have been was an array of serrated mandibles, knife-edged slicers, and other mouth parts. Look back at him directly, and all was as normal. I remembered the way Hawk’s face had changed when he was magically sealing the doors. Was I seeing the face of Skyhill’s totem? Hawk had mentioned the Wasp totem. Didn’t that imply there were Wasp shamans?
Skyhill looked to my left, at Argent, who was still carrying Theresa over one shoulder. The insect shaman’s smile faded a little. "I see you found your sister," he said. "Oh well, we’ll soon return her to where she was. It seems a shame to deny her after she’s made it this far."
My forearm ached from my death-grip on the Roomsweeper. Suddenly, sickening, I thought I knew what he was implying. "You infected her," I screamed. "You infected my sister with astral parasites."
Skyhill looked puzzled. "Oh, I understand what you mean," he said after a moment. "Those aren’t `astral parasites.’ They’re immature Ichneuman Wasp spirits."
"I don’t care what the frag they are!" I bellowed at him. "Get them out of her!"
The big man looked honestly surprised. "Why would I wish to do that?" he said. "They’ll be mature soon. Then one of them will possess your sister, and she’ll belong. Forever."
"Like you belong?" I demanded sarcastically.
He shook his head sadly; sarcasm was lost on him. "Belonging will not be mine for some time," he said morosely. "There’s so much more for me to do before I can accept that gift."
"I’ll kill you!"
"You’ll try," Skyhill said calmly, "and you’ll fail."
I pumped another shot at him. Again, the double-ought pellets spattered away harmlessly. Why hadn’t the shadowrunners fired? Were they under some kind of magical control? Or did they merely understand the futility of it better than I did?
"I can offer you the same belonging," the insect shaman said, totally unconcerned that I’d just tried again to blow him in two. "You’re strong-willed enough. The merge might be good."
I lowered the Roomsweeper’s barrel, shook my head as dull amazement grew within me. "This is what you were hiding all along," I said quietly. "You’ve got nothing to do with 2XS at all."
"Of course we
do," Skyhill said, with what might almost have been offended pride. "It’s our technology. We developed it specifically."
"Why?" I was way out of my depth, again.
Skyhill shrugged. "Money, influence. But those are secondary. You know how destructive long-term 2XS use is?" I nodded. "If someone has the strength to survive it—like your sister—they are perfect candidates for belonging. They’ll be strong enough to act as hosts for the immature spirits, and when it comes time for their own possession, the chances are excellent that the merge will be good. They’ll retain their own physical form, but gain the powers of the Ichneuman Wasp spirit—the truest form of belonging. Don’t you understand?" he went on earnestly. "We can’t offer belonging to just anyone, we have to seek out the best candidates. I found the perfect way in 2XS."
I stared at him. "You destroy people with 2XS," I said, "and the ones you don’t destroy, you bring here and destroy this way."
I hooked a thumb back at Theresa. "You motherfragger!"
Skyhill looked hurt. "Unfortunately you don’t understand," he muttered, more to himself than to us. "Unfortunate."
And then he began to sing, a high-pitched keening song, with buzzing overtones. It pierced my mind, infiltrated my thought processes. I was confused. Why was I pointing my weapon at Skyhill? I wondered. It was the big fragger to my left who was trying to kidnap my sister. Wasn’t it he who caused all this trouble in the first place? I snarled in anger as I started to turn toward Argent.
But then, suddenly and shockingly, I felt Rodney Greybriar’s eyes on me, steady and concerned. I felt the presence and the strength of his personality pass through my mind like a brisk wind, blowing away all traces of the abnormal thoughts I’d been thinking a moment ago as if they were so much dust. My snarl became a scream of rage, of horror at what Skyhill had almost done to my mind. The Roomsweeper came up, and roared. I jacked another round into place, pulled the trigger again.
This time the two samurai joined their fire with mine, but with no better success. Spent bullets whined about the chamber as they ricocheted off Skyhill’s arcane shield. The insect shaman was singing again.
"Tactical cover," Hawk snapped. And then the big Amerindian collapsed bonelessly to the ground.
Skyhill stopped his whirring song. With a frown, he sank down into lotus position, and closed his eyes. The shadowrunners checked their fire.
I rounded on Argent. "What the frag’s going on?"
The samurai bounced a single shot off Skyhill’s magical shield before answering. "Hawk’s going for him on the astral," he answered calmly. "When the enemy’s barriers go down—which they will—we gut him."
I saw Rodney’s face light up in a smile. "More hands make light work," he remarked casually. Then he, too, crumpled to the ground.
Toshi scanned the chamber all around us for unwelcome guests, while every second or so Argent capped off a round at the unconscious Skyhill.
It was over quickly, and I wished I’d been able to see it and understand it. Skyhill suddenly screamed, and one of the fetishes he wore on his clothes burst into flame, blossomed into a fireball like the one that had almost toasted me in Purity. I turned aside, shielding my face with my arm.
But it wasn’t necessary. The flame expanded, but only so far, as if constrained by an invisible hemisphere, some invisible bell jar, surrounding Skyhill. The same arcane shield that had kept our bullets out now served to keep the fireball in.
In an instant the fireball was gone. Argent triggered a burst into the slumped figure of Skyhill, but it wasn’t necessary. The insect shaman was scorched meat, sullen flames still licking here and there over his body. Greasy smoke and the reek of burned flesh filled the air.
Hawk and Rodney stirred, climbed slowly to their feet. They looked tired, and both were bleeding from nicks and cuts that hadn’t been present before. If someone’s wounded in a fight on the astral plane, I wondered, do those wounds transfer themselves to his physical body? It seemed that they must.
"Are you all right?" I asked. Both nodded their heads, but didn’t say a word. Their satisfied smiles said all that was needed.
"Where now, Mr. Johnson?" Argent asked softly. "Back the way we came?"
Fragging good question. Skyhill or no Skyhill, we still had the four—or more—insect warriors left behind us, and the chamber we were in had only one exit: the tunnel through which we’d entered. Dead end.
Rodney saved me from answering. "Why don’t we go through there?" he suggested lightly.
I looked to where he was pointing—at the featureless wall opposite the tunnel entrance. For an instant I wondered if he was joking, but then he closed his eyes and murmured some Latin words under his breath. My image of the wall began to shimmer, as if I were looking through flame or heat haze. When it steadied again, I saw an opening, another tunnel identical to the first. I kept my voice and expression casual as I responded, "Why don’t we?"
I resumed my position of point. Not that I really wanted to, but I figured it was still my duty … if that word meant anything. My thoughts and emotions tumbled chaotically. I felt split. Part of me wanted to sit down and think, deal with the consequences of what Skyhill had said. Another part wanted to bury the whole crock of drek so deep in my subconscious that it would never again see the light of day. At the moment, of course, the latter was the most logical course of action. Survive now, think later sounded the best deal to me. I advanced slowly down the tunnel.
One turning, two. Then Argent’s metal touch on my shoulder stopped me. "Don’t rush it," he whispered. "Something I need to know first." He raised his wrist phone to his mouth and murmured, "Peg, track in on my signal. Got it? Okay, where the frag are we?" I couldn’t hear the decker’s answer, of course, but I did see the samurai’s brief smile.
He closed the phone and said, "Want to guess?" I shook my head. "We’re about fifteen meters below ground level, about a hundred meters southwest of the first ramp. That means we’re almost directly below the admin building."
That was good news. I figured our chances of getting out of here in one piece had just gone up a couple of notches. Why excavate directly under another building if you’re not going to install some connection to the surface?
I pressed on, shotgun at the ready. Another turn. I was mentally exhausted, and physically drek-kicked. What the frag was it with all these tunnels anyway? I wondered. Nobody in their right mind would design this way. But then I remembered who/what we were dealing with. Insect spirits or insect totems or whatever they were, would have—by definition, I suppose—thought processes that only vaguely resembled those of humans or metahumans. And if Skyhill was any example of how proximity to those creatures could totally slot up your thinking, I figured I’d best discard all ideas about the way things should or should not be laid out. If I wanted to live to tell about it, that is.
Another fragging turn, but this time with darkness all around it. I ducked back, taking a moment to slip on the night goggles and snug them into place. Then I sneaked a peek around the turn again.
Still darkness. There was nothing there. I stepped cautiously out from the wall, advanced one step, then another.
A faint flash of light ahead of me. Without thinking, I threw myself to the side, fast but not quite fast enough. The bolt of mystical energy crackled and roared out of the darkness, a stream of blue-white fire. If I hadn’t moved, the raging core of that bolt would have torn through my chest. As it was, the fainter, less-energetic margin of the beam washed over my left arm.
That was enough. I screamed as a white-hot blowtorch of pain blossomed through my body. My arm was on fire, in flames, but I wasn’t sure whether it was the flesh itself or just my clothing. I fell to the ground, smothering the flames with my body. Darkness washed over me, tried to engulf me, but I forced it back with an Olympian effort of will. My vision swam and blurred, my thoughts flowed sluggishly like synth-vodka fresh from an extra-cold freezer. The agony in my left arm was still excruciating, but it was as though I were experiencing it from a distance. As if I was both hurting and watching somebody else hurt. Wound shock, I knew, potentially fatal if not treated.
But none of my companions had any time to tend to me. They were too busy fighting for their lives. In the position where I lay, the floor seemed to be at an angle of about thirty degrees, making the whole scene look even more confusing than it already was. But I simply couldn’t find the energy to roll over and bring the world upright.
The chamber ahead was lit now with the standard bloodred light, punctuated by muzzle flashes, grenade bursts, and arcs of magical energy. It was more than bright enough for me to see what a part of my mind had been anticipating all along.
The Queen.
About five meters long, she was a distorted shape the unclean white of a maggot. Huge, segmented lower body, again like a maggot or a grub. Seeming to sprout from the fore end of the pustulant mass was something that looked like the torso of a woman, and two small, possibly vestigial, limbs angled out and back where the two parts joined.
But no, I realized, with a jolt of horror that penetrated the mental fuzziness of wound shock, that wasn’t the right way round at all. The white lower body sprouted from the woman’s form—not the other way round—from her abdomen. Those two jutting limbs were actually the woman’s legs, spread wide—probably dislocated from their sockets—by the mass of the bloated abdomen.
She was lying prone, arching her upper body back, holding herself up with one arm. Her lips were drawn back from her teeth in what could have been either a smile or a snarl. She’d once been beautiful, I saw. But now her long blonde hair was missing in patches, and seemed to have the texture of straw. Her honey-colored skin was discolored here and there to pus-beige, and looked bloated and blistered. Her eyes were larger than normal, and their dozens of facets reflected spears of lights.
The shadowrunners were in the mouth of the tunnel around me, spraying automatic fire into the monstrosity. The bullets glanced from her body in whining ricochets. The rounds seemed to actually bounce off the Queen’s body, rather than reflecting off an invisible shield as they did with Skyhill. Jocasta and Rodney were there, triggering short, ripping bursts from their Uzis. Even Scott Keith was there, emptying his MP-5 into the distorted form.
With her free arm, the Queen reached out toward us. Another coruscating bolt of blue lashed out. It took Keith full in the chest, turned the DED officer into a human torch. Even for someone I hated, it was a frag of a way to go.
Hawk dropped his assault rifle, tore another fetish from his belt, and began his song of the clean, open sky. A shimmering aura of power built around him, then burst outward toward the bloated Queen. It struck, and for a moment I saw the shaman’s power and hers strive against each other in a sparking, crackling curtain of sheer energy. From another angle, a force of another kind slammed into the Queen, and I knew Rodney was also doing what he could.
But then the Queen’s blue lightning cracked forth again. Even with his chipped reflexes, Toshi couldn’t evade it. The blue arc smashed into his chest, burst out through his back. For an instant he stood transfixed by it, screaming, then his body burst into flame and crumpled to the ground.
I had to do something to help my friends. But what? Their guns had been ineffective. How could I expect mine to harm that obscenity? Frag, I wasn’t even sure if I could move.
Out the corner of my eye I saw a shimmering as something took shape in the tunnel behind us. And I learned that I could move if I really had to. Pain washed through me as I rolled over, and it took everything I had to keep from fainting so I could bring up my Roomsweeper.
There were two of them, two of the insect spirit warriors that I now seemed to know so well. I squeezed the trigger. The recoil conducted up my right arm and into my body, triggering another burst of pain in my left arm and a scream through clenched teeth. I put the Roomsweeper’s pistol grip against my shoulder and worked the pump one-handed. Then I brought the barrel up again and blasted another load of double-ought shot into the lead creature’s chest. I screamed again, in exaltation this time, as I saw the colossal damage done by the shotgun blast. Once more I worked the pump, and again pulled the trigger. "Die, you fraggers!" Whose voice was that? an instant later I realized it was my own.
By that time Argent had turned, his Ingrams spitting death into the oncoming horrors. The first one, the one I’d already ruined, collapsed, and I put another blast into the second. I grabbed the pump again, but there was no resistance behind it. The tubular magazine was empty, and no way I could reload.
It didn’t matter anyway. Argent bent over, dumping Theresa unceremoniously to the ground as he picked up the AK-98 that Hawk had discarded. Firing from the hip he drove two minigrenades into the insect warrior. Detonating almost simultaneously, the grenades blew the monster to fragments.
Harsh blue light reflected off the walls, and my ears were filled with the horrible crackle of the Queen’s magic. I rolled over, too exhausted to even scream from the pain in my left arm.
Hawk was the target this time. The blue arc struck him, but didn’t immolate him. Instead the light hissed and spat, licking over his body like St. Elmo’s fire. For a second or two the display continued, then the light faded.
The big Amerindian sagged, his face gray and haggard. He tried to take up his song again, but his voice was cracked and hoarse, and he gave up after a couple of notes. He staggered and dropped to his knees.
In the background, I saw Rodney launch another spell. Barely visible, like a shockwave, it flashed across the space and slammed into the Queen. The impact was tremendous, rocking the hideous creature back. What was left of her hair flew, and some was torn from her scalp. He’d hurt her this time.
But Rodney was almost as scragged as Hawk. I saw that if he tried to do that again, it’d kill him.
Rodney looked over at me and our eyes met. Suddenly, with terrible certainty, I knew what he was going to do. "No, Rodney," I tried to yell, but my voice came out as a croak.
The elf darted over and snatched the shaman’s broad-bladed knife from its belt sheath. Rodney moved so fast the Amerindian didn’t have time to react, but I saw comprehension in Hawk’s sunken, pain-racked eyes. "Walk with beauty," he said, his voice almost a whisper.
"He who walks with beauty has no need of fear," the elf mage replied. It sounded like a ritual response. "Have you got enough left?"
The shaman nodded. "I’ve got enough."
The elf darted forward, straight at the Queen. Blue light crackled out, licked over the mage’s body. His clothes were aflame, but he continued his mad rush. With a scream of defiance, perhaps even triumph, he flung himself onto the human upper body of the Queen. Even as she tore him in two with her clawed hands, he drove the knife deep into the chest between her withered breasts.
The Queen flailed and screeched. She reached to grab the hilt of the knife and drag it forth.
Hawk took up his song again. A proud, sad melody. I knew it was the last song he’d ever sing. He raised his arms in an invocation and pointed to the writhing Queen.
Flame-white, cleansing flame-washed over her. As the flame consumed her, the fire’s roar also swallowed up the sound of her screeching. The light of his final spell reflected in Hawk’s eyes. Then he pitched forward and was still.
Silence. I felt a touch on my shoulder, knew it was Jocasta. I tried to roll over, look up into her face, but I didn’t have the strength. It felt as though someone was lifting me, then darkness opened before me like a pit, and I tumbled in.
 






 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
Consciousness didn’t return easily. I pursued it, sometimes drawing near to my quarry, but not quite catching it. There were dreams, dreams of white lights and sharp smells, of pain and nausea. Flashes of memory followed by immeasurable spans of blissful forgetfulness. People visited me, I think, but I wasn’t sure whether they were real or only more dreams. Maybe I talked to them or maybe I dreamed that, too.
I don’t know how long this pseudo-death went on before I finally opened my eyes and was able to assign words to what I saw. A white tile ceiling, fluorescent light fixtures. Smells in the air that meant hospital.
I looked around. Yep, hospital bed, in a private hospital room. (Who was paying for it? I wondered briefly before discarding that worry as meaningless. Being alive was all that mattered.)
I was lying on my back, my right forearm attached by a soft strap to the side rail of the bed. It was obviously so that I couldn’t roll over and accidentally pull out the IV needle and various sensor electrodes inserted into my wrist. My left arm …
I closed my eyes, took a calming breath, before looking over at my left arm. Wasted effort, I couldn’t see it anyway. The whole left side of my upper torso was concealed from my view by a sheet over a kind of frame. I felt sick.
After a few moments, a few more deep breaths, I tried to inventory my bodily sensations. Basically status normal, except for my left arm. There I was feeling small, random shooting pains in my fingers and forearm. I tried to flex my fingers, but felt nothing whatsoever. Tried to move the whole arm. Still nothing. The sheet over the frame didn’t move; nothing moved against my left side.
Phantom pain is what they call it. When you’ve lost a limb, your nervous system never really accepts the fact. You keep feeling nagging aches and pains in the limb that doesn’t exist any more. Phantom pain. I let my head fall back on the pillow.
I heard the door open, heard two people approach, but didn’t look up. A woman cleared her throat. Jocasta? No, the sound wasn’t right. I didn’t bother to look.
Finally, a man’s voice said cheerily, "Well, Mr. Johnson, how are we feeling today?"
A nurse, it had to be. Just as cops are the only people who say "exited," nurses are the only people who say "how are we today?" I neglected to give the standard answer, "I think we’re pretty lousy," but I did look up.
I’d got it right in one. Young, trim-looking nurse, wearing a standard off-white coverall. Beside him stood someone who was undeniably a doctor: in her late forties, with serious face and even more serious manner. So this is how they break the news now, I found myself thinking. A demented medical version of "good cop/bad cop."
"Good morning, Mr. Johnson," the doctor said. Her voice was serious enough to make her face and manner seem flippant by comparison. "I’m Dr. Judith Zebiak, and I’ve been handling your case for the past two weeks."
"Cut the snow, Doctor," I said sharply. "You had to take it off, didn’t you?" She looked at me blankly. "My arm," I amplified.
She hesitated, then I saw her come to a decision. "Normally we’d wait a little longer," she said drily, "but since you insist …" She stepped to my bedside.
I turned my face away, closed my eyes—I’d asked, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, not this brutally—and I heard her whisk away the sheet. But of course there was nothing to be gained by denying reality. Sticking their heads in the sand hadn’t saved ostriches from extinction. I forced my eyes open, turned my head slowly.
My arm was there, still attached to me. I felt a cold rush of relief throughout my body, so intense I think I almost fainted again. The tight fist of tension loosened in my stomach. I wanted to cry.
My arm lay there, palm-up on the bed. The skin was a little pale, but that was a small price to pay. I’d thought for sure it was history.
I tried to move my fingers. Nothing happened. The ‘phantom pain" was still there. Drugs, maybe? Some kind of neural blocker to prevent me from moving and damaging the arm while it was still healing? I looked up t Dr. Zebiak and asked, "When can I move it?"
"Usually I’d say another week," she said, "but this is a special case. And if you insist … "
"I do," I assured her.
She shrugged. She withdrew something from her pocket that looked like a small electrical probe. Some kind of medical instrument, I assumed. She bent over my left wrist, brought the instrument close to the skin.
And fragged if she didn’t flip open a tiny access port and insert the probe. She pushed a button on the tip. My arm buzzed. Sensation rushed back. I could feel the cool sheet under my skin, the weight of my arm on the bed. There was a strange, somehow unnatural feeling in the wrist. The doctor withdrew the probe, closed the access port, and the unnatural feeling went away.
My stomach churned. I thought I was going to be sick. Zebiak must have seen the distress in my face. She hurried to the foot of the bed, lifted up a little device the size of a palm-top computer, examined the screen. "What’s the matter’!" she asked me.
I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t force the words out. I just pointed at the arm.
She nodded, still not understanding. "Yes," she said, `it’s the model you requested, I assure you. Later, when you’re adapted, we’ll work on matching skin tone and follicle density—"
"But I didn’t … " I managed to gasp. "What the frag happened to me?"
Her stern expression softened a little, and she whispered into the tiny computer. I wasn’t supposed to hear, I suppose, but I picked up the words "retrograde amneia." Then she was talking to me, but quietly, maybe even kindly. "Memory sometimes take a while to come back, Mr. Johnson. Do you want me to fill you in?" I nodded dumbly. "You were unconscious when you were transferred from Seattle General, of course," she said, "but—"
I cut her off again. "Where am I now?"
She blinked. "Harborview. Where else?"
Where else? I lay back, closed my eyes. "Sorry," I said. "Please go on."
"You were unconscious when you arrived, but Mr. Barnard’s instructions were clear." Mr. Jacques Barnard. I decided not to interrupt her again. I’d figure it all out later. "He said you’d specified the Wiremaster CDA-15 with enhanced strength, and also that you’d requested being kept under electrosleep throughout the entire first stages of the procedure." She looked a little troubled at that, but went on, "Not a common request, but the department head approved it, so we went ahead on that basis. We continued the process of excising the unrecoverable flesh, and …"
I raised a hand—my meat hand—to stop her. I did not want to hear any more about how they’d chopped off my ruined left arm, which is what she was talking about. "So Barnard is paying for all this?" I asked.
"Of course," she said, giving me more to think on later. "He left you this." She tossed an envelope on the bed.
"Thanks," I said. "And thanks for clearing me up. I think things are starting to come back," I lied. Then I paused. I had another important question, but wasn’t sure if I wanted to hear the answer. "Did …" I trailed off, tried again. "Did anyone visit me while, while …"
Dr. Judith Zebiak smiled, and her face didn’t crack after all. "Ms. Josie Eisenstein spent several days here," she told me. "She asked me to tell you she would have been here today, but that your, er, mutual friend needed her assistance. There’s a message from Ms. Eisenstein in the envelope as well. I’ll leave you to read it." She hesitated. "Would you like me to turn off the arm, or will you be careful?"
"I’ll be careful," I assured her.
As soon as she and the nurse had left, I tore open the envelope, pulled out the contents. On top was a handwritten note from Jocasta—sorry, from Josie Eisenstein. I read that first. It was just a couple of lines.
"Glad you’re back in the land of the living. Sorry I couldn’t be there on the big day: slight reversal with Theresa. Don’t worry. Prognosis favorable, but a long process. See you soon—J."
I folded the note, returned it to the envelope. Prognosis favorable—guess I couldn’t hope for anything bet—
And everything’s a long process. Now that I knew Jocasta was still going to be around, I was glad she wasn’t here at the moment. I still had too many things to sort through and to slot into the right spaces.
I took the other two pieces of paper from the envelope, presumably the message from Jacques Barnard. It wasn’t the note I’d expected, however. The first sheet was a laser-printed statement of a bank account in the name of one D.M. Johnson, itemizing the disbursement of 20,000 nuyen to Demolition Man Building Services Inc. for "services rendered," plus an additional 30,000 nuyen for "miscellaneous expenses." Apparently Barnard had paid off the Wrecking Crew—that was, Argent, Peg, and the estates of Hawk and Toshi—in full, plus bonus.
The second piece was a hard-copy transcript of a Lone Star death report for one Derek Montgomery, of no fixed address, no current SIN. According to the report, I’d died in a failed assault against the Yamatetsu ISP division on Fort Lewis, burned virtually beyond recognition by one of the company’s hell hounds (authorization permit number etcetera etcetera drek etcetera), final ident veracation through dental records (partial) and gene typing inferred), confidence level 99.91 percent.
I very carefully folded the papers and returned them to the envelope. So I was dead; at least, the odds were about a thousand to one that I was, and that was good enough for me. It certainly would be for Lone Star. I was out from under, off the hook, choose the cliché. My debt to the Wrecking Crew was paid, and I could be confident that, unless I did something real stupid, the Star would never again be on my tail. You could say I had one more debt outstanding—the one to Anwar, concerning the way he’d sold me out to Scott Keith—but whether or not it was ever collected was entirely my decision. A very sigificant gift, particularly when you added in the cost of new arm plus private treatment at Harborview. Thank you, Mr. Barnard.
But of course, corps don’t give gifts; they make investments. One day soon, Barnard would come around to ask me for something in return. In services, or out of my hide, depending on his needs of the moment.
Or maybe not. I understood now that Barnard had sent me to Skyhill in the first place in the hope that I’d bring down his rival or that said rival would geek me and Barnard would catch him at it. Well, I’d brought down Skyhill all right, which probably meant that the ISP division, with its profitable SPISES deal and possibly 2XS thrown in, too, would fall under Barnard’s control. Maybe all this was his idea of fair payment for services rendered. I’d probably never know for sure until I got that phone call from Madison Park or maybe directly from Yamatetsu International in Kyoto.
I looked over at my new arm. Lying there on the sheet it sure looked real. I raised it to my face, ran the new fingers over my skin. It felt real, too. All the sensations were just as before.
I’d lost my arm; it had been burned away beneath the rolling ground of Fort Lewis. But they’d replaced it.
What about my self-image, my world view—why the frag not use the word?—my soul? I’d lost something there, too, but it could never be replaced. My belief—my cocky, self-centered, drek-for-brains belief—that I was in control: of myself and of the world around me. That was gone forever.
Theresa always saw things clearer than I did. I realized that now for the first time. She saw how dark and inimical the world could be, and she accepted the truth of that. That was why she couldn’t cope, why she’d turned to simsense chips, to BTL, finally to 2XS.
And me? I’d thought I could cope. Thought I could handle it. But my "coping mechanisms" were all types of denial, ways of avoiding having to deal with the truth. Alcohol, my "knight-in-shining-armor" posturing, most of all my facile judgments of people like my sister. I’d always believed—deep down—that I was better than her, more competent to deal with the world. Lying here, with my new arm humming softly to itself as it performed some self-diagnostic, I knew that belief for the drek that it was.
Patrick Bambra? You and I were very alike, my friend, even though I couldn’t, or wouldn’t, see it. We each had our romantic illusions. The only difference was that I hid mine better.
And Jocasta Yzerman. You’d probably never fully understand what I was going through. You were more like Theresa. You could look at the world honestly, face its darkness undismayed because you know who you are. Me? Maybe I’ll be able to say that someday. But until I am, I think we’ll be living in different worlds.
So where would I go from here? I felt the overwhelmng craving for what I’d experienced when the signal from the 2XS
chip
went trickling into my brain—the confidence that everything was in control. Wasn’t that confidence just an electronically reinforced macrocosm of the great lie I’d always told myself? That the world was something I could confront and understand, and that eventually I’d have everything chipped? There was the real attraction of 2XS, I understood for the first time: it was for people who weren’t as good as I was at lying to themselves.
So, what now? Well, I had to get myself physically healthy, that was the first order of business. And then I had to do what I could for Theresa. Maybe we would slip the border into some other, less complicated environment (or was belief in such a possibility just another lie?). Maybe Jocasta would come with us, maybe not. Only time would tell.
But that ‘was all in the future. For now I had the time to remember. And the time to mourn. Lolly and Buddy. Amanda, who threw away eternity to save the lives of some mortals. Hawk and Rodney, whose sacrifices were just as real. And part of myself.
I interlinked the fingers of my right and left hands—old grasping new.
And I tried to sleep.
 







 
 
 
 
To Fraser—This sure beats working, doesn’t it?
 






 
 
 
 
Prologue
 
A decker entombed in ice. One of those sights you hope never to see.
All deckers are comrades, y’see. At some level, there’s a bond between us, even though we can end up on opposite sides of some particular issue, or shadowrun, or what have you. But put all that aside and there’s more kinship between us than between us and anyone else—wives, husbands, lovers, anyone. I mean, there’s us, who’ve seen the electron horizons of cyberspace, who’ve run the datalines of the Matrix, who’ve jacked a virtual reality directly into our brains. And then there’s everyone else….
Anyway, I felt like drek when I saw him. The intrusion countermeasures—the ice—were all over him. I could just see his icon through the dark, translucent tentacles wrapping around him. A silver child, that’s what his icon looked like. A silver child being devoured by monsters.
He was dying, I knew that. In the real world, it would have been over in an instant. In the Matrix the ice picks up the decker’s icon, then dumps its signal into his cyberdeck. The deck’s filters overload, pouring the signal through the datajack, straight into the decker’s brain. And then … Who knows? Convulsions, the kind strong enough to break his bones. Or his blood pressure spikes so high one of the vessels in his brain blows out. Or maybe his heart stops, just like that. Biofeedback, it kills you as quick and as sure as a bullet in the head.
But in the Matrix time’s different, it runs much faster.
In the Matrix I can see it happening. I can see him dying. And there’s not a fragging thing I can do about it.
I’d decked into the Yamatetsu Corporation’s Seattle data core. An easy hack, really. Just pop in through the customer-service line. Yamatetsu markets telecommunications software, and one of their biggest selling points is that all you gotta do anytime you have trouble with a product is hook your computer system into theirs through the Matrix. They’ll fix the glitches for you on-line, even while you keep using the stuff. Frag, Yamatetsu actually advertises that capability as a sales hot-button.
So that tells me there’s got to be some connection between Yamatetsu’s development system and the local telecommunications grid. Not like those barbaric companies that are disconnecting themselves from the Matrix. So I cruise in on their support LTG number, smooth as silk. Of course, there’s some IC in the first node I come to. A barrier program and some light-duty trace and burn. Makes me laugh how easy I went through that.
And then I’m into Yamatetsu’s development system. One more node, and I’m in their main corporate data core. The defense is about the same, mainly barrier and trace and burn programs, with a little blaster thrown in for good measure. I go past that so sweet and smooth the corp deckers will never spot me even if they review the whole network log. I’m a ghost.
That’s as far as I needed to go. All I really wanted were the personnel records. My contract was to pull up any dirt I could find on the executive vice-president, a slitch named Maria Morgenstern. I had to deal with some minor-league ice on the personnel files, of course, and if it took me a millisecond to slip by it, I wasn’t up to my usual game.
I downloaded the file, dumped it into the memory chips in my head, and that was it. Contractual obligation discharged. I could have jacked out then and there with everything I came after.
But, you know, what the frag? My contract was to scope out Morgenstern top to bottom. But here I was in the main data core of a corp with a really solid rep in the telecom field. Who knows, maybe I could scoop something to sell on the shadow market. As long as I didn’t totally hose up and alert the system that I’d been having my way with it, any collateral loot I scammed was all mine, that’s what my contract says. So, I figure, I’ll just sashay over to the research and development files, and see if there’s anything worth grabbing that’s not bolted down. I backed on out of the personnel files, wiping my tracks as I went… .
And that’s when I saw the decker entombed in the ice. I knew he hadn’t been in the node the last time I came through, so it had to be that he’d tried to cut and run from another node. The black ice that was killing him must have followed and caught him here.
Like I said, there was nothing I could do but watch. The black tentacles of the ice were wrapped around his perfect silver body, and were starting to squeeze. Nasty stuff, this ice. The decker should have jacked out as soon as he saw it coming. I know I would have. I recognized it right away as something from Glacier Tech—one of the "Beltway Bandits," out of Provo in the Ute Nation, the premiere ice programmers on the continent.
But he hadn’t jacked out, probably thinking he’d hang tough and scrap it out with the ice. Bad choice. Even Seattle’s decker varsity would have a tough go against Glacier Tech black ice, and the silver child sure wasn’t on the hot list. If he’d been a burner, I’d have recognized his icon.
That’s when I should have turned away, gone on about my business or just jacked out. But I couldn’t do it. I
admit it, it was sick fascination that kept me there, the kind of grim curiosity that keeps you watching even when something turns your stomach. I kept my distance, staying to the further reaches of the node, but I watched.
And the silver child saw me there. He turned his shining eyes on me, and I know he recognized me for what I was—not part of the system that was killing him, but somebody like him, a free decker. A spectator. He must also have known I couldn’t help him. But how would it make you feel, someone watching you die?
That was when I turned to go, wanting to bug out of that node and make best possible speed for the R and D files, then get the hell out of Dodge. As I did, though, I saw the silver boy move. Something had appeared in his hand, a program construct that looked like a golden apple. Even with the ice tentacles squeezing him, he managed to move his arm and throw the apple toward me.
For an instant, I thought the ice might shoot out another tentacle and pick off the construct. But no, the apple kept sailing over to me, and I reached to snatch it out of the air.
As soon as my icon touched it I knew it was a data file. Lots of data, too, a hundred megapulses or more, despite the size of the construct. It also was locked and encrypted. I could feel that instantly. Was the file what the decker had been after—what had got him killed?
I glanced back toward the dying decker, but he was gone. His icon had vanished, which meant that in the real world—the world where his meat body was jacked into a cyberdeck—he was dead as a side of beef. As I watched, the tentacles unwrapped themselves and started questing my way.
I considered trying for the R and D files anyway—if I was fast, I could stay far enough ahead of the ice to make it—then decided against it. The ice had caught the silver child, crushed the life out of him. I wasn’t ready to let it do the same to me.
Sometimes discretion’s the better part, and all that drek. I jacked out.
 







 
 
 
 
Part One
Prelude to War
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
2025 hours, November 9, 2053
Sly settled back in her chair. The diminutive decker whose face filled the vidscreen of her telecom—Louis, his name was—had just finished his story. His voice was as impersonal as ever and his face equally expressionless. But Sly could tell from his body talk, if not from his voice, that seeing the decker dying in the ice had really slotted him up emotionally.
And who wouldn’t be slotted up? she thought. Running into black ice—getting killed by it—was an ugly reality of the decker’s world. Every time a decker put his brain on the line and jacked into the worldwide computer Matrix, he risked running into some intrusion countermeasures program that was just too tough. Risked having his brain burned out—"slagged down," to use the argot currently in vogue among deckers—or getting flatlined by some kind of lethal biofeedback. That was just business as usual, no more remarkable than the risks a mage took when evoking a powerful elemental, or a street samurai playing bodyguard for a hot target. Among deckers, it was bad form to talk about ice, except in technical terms or when telling war stories, or bragging about a major score. It didn’t matter that Sly wasn’t a decker anymore. The protocol would never change. The fact that Louis had described the death of the silver child in such detail revealed just how much it had disturbed him.
She could understand why, of course. For most deckers, death by ice was something that happened "offstage." If you were the one that got geeked, you’d obviously not be around to tell about it. And if someone else got the chop—decking being a very solitary profession—you’d only hear about it long after the fact, when Joe Schmoe didn’t show up at his usual haunts anymore. To see it actually happening and to know you couldn’t do anything about it … Sly suppressed a shudder. She’d hardened herself to most of the ugly details of life and death in the Awakened world, but seeing the icon of another decker constricted in the tentacles of black ice would have shaken her up, too.
Sharon Louise Young—street handle "Sly"—was careful to keep her own facial expression just as stony. Showing weakness wasn’t part of the protocol either, particularly when talking to someone she’d hired to do a job, and would probably hire again. Part of the game of being a "Mr. Johnson"—one who hires shadowrunners to operate in the dark wainscoting of society—was maintaining an ice-cold facade. (Not always possible, of course, but definitely something to aim for.) She shifted in her chair, trying for a more comfortable position, then stretched a mild kink out of her spine.
That brought a frown of displeasure, quickly wiped from her face. Sly knew she wasn’t so young anymore, but why did her body have to keep reminding her of the ugly fact? She kept her tall, lean form in good shape, her muscles in tone, with daily exercise. She was still as strong, as fast, as she’d ever been—or at least so she told herself. But there was no denying that she was thirty-three, no, thirty-four, her birthday had been two weeks before. A hard workout—or a particularly strenuous shadowrun—more and more often left her with a backache. And her left knee, which she’d blown out some years back when taking the quick way to the street from a third-story window, had a tendency to throb when it was raining. Which it did in Seattle nearly all the fragging time, of course. Physically speaking, she could still do anything that she did fifteen years ago—plus all her experience making her much more competent than she’d been at nineteen—but there was no denying it took her longer to recover afterward.
Sly knew she was still attractive. Her hair and skin were dark, and she had high, well-defined cheekbones—a legacy of her grandfather’s Nootka heritage. In contrast, her eyes were bright green, thanks to the Irish blood of her "male biological donor"—she refused to label the fragging bastard "father" even to herself. The overall look was, she knew, unusual, and enough men to represent a statistically valid sample had told her it was alluring. Sure, she had her share of scars. What shadowrunner didn’t? But most were in places that only particularly close friends would ever see. She had one facial blemish—a short white scar that bisected her right eyebrow, courtesy of a grenade fragment—but it was far from disfiguring… .
She ruthlessly cut off that line of thought. Waste of time, she scolded herself. Work first, vanity later.
The face of Louis the decker was still on the screen. "So you got the paydata on Morgenstern?" she asked.
"I said I did, didn’t I?"
Sly didn’t like Louis. It wasn’t just his manner but his appearance that bothered her on some really deep level. He was a trisomy 11. Thanks to some freak accident of cell division, either his father’s sperm or his mother’s egg had carried two copies of chromosome 11, not the usual one, which meant that the zygote—the fertilized egg—that would eventually become Louis the decker had three copies of chromosome 11, not the normal two. Trisomy 11 was a rare but well-studied genetic abnormality that carried with it a certain suite of physical impairments: retarded growth, a weak cardiovascular system, limited motor coordination, and a phenotype or appearance that reminded Sly uncomfortably of an anthropomorphic slug. It also led to mental impairment. The brain of a trisomy 11 was generally unable to attend to the important features of the environment, unable to extract the "signal"—what the person wanted to concentrate on—from the background "noise"—everything else impinging on the senses. Usually this led to the arresting of the victim’s mental development at a level not much higher than a newborn baby’s.
That hadn’t happened with Louis, of course. His parents, who were frighteningly rich, had known about the genetic abnormality even before his birth, and had approached the problem in the only way they knew how: by throwing money at it. Almost as soon as Louis was born, and long before his infant skull had hardened to a normal bony consistency, they’d had a tiny datajack implanted in his infant brain. Specialists had hooked this datajack to a suite of sophisticated computers that fed a virtual reality—similar to but distinct from the consensual hallucination that was "life" in the Matrix—into his mind. The computers had "perceived" the world through microphones and trideo cameras, and had electronically handled the problems of attention and distinguishing between "signal" and "noise" that Louis’ own brain would not have been capable of doing. With this electronic assistance, Louis had managed to avoid the mental impairment typical of other trisomy 11s. In fact, his mental capabilities had probably advanced even faster than a normal child’s.
At the time, some eighteen years before, Louis had become a kind of media darling. The trideo had featured him in several programs, and researchers had published dozens of papers on his progress and the philosophical questions it raised. Most people who saw these shows or skimmed the literature hadn’t really understood what was going on. Frequent re-tellings of Louis’ story on "tabloid-style" news shows had embellished matters until the facts became distorted into a kind of urban myth: "Child Grows Up in Matrix." (Actually, Sly had heard rumors that there actually were children who’d been raised entirely in the Matrix. But, strictly speaking, Louis wasn’t one of them.)
Eventually, Louis had graduated to the real Matrix, developing his skills as a decker. Even so, he was still a trisomy 11. Without extreme medical intervention—again paid for by his parents—his heart would have worn out and his whole cardiovascular system collapsed before he was fifteen. He still needed the assistance of significant computing power (now implanted directly into his small skull) to focus his attention properly. And his sole interface with the real world was through a bulky pair of goggles consisting of miniaturized video cameras and stereo microphones that he wore on his flat face and that plugged into his datajack. Physically, he was almost totally incapacitated. He lived his entire life in a special life-support wheelchair that he controlled mentally through a modified vehicle control rig.
On top of that, he’d come away with a deep-seated addiction to the Matrix. Only when he was jacked in and running the electron environment of cyberspace was he truly alive. He’d once told Sly that anytime he wasn’t decking was just waiting.
Sly regarded Louis’ small, ugly face on her telecom screen, struggling to keep from showing her distaste. It didn’t matter that she found his appearance revolting, and his personality—predictably warped by his upbringing and nature—even worse. He was a drek-hot decker, no one could deny that.
Most of the time he worked as a Matrix "hired gun" for many Seattle corporations. But he still had time left over to do shadow work for people he liked. And—for whatever reason—he liked Sly. Ever since giving up decking herself, she’d hired him on more than a dozen occasions in the last several years. Never for anything really sensitive, of course: she didn’t trust him that much. For really critical projects she chose other deckers. Perhaps not as skillful as Louis, but good enough.
She sighed. "Sorry, Louis," she said, "You’re right. You did get the paydata. Are you ready to transfer?"
He gave her a slack-lipped smile. "You got it. Ready to receive?"
She hit the appropriate keys on her telecom, opening a capture file. The moment she gave him the go-ahead, he spewed the contents of Maria Morgenstern’s personnel file down the dataline. Sly opened a second window on the screen, watched with satisfaction as it filled with text. Good, he got it all. That was one thing about Louis, he was always thorough. No incomplete files, no garbled data. No doubt he’d already gone through the information and corrected any errors that may have crept into the file.
When the telecom beeped to announce conclusion, she closed the capture file and blanked out the data window. "Got it," she told him. "Chipped and locked. Ready to receive payment?"
He didn’t answer, but her screen showed his system was already set up to accept the transfer of credit. It took less than a second—One thousand nuyen, just like that. Oh, well, easy come easy go. "Pleasure doing business with you," he said with a chuckle. "Now, how about the business of doing pleasure with you?"
She stared at him, knowing he could read the shock in her face. He couldn’t mean that, could he? she thought with a start. From anyone else it would have been a blatant pick-up line. But not from Louis, whose warped and childlike body wasn’t capable of anything even remotely resembling sex. Was it?
He laughed, a grotesque bubbling sound, and a gobbet of saliva dribbled down his chin. "Gotcha," he crowed. "Five points on that one. Ah, poor Sly, still no sense of humor."
Humor? She looked at the slug-like decker with distaste. "Yeah, Louis," she said flatly, "you got me." She reached out to break the connection.
"Hey, wait."
She drew back her finger.
"What about the other file?" he asked.
"What file?"
He shook his head. "The file I got from the dying decker," he said, speaking slowly as if talking to a congenital idiot. "The file he passed me before he died. Do you want it?"
"Don’t you want it?"
He shook his head again, more vehemently. "No," he snapped. "No, I don’t want it. It’s bad luck. Bad karma."
For the hundredth—or was it the thousandth?—time, Sly wondered about the strange superstitions that so many deckers seemed to carry around with them. How could people who dealt exclusively with hard, cold technology be so worried about mumbo jumbo like "bad karma"?
And it wasn’t just Louis. Just about every decker she knew practiced some special ritual or wore one talisman or other to bring good luck on Matrix runs. (Sly’s right hand strayed to the pouch on her belt where she kept her rabbit’s foot—a real rabbit’s foot, not something patched together from synthetic fur—that she’d always carried on shadowruns for luck. She felt a momentary twinge of guilt for being judgmental. But this is different, she thought. Isn’t it?)
"You can have the file," Louis was saying. "Free of charge, a bonus. Drek, maybe it’ll be worth something to you."
She hesitated. "You said it was locked. Did you crack the encryption?"
Yet again he shook his head, looking quite uncomfortable now. "No," he barked. Then with an effort Louis brought himself back under control. "No," he said more quietly. "I didn’t touch it. Get ready to receive. Here it comes."
Hurriedly, Sly opened another capture file just in time to catch the data suddenly pouring into her computer. Again she opened an on-screen window to see what she was getting. But this time, instead of orderly lines of text, the window filled with garbled characters—letters and numbers mixed with arcane-looking graphics characters.
The transfer took a couple of seconds, which meant it was a big file. She checked the status line at the bottom of the screen. More than a hundred megapulses of data.
Transfer complete, she closed the file. "Thanks, Louis," she said dryly.
He shrugged. "If it’s not worth anything, just blow it away," he said. "It’s yours, do what you like with it. I didn’t even keep a copy."
Which meant, of course, that he had kept a copy of the file on Morgenstern. But that was okay; most deckers kept copies of the files they "liberated." It was a kind of rudimentary insurance against Mr. Johnsons who believed the old saw about dead men and tales. Sly expected it. "Okay, Louis." Again she reached out to break the connection.
"Catch ya, Sly," the decker said. And he grinned again. "And if you give any thought to my other suggestion—" But she cut him off before he could finish.
She stretched her back again, felt the vertebrae in her lower spine click back into place. Frag this getting old drek, she thought savagely. Seattle, and, more specifically, the shadows she’d been frequenting for the past thirteen years, just wasn’t the place for someone feeling her age. She glanced at the holograph taped to the gray wall over the telecom. A white-sand beach, green ocean, azure sky. Somewhere in the Caribbean League, but she didn’t know just where. Now that was where she should be, someplace where the cold and damp never slotted up her knee. Yep, it was getting nigh on time to retire.
But retiring takes nuyen, she reminded herself, a lot of nuyen. She considered bringing up her credit balance on the telecom screen, then decided against it. Too depressing. Most runners burned up their nuyen on high living and parties, but she’d made a habit of always squirreling away as much as possible. She figured she had maybe seventy thousand nuyen by now. A good balance, but way short of what she thought of as "frag you" money—the amount she’d need to kiss Seattle goodbye, pull a quick fade, and slide on down to the islands. She needed a few more good scores or maybe one serious windfall. I need to make a killing, she thought glumly.
She glanced at the telecom screen. The window was still open, filled with encrypted text. Maybe it’s worth something, she mused, then shook her head with a smile. Wishful thinking. Wishful thinking doesn’t get you money, it gets you dead. Probably the file contained data valuable to Yamatetsu Corporation, which had encrypted it, but worthless to anyone else.
Her watch beeped. Time to meet with the Johnson who’d hired her, and pass over the dirt on Morgenstern. The run, which she’d simply subcontracted to Louis, would net her about ten thousand nuyen, of which she’d be able to save maybe half. Better than nothing, but still not "frag you" money.
She closed the data window and powered down the telecom. The encrypted file, whatever it was, was saved to an optical storage chip; it wouldn’t be going anywhere. Maybe when she had some free time she’d figure out what it was. If she ever got around to it.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
2005 hours, November 12, 2053
The alley was dark, noisome as only an alley near the Seattle docks could be. Empty, for the moment, but Falcon knew that wouldn’t last. The Disassemblers were after him. He’d opened the gap a little, but they were still close on his heels and not likely to be giving up. Any moment a group of them wearing the gray and white colors of their gang would come pounding into the alley behind him.
The cold, damp air seared his throat, and his right side felt like somebody had slipped a stiletto into his ribs and was now playfully twisting it. His legs were lead-heavy and he could hardly feel his feet pounding against the pavement as he ran. No useful sensations—like whether he was on dry ground or sloshing through an oily slick that would land him on his face—but the burning in his thighs and calves wouldn’t go away. "I thought numbness meant no pain," he grumbled to himself through clenched teeth.
Falcon was halfway down the alley, pushing himself on in what he knew must look like a drunken stagger. He was a good runner, a fact in which he took great pride, and had taken off like a fleet-footed spirit the moment he’d run into the Disassemblers.
Of course, that was many blocks ago, many alleys back. If somebody like him, young, and in good shape, was feeling so scragged, then a bunch of fat and lumbering trolls—all old, at least twenty—should be lying on the ground in crumpled masses, whooping their dinners into the gutter.
But no, from the hoarse yells he heard behind him Falcon knew that the original posse of Diassemblers must have called for help. Maybe the initial six were busy emptying their guts, but they had friends who had joined the chase later—when they were fresh and his body was starting to hate it in a big way.
God, I hurt, he thought. Would it hurt any less if he just stopped, collapsed behind a dumpster, and let the Disassemblers catch him? They’d beat the drek out of him, kick his hoop until he was bleeding from all orifices. But they probably wouldn’t kill him. His gang, the First Nation, wasn’t officially at war with the Disassemblers, not at the moment. And he hadn’t been wearing his colors or even been carrying a weapon when they’d spotted him. He hadn’t been on gang business, merely cruising out to boost some stuffers to fill his empty belly. Just fragging bad luck that one of the trolls had recognized him.
So, no war, and he hadn’t made the potentially lethal move of wearing gang colors in a rival gang’s patch. That meant that if they caught him they’d probably be satisfied giving him a beating. And if his lousy luck turned, hopefully he wouldn’t be conscious for the whole of the festivities anyway… .
But that would be quitting, and if Dennis Falk—"Falcon" to his chummers on the street—was anything at all, it wasn’t a quitter. He forced another burst of speed from his legs, ignoring the screams of his muscles.
The alley ended, disgorging him into a narrow road running parallel with the waterfront. He was under the big Alaska Way viaduct. The sound of traffic whined by above him even at this late hour, sometime after three in the morning. He took a hard right, considered flattening himself against a wall behind yet another dumpster and waiting for the Disassemblers to pound on by, then discarded the idea. He could think about accepting the beating, about stopping and hoping the trolls would miss him, but he was just too fragging scared. And by all the spirits and totems, he had a right to be scared. What fifteen-year-old wouldn’t be with maybe a ton of trolls on his butt?
He risked a glance over his shoulder. Soaked with sweat, his long, black hair fell into his eyes, blinding him. Then his right foot came down on something, something that rolled, throwing him off balance. He screamed in terror, struggled to keep upright. Pain—sharp, burning—lanced through his left ankle. Somehow he managed to recover, took another running step…
Falcon cried out in agony as his left ankle took the weight of his body, and it was like one of the Dissemblers already trying to tear off his foot. He pitched forward and landed hard on the rough pavement. Skidding, he tore the skin from his palms and shredded the knees of his jeans.
Sobbing with fear and pain, he forced himself back to his feet, tested his ankle again. The agony, like molten lead in the joint, was enough to blur his vision for an instant. Broken? He didn’t think so, but it didn’t really matter. There was no way he could run any further.
Falcon looked around wildly for cover, for somewhere to hide. There were doors in the buildings around him, but he knew they’d be locked. (Who wouldn’t lock their doors near the docks at night?) And of course there was the dumpster, just off to his right.
Hiding behind it didn’t seem like such a good idea anymore. But hiding in it …
The top of the dumpster was above Falcon’s eye-level so he couldn’t see what was inside, but it certainly smelled full. The big metal lid was open, leaning back against the wall of the building. Once he was inside, it shouldn’t be too hard to pull it shut. Then it would be just a matter of hoping the Disassemblers weren’t all that thorough.
He had to hurry, though. He could hear hoarse cries of anger and the thunder of running feet. He had only seconds—if that—before the troll gangers rounded the corner and saw him.
It wasn’t easy to climb into the dumpster with a sprained ankle, but fear spurred him on. As he dropped inside, the stench hit him like a physical blow: sour milk, urine, decaying vegetables, and a strong overtone of rotting meat. He was glad it was too dark to see what he was lying on; imagining it was making him sick enough. He stood up, keeping his balance with difficulty on the shifting garbage, then grabbed the metal lid and pulled. The rusty hinges creaked—oh,
spirits and totems, what if the trolls should hear?—but
the lid moved. Muscles straining against the surprisingly heavy weight, Falcon lowered the lid carefully to keep it from slamming shut. The hinges seized up before it was all the way down, leaving a gap between lid and dumpster about as wide as his palm. That was okay, though. It meant he’d be able to watch what was going on outside, while the Disassemblers wouldn’t spot him unless they shined a light in through the gap or else physically opened the dumpster. (And what would he do if that happened? Hit them with a dead cat?)
He’d acted not a moment too soon. The first of his pursuers burst from the alley almost the instant the dumpster lid closed. The troll’s pasty face almost matched his gray and white gang colors; if the guy hadn’t been gasping like an asthmatic behemoth, Falcon would have said he looked dead. His bloodshot eyes were rolling wildly and a froth of saliva spewed from his lips.
His heart was pounding like a high-speed trip hammer, but Falcon had to enjoy the sight. If this guy was their best runner, the trolls would have died of fragging exhaustion by now if only Falcon had been able to make it another two blocks. Then his grin faded. If they caught him now, they’d take their physical misery out on his hide. He squatted lower in the dark dumpster.
Three more trolls lurched from the mouth of the alley, wheezing like they were about to croak. One bent over, put massive hands on his knees, and noisily emptied his guts onto the road. "Skin ‘im," he growled between retches. "Skin ‘im slow wif a dull fraggin’ knife."
"Gotta catch the fragger first," the leader rumbled.
" ‘e’s fraggin’ gone," the smallest of the group—a comparative midget at just over two meters and maybe a hundred and ten kilos—grunted. "Just let the fragger go, and good fraggin’ riddance."
The leader casually slapped the smaller troll, a backhanded blow that struck with a meaty thud. The slap would have lifted Falcon off his feet and flung him into the alley wall, but it barely rocked the troll. He glared at the leader and spat on the ground, but held his tongue.
"He ain’t too far ahead," the leader pronounced. "I woulda had ‘im if the alley was longer."
Don’t make me laugh, Falcon thought. If the alley was any longer, you’d be lying in it puking.
"He ain’t far ahead," the leader repeated. "Runnin’ like a scared fraggin’ rabbit, drekkin’ down his legs. Scragger, you and Putz go that way." He hooked a thumb that was almost as thick as Falcon’s wrist the other way down the narrow road. "Ralph here, he comes with me." He slapped a heavy hand on the back of the troll still hunched over a pool of vomit. "Well? Get the frag go’n’."
The smaller troll and another stumbled off down the road, away from Falcon’s dumpster, at the closest they could get to a run. With a groan, the troll that the leader had called Ralph straightened up. The leader had already started to jog, passing so close that Falcon could smell the troll’s rancid sweat even over the reek of the dumpster. Ralph cursed, but had no choice but to follow. Passing the dumpster, he unloaded a punch into it, a blow hard enough to rock the massive box and dent the metal. Falcon ducked down low in a resurgence of terror, imagining that massive fist slamming into his own face.
I could summon a city spirit, he thought, a great form city spirit, and send it after them. In his mind’s eye he saw the noisome garbage strewn around the street shifting as though a wind had suddenly whipped through the city, drawing together, coalescing into a huge, amorphous shape. A shape that shambled off after the retreating trolls. He could hear their screams, their pleas for mercy. And then silence. I could do it, he thought again.
But of course that was only in his dreams. Often, when he slept, his dreams filled with a sense of power, his nerves hummed with the song of the totems. When he dreamed, Falcon knew he’d taken his first step on the path of the shaman—not through any conscious choice; it was as if it were written in his genes, as surely as his high Amerind cheekbones, dark eyes, and straight black hair.
In his dreams, Falcon walked that path, followed the summons of the totem, the spirit that awaited him at the end. He didn’t know which totem was calling him—noble Eagle, faithful Dog, sly Coyote, stalwart Bear, or any of the many others. But he could hear the call, feel it thrilling through him, and realized that only when he reached the path’s end would he recognize who summoned him. And then he’d probably realize that a part of him had always known.
That was in his dreams. When he was awake? Nothing.
No, not quite nothing. The dreams remained as memories. But that was worse than nothing. He knew, deep down inside he knew, that he would walk the path, that the totems would call him, were calling him when he slept. But a shaman must consciously choose to walk the path, that’s what someone had told him long ago. He must hear the song of the totems and consciously decide to follow wherever they led. Only then could someone become a shaman. He had to seek out the song in his waking life.
"Vision quest," that’s what many Amerindian tribes named it, seeking out the song of the totems. Different tribes and different traditions had different ideas of how vision quests worked, but most that Falcon had heard or read about described the would-be shaman going out alone into some hostile environment—a desert, the mountains, or the forest—and staying there until he heard the call. Sometimes the seeker would find mortal friends and allies along the way, sometimes he would not. But if he was really destined to be a shaman, a guide would eventually come and reveal to him the song of the totems. This guide might be a spirit or it might be in the form of a mouse or other creature, but according to all the stories it never appeared in the form that the shaman expected.
That was the traditional form of the vision quest, yet Falcon had heard that certain tribes had rung some very modern changes on the ritual. In the Pueblo Council, for example, he’d heard that some would-be shamans went on their vision quest into the Matrix. (What shape would a guide take there? Falcon wondered.) And then there were a number of groups—not just the new "suburban tribes" that had sprung up around the continent—that considered the city a reasonable place for a vision quest. Would-be shamans would leave their homelands to travel to the sprawls—admittedly, as hostile an environment as anywhere else in North America—and there they’d wait for their guide to come and lead them to the totems.
When Falcon had first heard about it, the idea really captured his imagination. He’d been living in Purity, a particularly unpleasant part of the Redmond Barrens, dreaming of someday leaving the plex and slipping over the border into the Salish-Shidhe nation. Only then, he’d thought at the time, would he have any chance to follow the path.
Then the concept of an urban vision quest had changed his mind. He knew the city; he was raised on its streets. Why should he risk a totally alien environment—the rural countryside of the S-S nation—when he could get what he wanted on familiar ground?
It was a year now since he’d left home, moved the twenty kilometers or so from Purity to deepest, darkest downtown Seattle. A busy year, not all of it spent listening for the totems singing to him. He’d found a place to squat, he’d joined the First Nation gang of half-Amerinds … basically, he’d survived, no mean accomplishment.
He hadn’t forgotten the vision quest, of course; he could never forget it. When he had free time he put it into research. He was no decker, but he knew enough about computers to access the major public datanets. (That put him a few steps ahead of most of his First Nation chummers, as did the fact that he could read the results the datanets gave him. Most of the First Nationers were illiterate.)
He’d learned that, historically, many tribes had used drugs to sensitize them to the voices of the spirits. So he’d given that a shot. Energizers, speeders, ataractics, hypnotics … over the past year he’d tried most of the major types of drugs. They’d bent his brain the way they were supposed to—sometimes leaving him drenched with sweat, cramped and gasping on the floor of his doss—but they hadn’t opened his soul to the totems. After a particularly bad trip in which the rest of the gang had to physically restrain him from jumping into Elliot Bay, Falcon had decided that drugs were not the path for him.
Fortunately, it was just about then that he’d found the book. A real book, with paper pages and a synthleather cover. Spiritual Traditions of the Northwestern and California Intermountain Tribes, by someone called H. T. Langland. (He’d never found out who Langland was or even if H. T. was a man or a woman.) The book had been for sale in a little talismonger’s store on Pike Street near the market. They wanted thirty-five nuyen for it, much more than Falcon could afford. But something about the title and the way the book felt in his hands convinced him it was important. So he boosted it, shoved it up under his jacket and just strolled out of the shop. (The talismonger didn’t need it or consider it important, he’d rationalized later, otherwise she wouldn’t have been selling it.)
The book was heavy reading, full of long words and complex ideas. But Falcon worked at it and had finally come to understand. Langland—whoever he/she/it was—was a sociologist, and had studied how the tribes of the West Coast viewed the world, and their relationship with the spirits and the totems. There’d been a whole chapter on vision quests, which Falcon had read several times through.
He’d been glad to learn that the city was a valid place for a vision quest, at least according to Langland. But knowing that didn’t help much in any practical way. The dreams still continued, the dreams where he sang and danced to the music of the totems, but he had yet to find his guide or hear the call when in a waking state.
Slowly, carefully, he raised his head and looked out from under the dumpster lid. The street was empty except for a rat about the size of a malnourished beagle nosing through a pile of garbage near the mouth of the alley. No sign of the Disassemblers. The trolls were probably dragging themselves back to their normal turf, trying to forget about the Amerindian punk who’d made fools of them. With a grin, he reached up and pushed against the lid.
It didn’t move. Sudden fear drove like an icicle through his heart. Had the hinges jammed? Or was there some kind of locking device he hadn’t noticed? Images of being trapped inside the dumpster until the truck came along to collect the garbage filled his mind. Collection was every two or three weeks in this part of the sprawl, and judging by the contents of this dumpster, Falcon figured it had been last emptied within the last few days.
No, he ordered himself sharply, calm down. He shifted position, finding some more stable garbage to stand on. Again, he pushed against the underside of the lid. The garbage moved under him, throwing him off balance. He transferred his weight, threw everything he had into it. His back complained, and a lance of liquid pain shot through his ankle. He groaned, tears blurring his vision.
But the dumpster lid moved. With a creaking of rusty hinges, it opened, slammed back against the building. Falcon vaulted over the side into the relatively fresh air of the narrow street, remembering at the last instant to take the landing on his uninjured ankle.
He looked around him quickly. No sign of the Disassemblers. Hopefully, the trolls had given up on him and gone back to whatever it was they’d been doing. He breathed deeply, cleared the reek of garbage—and the funk of fear—from his lungs. He looked up at the sky. Framed by buildings, there was a patch of blackness studded with a handful of stars bright enough to shine through the filth in the air.
And the moon was up, almost full. A perfect night for some of the magical rituals Falcon had read about in Langland’s book. He needed somewhere open, preferably a place close to untouched nature, but where would he find something like that in the midst of the sprawl? Luckily, he knew somewhere that might serve. Favoring his damaged ankle, he limped off.
The small park was one of several that surrounded the massive Renraku Arcology. Dominating the region that had once been Pioneer Square, the great truncated pyramid, with its thousands of silvery-green glass windows, loomed over Falcon, its weight oppressing him.
During the day, the parks that surrounded the monolith—each a tiny copse of trees ringed by perfectly manicured grass—were "safe zones." Watched over by Renraku’s gray-and-scarlet-clad security guards, they were places for the shaikujin who lived and worked in the arcology to stroll surrounded by something that resembled nature. By night, however, the security forces pulled back inside the walls and left the parks to the nocturnal denizens of Seattle.
The park that Falcon chose was at the southernmost corner of the massive arcology, near Fourth Avenue. It was maybe a quarter of a city block in size. Not much, but among the trees at its center he could almost forget for a moment that he was in the midst of the sprawl. He squatted on the damp ground, looked up at the moon riding like a ghostly ship through the scattered clouds.
Holding his hands out in front of him, palms down as though warming them over a nonexistent fire, he began to sing quietly. The words of his song came from Langand’s book, words in the tongue of the coastal Salish. Although he couldn’t speak the language, the book had thoughtfully provided an English translation, and it was this that ran through his mind. He was only guessing at the pronunciation, and the melody was one of his own creation. But maybe the totems won’t care, he thought. Only what’s in my heart, in my soul, should matter.
Quietly he sang.
 
Come to me, spirits of my ancestors,
Dwellers in my dreams and in my soul.
Come to me, guardians, defenders,
Hear your children calling to you.
Come to me, spirits of the land,
Of the forest, and the mountains, and the waters,
Come fill me with your never-ending song.
 
He closed his eyes, let the words of his song resonate through the chambers of his mind. Let the melody carry away his pain, and the memories of the pursuit. Let his mind become placid, like the surface of a mountain lake untroubled by the wind.
He didn’t know how long he sang. When he stopped, his mouth was dry, his voice hoarse. His knees were stiff and sore, and his injured ankle was throbbing agony. He opened his eyes.
Nothing had changed. He was still in the small park, not in the land of the totems. He hadn’t heard the call of the spirits. He wasn’t a shaman, just a punk kid hustling to survive in the heart of the sprawl.
He looked up. The clouds had covered the moon, and a chill rain had begun to fall. He sighed.
Stretching his legs, shaking his hands to return the circulation to his fingers, Falcon limped out of the park and vanished into the night.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
2055 hours, November 12, 2053
This place never changes, Sly thought. The Armadillo was a small, dark bar in the middle of Puyallup, usually filled with a young crowd. She looked around her. As usual, she and owner Theresa Smeland—tonight working behind the bar—were the oldest people there by a decade—or more, in Smeland’s case.
Smeland caught her eye as Sly walked in the door. The Armadillo’s owner was an attractive, dark-haired woman of about forty, dressed tonight in a plain khaki jumpsuit. The lights over the bar reflected from the three chrome-lipped datajacks set into the woman’s temple.
Sly smiled, nodded a greeting. She and Smeland used to be friends. Maybe not close, but better than acquaintances. At one time they’d also been comrades, fellow runners, but that was before … Just leave it as "before," Sly told herself sternly, squelching the thought. As she and Theresa had one thing in common before, they had another thing in common now.
Sly raised her hand, flipped it to indicate a small booth at the back of the bar. When Smeland had a moment, she’d stop by the booth with Sly’s regular drink to spend a few moments in conversation.
Moving toward the rear of the room, Sly looked around. The Armadillo had little to distinguish it from any other watering hole in Puyallup, or anywhere else in the plex, for that matter. Low ceiling, well-worn composite-tile floor. Small tables and banquettes covered in frayed red terry cloth to sop up spilled drinks. Classic angst-rock issuing from cheesy speakers as background music—something by Jetblack, Sly noted. And a couple of old-tech trideo screens, which the patrons were more or less uniformly ignoring.
The patrons were perhaps younger than the denizens of other, similar bars in the sprawl. And perhaps drinking a little less hard, as though conversation were more the focus than getting wasted on alcohol. Indicative, maybe, but not enough to really set The Armadillo apart from other drinking establishments.
But then Sly let herself hear the hum of youthful conversation. That was what made The Armadillo what it was, and what made it one of her favorite places to hang. In other bars, the patrons would have been boasting of their conquests—sexual and otherwise—of the night before, yapping on about sports, arguing over politics, trying to score whatever was most on their minds at the moment. The Armadillo had some of that too, of course. But most of the conversation was about biz. A very special kind of biz.
The Armadillo was one of the premier decker bars in the Seattle metroplex. Everybody there, including Sly herself, had at least one datajack installed in his or her cranium, and some had as many as four or five. (Just for show? Sly wondered. Or can they actually keep track of that many data channels at once?) Reinforced Anvil travel cases containing cyberdecks were everywhere—on tables, leaning against chair legs, or clutched protectively in laps. Most of the first-string and the up-and-comers hung at The Armadillo, called it their base of operations: the console jocks, the Matrix cowboys, the bit-bashers.
For a moment, Sly let herself slip into reverie. It didn’t seem so long ago that she’d hung out at another bar like this. Not The Armadillo but its equivalent, the Novo Tengu in the Akihabara district of Tokyo. She remembered the earnest conversations and arguments—sometimes fueled by sake, but more often just by passion for the subject—about the arcana of the Matrix and the philosophy of cyberspace.
Even now, even after having been "off-line" for more than five years, she still enjoyed listening to decker talk. Most of it was at the down-and-dirty, bits-under-the-fingernails level: techniques for dealing with the latest generations of ice, novel new hacks on old utilities, new ways to "juice" a cyberdeck to squeeze more performance out of it. The biz—in terms of both hardware and software, and with regard to the underlying theory—had advanced almost unbelievably. So much that a lot of the talk around her might as well have been in Elvish for all Sly could decipher of it.
But deckers still wrestled with the same philosophical questions that had so intrigued her in Akihabara. Ghosts in the Matrix, those rare and strange constructs that seemed to have no relation to deckers or to normal computer system functions. What were they? Artificial intelligences—Als—even though the corps claimed nobody had successfully created one? Or mutating viral codes that had "gotten smart" in some kind of electronic analog of biological evolution? Or maybe they were the personalities—the "souls"—of deckers who’d died in the Matrix?
That’s what four elves were discussing at a table near the booth Sly had chosen. Keeping her eyes carefully averted, she eavesdropped hungrily.
"… and what is it that’s ‘you’ in the Matrix?" one was saying. Sly pegged him as the oldest, an "elder statesman" of perhaps twenty-three. "It’s your persona programs, right? And they’re running on your cyberdeck, right? So what happens when the ice crashes your deck? The persona programs stop running. And that’s it: there’s no more ‘you’ in there to be a ghost."
"Unless the persona programs are still running somewhere else," another suggested. "Like on another CPU in the system." The first shook his head, about to argue, but the speaker kept on. "Or maybe it’s the ice that does it. You asked ‘who are you in the Matrix?’ The answer’s the same, in or out of the Matrix. It’s your sensorium, the sum total of your experiences. Why couldn’t some black ice read your sensorium, kinda like reverse simsense? And then copy it somewhere in the system, while it’s killing your meat body? Your body’s gone, but your sensorium still exists. A ghost in the Matrix."
For the first time the third piped up. "No," she said sharply, "your sensorium doesn’t still exist. It’s just a program emulating your sensorium. It’s not you, it’s software pretending to be you."
The fourth elf, silent, merely watched the conversation fly back and forth like a tennis ball.
"Meaningless distinction," the second pronounced.
"Not to me," the third shot back. "Anyway, I think the ‘ghosts’ are just parallel-processing Boolean networks with medium bias."
"Or sparsely connected, or maybe highly canalized," the first decker countered.
And then they were off into the depths of arcana, talking about "the transition between chaos and order" and "attractors" and "state cycles," concepts beyond Sly’s understanding. Mentally she detached herself from the conversation, smiling to herself. The words and details were more sophisticated, but the ideas were no different from the ones she and the other Tokyo deckers had been tossing around half a decade ago.
Sly liked The Armadillo, but not just for the conversation. It was a comfortable atmosphere. There wasn’t the barely concealed undercurrent of violence she felt in most other bars, particularly those where gangers and samurai hung. Sure, sometimes people got too drunk at The Armadillo, started throwing their weight around. But the patrons were people who used their brains as weapons, not big fragging guns and cyber-enhanced muscles. If there was a fight—a rare occurrence—nobody got killed, or even badly hurt.
More to the point, nobody hassled her. She knew that most of the patrons simply discounted her as a "null-head," a non-decker … and something of a fossil. Those few, like Theresa Smeland, who knew Sly and her background also knew enough not to discuss it, not to raise disturbing ghosts. If she wanted to hang with deckers even though she didn’t punch deck herself anymore, that was wiz with them.
Apart from the ambiance, Sly found The Armadillo a good place to do business. Over the last couple of years she’d arranged almost a dozen meets with various Johnsons at the bar. Just like tonight. She patted her pocket to reassure herself that the chip carriers and her pocket computer were still there. Checking her watch, she saw it was just shy of twenty-one hundred hours. Her current Mr. Johnson would be showing up any minute, hoping to collect the data she’d dredged up from the Yamatetsu data files on Maria Morgenstern.
She frowned. Louis had finished his run three days before, but Johnson had said it just "wasn’t convenient" to meet sooner. That puzzled Sly, even worried her at a deeper level. Johnson had been really eager when he’d given her the contract. He wanted whatever dirt she could find on Morgenstern—not now, but right now. She’d gone to Louis immediately, even paid him a ten percent "rush" charge to do the run at once. The conclusion was obvious: Mr. Johnson had needed the dirt either to make a major move on Morgenstern or else to prevent the lady from doing the same to him.
And now he was backing off on the importance of the whole thing. Did that mean things had changed, that getting a handle on Morgenstern just wasn’t significant any more? And if so, did it mean he was trying to get out of paying Sly for what he no longer needed?
Sly looked up from the table, on which she’d been tracing complex geometrical shapes. Smeland was making her way through the crowd, carrying two pony glasses full of amber liquid. Sliding into the booth across from Sly, she set the glasses down in front of them.
"Hoi, T. S." Sly knew that for some reason Theresa hated her given name. "How’s it happening?"
"Biz?" Smeland gestured vaguely around at the patrons, the bar. "Oh, it’s happening. Nothing much changes, y’know." She smiled. "And you? How’re the shadows?"
Sly shrugged, echoed Smeland’s words back to her with a grin. "Nothing much changes. Still looking for a way to get out of them, into the sunlight."
"Oh, I know, honey." Smeland put her forearms on the table, leaned forward. "How’s the vacation fund coming? Almost there?"
Sly sighed. "It’s coming. Slowly. Still a long way to go."
"Ain’t that always the truth?" Smeland pronounced. "So I guess this isn’t quite in order yet, huh?" From her jumpsuit pocket she pulled out a small object—a tiny, multicolored paper parasol—and dropped it into Sly’s drink.
Sly touched the parasol with a fingertip, flicked it so it spun. "Not quite."
"Ah, well." Smeland picked up her glass; Sly followed suit. "Some things take time."
They clinked glasses, and Sly drank. The scotch—real scotch, not the ersatz synthahol that Smeland usually served—had a smoky taste as she rolled it on her tongue.
She swallowed, feeling the warmth in her throat. "Yeah, time. What everyone’s got so much of, right?"
Smeland leaned closer, conspiratorially, and lowered her voice. Sly leaned forward, too, so she could hear better. "Just heard some buzz from a couple of Dead Deckers," T.S. said, naming one of Seattle’s better-known decker groups. "Louis just did some work for you, didn’t he?"
There was something in Smeland’s voice, something that disturbed Sly. "Yeah," she said slowly.
"Anything … like, real sensitive? Did you have him stepping on anyone’s toes?"
Sly shook, her head. "Just a routine datasteal," she told her friend. "A snatch on some personnel files."
"Nothing else?"
Sly shook her head again. Almost involuntarily, her hand patted at the pocket containing the computer and two chip carriers. One of the chips contained Morgenstern’s personnel data. The other held the encrypted file Louis had given her. "No, nothing else."
"That’s good."
"Why?" Sly asked. "What’s going on?" She hesitated. "Something happen to Louis?"
Smeland’s eyes flicked to right and left. But there was no one close enough to overhear. As she craned forward even closer, their foreheads were almost touching over the narrow table. "Louis is gone," she whispered.
"Faded?"
"Dead," Smeland corrected. "From what the Dead Deckers say, he died bad." She grunted. "I never liked the little drek, he gave me the creeps big time. But nobody deserved to go the way he went."
"What happened, T.S.?"
"Some people busted into his doss last night," Smeland said slowly. "The Dead Deckers said they did bad stuff to him, they asked him hard questions, you know what I’m saying?" Smeland shook her head sadly. "They wired his wheelchair up to the main voltage, they cross-wired his datajacks … Pros, sadistic pros. He took a long time to die."
Sly closed her eyes. Torture. Somebody had tortured little Louis to death to find out … what? What was it they were after? The encrypted file? Maybe. But the odds were just as good—better, in fact—that he’d been pulling a run for somebody else as well, and it was that second run that had attracted the unwanted attention.
"You had him on nothing but a simple personnel datasteal? A smear job?" Smeland was watching her, dark eyes steady on her face. "Nothing more than that?"
"That’s what I told you, T.S."
Smeland chuckled mirthlessly. "Good answer. Exactly zero data content." She took another swallow of her scotch. "Well, it’s your game. I don’t play this drek anymore." She was silent for a moment, then went on, "You meeting your Johnson here?"
Sly nodded. With a sudden flash of apprehension, she tried to remember what she’d told Louis, how much she’d said about her contract. Not much, but Louis was a cunning little bugger who could well have figured things out for himself. Did that mean he’d told his murderers? Could that be why her Johnson had postponed the meet?
Paranoid thinking, Sly, she told herself. There’s no connection. Louis was probably hiring out to other runners at the same time he was working for me.
Smeland was watching her carefully. "You know," she said lightly, conversationally, "I’ve got this little hideyhole in the back, a little room behind the bar. Lots of security systems—cameras, microphones, thermos, the works. Somebody can jack right into all those circuits, keep a close eye on everyone and everything in the main barroom. Did I ever show it to you?"
A broad smile spread across Sly’s face. This is why we have friends, she thought. "No," she said aloud. "But it sounds worth seeing. Why don’t you show it to me now?"
Smeland’s office was a tiny room, not much larger than some of the broom closets Sly had hidden in over the years. A small desk, covered in paper, a swivel chair that squeaked and had a back support like a torture device. The stereotypical retreat for the owner of a semi-successful watering hole.
Except for the electronics suite. That was top-notch, absolutely state-of-the-art. One whole wall was covered with closed-circuit video monitors, and the control panel was a system designer’s dream. Even better, there was a fiber-optic lead attached to a jack. Sly pulled the swivel chair closer, sat down, and slipped the jack into the socket in her head. Data streamed into her brain.
The interface was slightly different from a standard simsense or Matrix connection, and it took her a couple of seconds to make sense of what she was receiving. Then everything fell into place.
With the lead socketed into her datajack, Sly was the security system. The dozen or so cameras were her eyes, the microphones her ears; the other sensors became senses that had no direct human analog. Visually, it was like being suspended above the barroom, looking down through a glass ceiling. But she could see into every cranny of the room, a perfect three hundred-sixty-degree view, as though she were looking through an optically perfect fish-eye lens, but without the distortion such a lens always creates. Through a simple act of will, she could focus her attention anywhere, zooming in for a close-up or backing away for an overall view. The microphones picked up the general hubbub of muted conversation, but she quickly learned that she could mentally filter out extraneous noise in order to concentrate on just about any single speaker in the entire room. So this is what it’s like to be omnipresent, she thought with a chuckle.
She’d been a little nervous when she’d first seen the datajack. "Is this system connected to the Matrix?" she’d asked.
Smeland smiled her understanding. "It’s isolated. No system access node. No ice here." And with a reassuring pat on the shoulder, Smeland had returned to the bar. Sly still had a few misgivings, but those vanished once she’d explored the architecture of the system. This isn’t the Matrix, she’d told herself. It’s safe.
The clock on the wall behind the bar read twenty-one-oh-eight. Her Mr. Johnson was late. She focused her attention on the front door.
As if on cue, the door swung open and a familiar figure came through. Not her Johnson. Somebody else, somebody she hadn’t seen in a long time.
The elf was tall and thin, his skin the color of mahogany, his kinky black hair clipped so close it looked almost like suede. His broad nose was flattened, courtesy of one too many fists in the face, and he had eyes that missed nothing, dark glinting eyes that reminded her of a raven’s.
Modal, that was his street name. She’d never known his real name, even when they’d been lovers in Tokyo five years ago. His rep as a runner had been just as drek-hot back then, and he’d worked as a personal expediter for many corps. She’d met him in a high-tone corporate bar in the Shibuya district, a weird little place called the Womb.
Officially speaking, they’d been on opposite sides of a run that had gone wrong. Sly’s Mr. Johnson had been a mid-level exec for Kansei, a corp attempting some industrial espionage against a Kyoto-based multinational called Yamatetsu. The Johnson got what he wanted, then suddenly decided he didn’t want it anymore. What he wanted was to get it back to Yamatetsu, now. (To this day Sly didn’t know exactly what had gone down, but she could guess. Various shadowy characters had showed up at his house, maybe worked over his wife or threatened his kids. Hinted that things would only get worse if he didn’t make restitution—full restitution—to Yamatetsu immediately.)
And that was where Sly had come in. She’d been running Matrix overwatch on the original raid, while a group of local shadowrunners had done the physical penetration into Yamatetsu’s Tokyo facility. Then her Johnson had come to her, saying she was to deliver an optical chip plus a credstick—obviously part of the restitution—to a representative of Yamatetsu. Why couldn’t one of the other runners from the raid do it? she’d asked. Because none of them were alive any longer, Mr. Johnson had told her.
The meet had been at the Womb, and the Yamatetsu contact had been a tall negroid elf with—paradoxically—a strong Cockney accent. (At the time, she’d assumed he was a legitimate employee of Yamatetsu, not a hired runner like herself.) It had been a civilized meet. If Yamatetsu knew Sly was involved in the original run, they’d obviously decided it wasn’t worth zeroing her. All they’d wanted was whatever it was she’d taken, plus a massive payment for "damages." She’d handed over the chip and credstick, and gotten a receipt from the elf in return—civilized—and
that was it. When Sly got up to leave, he insisted she at least stay to finish her drink. One drink had become several, and they’d spent that night—and several thereafter—together at Modal’s doss near Shinjuku Station.
The meet at the Womb had signaled the end of Sly’s employment in Japan, and she’d headed on home to Seattle. Modal had stayed in Tokyo for a few more years, but eventually he too had come home to the sprawl. They’d tried to renew their relationship, but it just wasn’t the same. The spark had died, and each realized that the other was just going through the motions. It had depressed Sly a little at how easily they parted, for neither seemed to feel any particular emotion. It was indifference, not tears or anger or some other passion that marked the end of the affair. Is that all there is? Sly had wondered sadly.
And since then? Certainly, she and Modal had run into each other on occasion. News reports to the contrary, the shadow community in Seattle just wasn’t that big. She knew that Modal had done the occasional run for Yamatetsu’s Seattle operation, but to the best of her knowledge his association with the megacorp had ended a couple of years back.
And now here he is again, she thought. I make a run on Yamatetsu, my decker gets geeked, and up pops Modal. Coincidence? Coincidences did happen, she knew, but putting pure chance at the bottom of any list of possible explanations was a good survival tactic. She focused her electronic attention on the dark-skinned elf as he made his way through the tables.
Nimbly sidestepping an inebriated decker, Modal reached the bar and settled himself on a barstool. He raised a hand to Smeland in greeting. " ‘Oi, T.S. ‘Ow’s it?
Smeland greeted him with a smile. (So they know each other, Sly noted. Interesting.) "It’s going. How about you?"
"Oh, not so worse." He glanced around, leaned closer to Smeland. With a mental tweak, Sly increased the gain on the nearest microphone. "Looking for a chum," he told her. "Sharon Young. Seen her about?"
Sly heard her gasp in her own ears, the sound somehow more immediate than the sonic data coming in through the datajack. So much for coincidence … .
"She hasn’t been around for a few days," Smeland answered smoothly, not missing a beat. "But who knows? Maybe you want to wait, she might be coming in later."
Modal shrugged casually, as though it didn’t really matter. "Might just do that," he said. "I think I’ll go pass the time with some old mates I see in back there." He smiled, showing brilliant white teeth. "A pint of your best ale, T.S., if you please."
Theresa chuckled. "Toff," she shot back, one of Modal’s favorite expressions for someone putting on airs. (They know each other well, then, Sly realized. I’ll have to ask her about that.) Smeland handed Modal a pint of draft, and he wandered off to sit with a couple of orks who Sly didn’t recognize. Not Armadillo regulars. She mentally selected the microphone closest to that table.
And that, of course, was when her Mr. Johnson walked in. A short man—human, but not much above the height of a tall dwarf—dressed in a designer suit that must have cost as much as a small car. He stood in the doorway, looking around. Looking for Sly, of course.
"Frag," she breathed. This was going to be tricky. She didn’t want Modal to spot her, but she had to meet with her Johnson. No meet, no payment. No payment, no contribution to the Sharon Young Retirement Fund. Frag it till it bleeds, she thought. Was there some way to send a message to Smeland, tell her to direct the Johnson back here? Dump a message onto the screen of the bar cash register, maybe? But no, the security system was just as isolated as Smeland had said. It didn’t even hook into the other computerized equipment in the building.
She hesitated. Why? she wondered. Why am I afraid of Modal? And she was afraid, she realized with a touch of surprise. First, Smeland’s story about the death of Louis, and then the unexpected appearance of Modal—someone who’d worked for Yamatetsu in the past. But what does that mean, really? Frag, I’ve done a job for Yamatetsu Seattle. She remembered getting a call last year from the head of Yamatetsu’s local operation, a contract to dig up background on some street op called Dirk Montgomery. Everybody works for everybody, right?
She’d been keeping tabs on Modal. Not seriously, not a full trace, but she was fairly sure she’d have heard if he was working for Yamatetsu again. Seattle wasn’t a big town, not in the shadows. What were the chances, really, that Modal was working for Yamatetsu now? Slim. And what were the chances that it was Yamatetsu that had geeked Louis? Better, but still slim. So that meant the chances of Modal being after her for reasons other than past friendship were slim squared. Maybe she should just go back to the bar and meet Johnson, and to hell with Modal. If she was careful, maybe he wouldn’t even see her….
Movement. Fast movement in her "peripheral" vision, the part of the barroom she wasn’t concentrating on. In the flesh, she’d have had her back turned, wouldn’t have seen anything. But jacked in like this, she didn’t miss it.
Someone surged to his feet, a table fell, drinks crashed to the ground. People yelled in outrage.
It was the fourth elf, the fourth member of the group discussing ghosts in the Matrix, the one who hadn’t said anything. Faster than any metahuman had any right to move, he was on his feet, his right arm swinging up. He was pointing it straight at her Mr. Johnson, hand bent far back. And then a plume of fire burst from his wrist, the muzzle flash of an automatic weapon. A cybergun, implanted in a cyberarm.
Through the security system she could hear the bullets whip-crack across the intervening space, hear them slam into the chest, throat, and head of her corporate employer. Blood and tissue sprayed, the impact ripping a gurgling scream from the man’s throat.
And then, even before Johnson had a chance to fall, the elf was moving again in a flickering dash toward the door. Slamming patrons aside, upending tables. Vaulting over the crumpling corpse of the corporator, flinging the door open and vanishing into the night.
Guns came out of holsters, sighting lasers flared. Slow, too slow. The deckers in The Armadillo were armed, ready to defend themselves. But though their reactions would have been as fast as thought in the Matrix, out here in the world of flesh and blood they were much too slow. One gun boomed, a heavy-caliber pistol, the bullet slamming into the door where the elf had been an instant before. It was Modal, she saw, bringing his Ares Predator back into line for another shot. Another shot that never came, because his target had vanished.
Only then did it begin, the confusion, the yells of outrage, the screams of horror. The aftermath of any assassination.
Moving slowly, Sly jacked herself out of the security system, sat back in the squeaking chair. Her Johnson was gone, the file on Morgenstern now nothing more than a waste of storage space. And Louis’ encrypted file? Maybe, suddenly, it was even more important than she’d thought.
Maybe, she mused, it’s time for a talk with Modal.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
2237 hours, November 12, 2053
The pain had diminished slightly in Falcon’s ankle. The ankle wasn’t broken, but it was sprained, and pretty severely. He could feel it swelling up inside his high-top runner, pressing against the synthleather. Should he release the velcro straps holding the shoe closed, give the ankle more space to swell? No, he thought, it was better to keep the shoe tight as long as he could stand it. Doc-tors put tensor bandages on sprains, didn’t they? The shoe would serve much the same purpose. But still it hurt, and it slowed down his progress back to his own turf.
The unwelcome attention of the Disassemblers had driven him a long way from home, and his detour to the park near the Renraku Arcology had taken him even further. Now it was a long walk back—much of it, unfortunately, through Disassembler turf.
Falcon sighed. He could take a detour, head east of Alaskan Way and loop out around the Kingdome, then approach his home turf through the Burlington Northern rail yards. But that would add kilometers to the trip, a very real problem considering the condition of his ankle. Besides, that route would take him into the territory of the Bloody Screamers, a gang with whom Falcon’s First Nation was at war. If the Screamers recognized and caught him, even without his colors, they wouldn’t be satisfied just giving him a beating. They’d tear him to pieces, then send him home to the First Nation as an "object lesson" not to stray.
No, the lesser of two evils was obviously the direct route, down along the docks, and to hell with the Disassemblers. If he was lucky, the ones who’d been chasing him would still be yarfing up their cookies anyway.
He headed west on King Street, intending to cut south on First Avenue. These were wide, well-lighted roads, offering him a good chance of spotting anyone who was potential trouble.
Of course, it’d give everyone else a good chance to see him, too. The Disassemblers rarely strayed as far north as King, but the stretch of First near the Kingdome went straight through the middle of their turf. Did it make sense to jander on through, perfectly illuminated by the sodium arc streetlights? Like frag it did. There was an alley—another fragging alley—to
his left, leading south. Narrow, dark, and claustrophobic, it looked even more dangerous than the wide-open streets. But that’s life, he thought. Appearances are lies. He turned into the darkness.
For a few moments his eyes, which had adapted to the bright streetlights, were blind. While taking a couple of tentative steps forward, waiting for his night vision to return, his right foot struck something. Something yielding.
"Hey!"
The grunt from the darkness was enough to scare the drek out of him. Falcon backed away a step.
His night vision was slowly returning. Sitting on the alley floor, leaning back against the wall was the vague outline of a human-sized figure. He’d stumbled into one of the individual’s outstretched legs.
"Watch where you’re walking, chummer," came the voice again. A deep male voice, resonant, but overlaid with a hint of fatigue… The figure moved, drew its legs under it, began to stand.
He was big, Falcon realized, taking a step back. "Hey, sorry," he began hurriedly, "if this is your squat, you’re welcome to it. I—"
The man cut him off. "I’m no squatter. Can’t a man sit down and take a rest without someone calling him a squatter?"
Falcon could see the figure more clearly now. He was tall, close to two meters, almost two heads taller than Falcon, and heavily built; not fat, but bulky and muscular. Long, straight black hair pulled back from his face in a ponytail. High cheekbones, a strong, aquiline nose, and deep-set dark eyes. Falcon thought his complexion must be dark normally—maybe a little darker than Falcon’s own—but at the moment the man looked somewhat pale. An Amerindian? Almost certainly.
The figure wore what Falcon thought of as a "business suit," the kind of close-fitting, dark jumpsuit that shadowrunners and street ops always wore on the trid and in simsense.
Falcon took another step back. "Sorry."
"Ah, forget it." The man sounded even more tired as he leaned back against the wall. With his right hand he reached around under his left arm, probing at his ribs. When he brought his hand back, the fingers were dark, shining with something wet. "Frag," he muttered. "It’s opened up again. I guess you don’t have a slap patch on you?" He snorted. "Didn’t think so."
To his surprise, Falcon felt his fear slipping away. The squatter who wasn’t a squatter was big enough to be daunting, and something about him hinted of lethal competence. But there was also something that convinced Falcon the man didn’t make trouble just for the frag of it. Unlike the Disassemblers, for example. Give him reason to come after you, though, and may the spirits help you. "What happened?" he asked.
The Amerindian smiled grimly. "Didn’t dodge fast enough," he said. "High-velocity bullets always have the right of way."
Falcon looked at the stranger with increased respect. He’d seen someone take a bullet wound once—a First Nation member shot in the leg by a Screamer in a gang war. Just a scratch was all it had looked like, but what the trid called "wound shock" had really trashed his chummer out, knocked him flat on his butt. All he could do was lie there, staring dully at the blood seeping through his jeans. In contrast this guy had taken a bullet in the ribs—a nasty wound, judging by the amount of blood showing on his fingers—but he was handling it okay. Sure, he was tired, probably from blood loss, but he could still joke about it.
"You … like, you want some help?" Falcon asked tentatively.
The Amerindian snorted. "From you?"
Falcon drew himself up to his full height. "Yeah, sure. Why not?"
"Why not?" A weary smile spread across the man’s face. "Don’t sweat it, chummer, I’ll take care of myself. But … good thought, you know? Good offer. Thanks." He gestured down the alley in the direction Falcon had been heading. "You’ve got to be somewhere, right?"
Falcon hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I … "
A deep-throated yell cut him off. "There ‘e is," a booming voice announced. "Told you I seen ‘im!"
Falcon spun in horror. Four figures stood in the mouth of the alley, silhouetted against the streetlights. Huge, asymmetrical shapes. Even though he couldn’t see the colors, Falcon knew they wore gray and white leathers.
The four Disassemblers stepped forward into the alley. "Led us a merry fraggin’ chase, dintcha?" one of them snarled. "I seen you limpin’. Let’s see you do it again now."
For a moment, Falcon considered running. But he knew with sick certainty that the troll was right. His ankle was fragged; they’d catch him before he’d gone a dozen meters. He looked around desperately for a weapon of some kind—anything.
The Amerindian casually stepped away from the wall, into the path of the trolls. "Leave him be," he said calmly. "He has my protection."
Falcon saw the eyes of two of the trolls widen in surprise. There was something about the man’s calm, measured manner that made him seem suddenly like a force of nature—lethal and implacable.
The troll leader didn’t have the sensitivity to pick up on that. Or if he did, he ignored it. "Move it, you scroffy breeder," he snarled. He reached out an arm thicker than Falcon’s thigh to push the man out of his way. Large though the Amerindian was, a hard shove from a troll would still be enough to fling him back into the wall.
But the Amerindian’s chest wasn’t there to receive the shove. At the last moment he’d twisted out of the way, grabbed the troll’s wrist with both his hands, and pulled. Off-balance, the troll lurched forward. The Amerindian kept on turning. His back to the troll now, he had the creature’s huge arm locked against his body. He repositioned his hands, twisted.
The sickening crack of breaking bone sounded loud as a gunshot in the alley. The troll bellowed his agony. Not for long. The Amerindian released the troll’s broken arm, made another half-turn and slammed the heel of his right hand up under the Disassembler’s chin. The troll’s teeth slammed together with a clearly audible clash, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he collapsed in a boneless heap.
Two of the three remaining trolls leaped forward, roaring in anger at the fate of their leader. The third, the smaller, backed away from the incipient melee, his eyes bugged out in surprise and fear.
The two larger trolls reached the Amerindian at the same instant, a solid onrushing wall of flesh that would have been enough to smash the man from his feet. Even worse, Falcon saw the glint of steel in one troll’s massive fist. A knife? It had to be. If they’d had guns, they’d never have rushed him. The Amerindian disappeared under the trolls. That’s it, Falcon thought.
But no, it wasn’t. One of the trolls howled in torment, a soprano whistling cry that made Falcon’s thighs tense in unconscious sympathy. Light flashed, and something clattered to the ground at Falcon’s feet. The troll’s knife.
One troll was down, unmoving. The other was swinging a brutal haymaker at the Amerindian’s head, but it didn’t connect. The Amerindian ducked low, let the momentum of the troll’s swing carry him on around, then fired two brutal short-arm jabs into the exposed kidneys. Bellowing, the troll arched back.
The Amerindian took a step and kicked the Disassembler’s legs out from under him. The ganger went over backward. As the troll fell the Amerindian threw his own weight on top of the massive body, riding it down. The first part of the troll to hit the ground was the back of his skull. A loud crunch. The Disassembler convulsed once, then was still.
A tiny dot of ruby-red light appeared on the Amerindian’s shoulder, tracked up to his head. Falcon spun.
The sole remaining troll stood in the mouth of the alley, a pistol dwarfed by his huge hands. The sighting laser was burning, and Falcon could see his finger beginning to squeeze the trigger.
Falcon stooped, snatched up the knife lying at his feet. Threw it, a desperate underhand toss.
The troll must have seen the knife out the corner of his eye. He twitched, just as the trigger broke. The pistol spat once, then the knife struck him in the head. It was a lousy throw for a real knife expert—the hilt hit first, and the razor-sharp edge did nothing more than nick the troll’s chin—but considering the circumstances it was pretty fragging good.
Not good enough, though. Snarling with anger, the troll brought the gun back onto line, tightened down on the trigger.
And magically, the hilt of a knife seemed to sprout from his throat. Gurgling and spraying, he went over backward. He scrabbled desperately, then was still.
The Amerindian was still lying over the body of the second troll he’d felled. His left arm, the one he’d used to throw his knife, was still outstretched toward the gun-toting ganger. He’d made an underhand cast, much as Falcon had tried to do, but the fact that he was prone made it even more difficult. Difficult or not, the throw was perfect.
Slowly, the Amerindian pulled himself to his feet, groaning with the effort. For the first time, Falcon saw that the big man’s right arm hung limply at his side. It didn’t take long to understand why: the troll’s bullet had ripped a couple of nuyen’s worth of hamburger from the Amerindian’s biceps. Blood poured from the wound and down his arm, dripping from his fingertips to the alley floor.
"Drek-eating fragging son of a slitch," the Amerindian grated. "Two in one day." He turned tired, pain-dulled eyes on Falcon. "Your offer of help still good?" he asked. "Know anything about first aid?"
Falcon looked askance at the make-do field dressing he’d bound around the Amerindian’s arm. He’d torn the cloth from his own shirt, and the gray fabric was already staining dark. At least he’d slowed the bleeding, of that much he was sure. Otherwise the man would already be dead.
He walked slowly beside the Amerindian, ready to offer a shoulder if needed. But his companion seemed able to walk on his own, albeit slowly. Again, Falcon was amazed at how much punishment the big man could absorb. He’d sat still while Falcon bound his new wound, but as soon as the job was done he went right back to business—scooping up the troll’s pistol and checking its action, then stashing it and his knife in his jumpsuit. When he got up to get moving again, Falcon had insisted on coming along. The Amerindian had protested, but not too hard. Since then, they’d walked maybe fifteen blocks, all through back alleys, heading into the heart of down-town.
"My name’s Dennis Falk," the youth said to fill the silence. "My chummers call me Falcon."
The Amerindian glanced down at him, was silent for a moment. Then he said, "John Walks-by-Night. They call me Nightwalker."
Falcon considered shaking hands, but Nightwalker didn’t make any move to offer his. "What tribe?" he asked.
"Tribe? No tribe."
Falcon looked up at him in surprise, briefly studying the big man’s strong profile, his complexion, his hair.
Nightwalker didn’t look at him, but spoke as though he could read the young ganger’s mind. "Yes, I’m Amerindian. But I’m not tribal." Still without looking down, he smiled. "What tribe are you?"
"Sioux," Falcon answered, then corrected himself in a quieter voice. "My mother was Sioux."
"Matrilineal descent’s okay with most tribes," Nightwalker said. "So Falcon’s your tribal name? Given to you by the chiefs?"
"No," Falcon said slowly.
"Have you been officially recognized by a Sioux chief, by any Sioux band?"
"No."
"So, officially speaking, you have no tribe," Nightwalker said. "Like me. Right?"
Falcon was silent for a few long moments. "Yes," he said grudgingly. Then he added fiercely, "But I will have."
"No Sioux chiefs in Seattle, chummer."
"I’m going to the Sioux Nation."
Nightwalker looked down at that, quirked an eyebrow. "Oh? When?"
Falcon clenched his teeth, swore to himself. "When I’m ready," he growled.
"Oh?" repeated Nightwalker. "Something holding you back? Family, maybe? Your gang?"
Falcon wanted to tell the Amerindian to just frag off, but he couldn’t do it. There was something compelling about the big man, some strange kind of charisma that captured his imagination. "Vision quest," he mumbled.
"What?"
"Vision quest!" Falcon almost yelled. He glared up into Nightwalker’s face, daring the man to make fun of him.
But Nightwalker just regarded him placidly. An eyebrow quirked again. "Tell me about a vision quest," he said quietly.
Falcon snorted. You know what I’m talking about, he thought, but didn’t say it. Instead, he explained what he’d learned from Langland’s book.
When he was finished, Nightwalker seemed to consider his words before speaking. "So when the spirits call you, you’ll go?" he said at last. "Then and only then?" He shook his head. "I don’t think I believe that." He quickly raised a hand to still Falcon’s incipient objection. "I’m not calling you a liar," he explained. "I just don’t buy the philosophy. Your destiny’s your own, that’s what I think, your life’s your own responsibility. And the way I see it, a man’s a fool if he gives up that responsibility to anyone, even the spirits." He shook his head again. "But hell," he went on with a sudden grin, "I don’t drek on anyone else’s religion or philosophy. It isn’t healthy, and who knows? They may be right. More power to you, Falcon, and I hope you hear the totems’ song."
They walked in silence for a few minutes, Falcon watching the big Amerindian obliquely. Even though the other man didn’t complain, he saw that Nightwalker was in serious pain. And, worse, he was obviously weakened by the blood loss from his two bullet wounds. His face was pale, his skin stretched-looking. His eyes were sunken and glittered with fever. Though he maintained the same pace, his gait had changed from a walk to a kind of shamble. Falcon could tell that it was becoming harder and harder for the man to keep his body under control.
"Where are we going?" he asked eventually.
Nightwalker didn’t answer immediately. Then he shook his head slightly, like someone fighting his way back from the verge of sleep. He turned a haggard smile on Falcon. "We?" he asked. "I’m going for a meet with my comrades. You’re going back to wherever it is you came from."
Falcon shook his head firmly. "You need me," he said.
Nightwalker laughed at that. "Don’t flatter yourself. So you’re fast with a knife and competent with a field dressing. That doesn’t mean you can play in the same league as us. Maybe in ten years, but not now."
"You’re shadowrunners."
The big Amerindian glanced down at him again, this time appraisingly. After a moment, Falcon could see him make a decision. "Yes," Nightwalker said.
"What happened?"
Nightwalker thought about it, then shrugged. "I guess it doesn’t matter if I tell you," he said finally. "It’s not like there’s much to tell. A run went bad. We were waiting for one of our team to finish her part of the job, but"—he shrugged again—"she never came back, let’s put it that way. And then the other team hit us." He grunted. "Another shadow team. The corp we were hitting on had hired shadowrunners of their own to protect them. We never expected it, but it makes sense. Set a thief to catch a thief." His voice trailed off, his face went blank, slack. For a moment he looked like a sleepwalker, his body continuing the motions of walking although his consciousness had faded.
"So what happened?" Falcon prompted.
Nightwalker’s head jerked like someone being awakened suddenly. "I’m drifting," he said quietly. "Blood loss, wound shock. Maybe you should keep me talking."
"So what happened?" Falcon asked again.
"They hit us hard," Nightwalker told him, his voice emotionless. "There was me and … and my friend, plus the rest of my team from Seattle. And then six more from out of the sprawl." He glanced at Falcon, lips twisted in a grim smile. "Real tribal types, you’d probably have lots to talk about." Then the smile faded. "It was their run. They brought me on board as tactician and because I know the sprawl. The tribals were good, but only in small-unit actions. They needed me to coordinate the multiple teams. Marci—my friend—and the rest of my team were just guns in case things went bad." His eyes were slightly glazed, his gaze distant. Falcon knew he was replaying events like a trideo show against the screen of his mind.
"They took Marci out," the big Amerindian went on quietly. "One slug: in through her upper lip, blew out the whole back of her head. A bunch of the others bought it too, I think." He shook his head. "Or maybe not, maybe they were just wounded. Anyway, we were split up and had to bug out or they’d have geeked us all."
"That’s when you were hit?"
Nightwalker nodded slowly. "I guess so. I didn’t feel it when it happened. Sometimes you don’t. It was later I felt my ribs were numb." He glanced down at Falcon. "That’s what a bullet wound often feels like: numb and dead. It only starts hurting later."
"So what do you do now?"
"Contingency plans," Nightwalker said slowly. "We got back-up meeting places, times, procedures. We regroup, see if there’s anything we can do to pull the run out of the fire."
"That’s where you’re going now," Falcon stated.
"Uh-huh," Nightwalker answered dully.
Suddenly concerned, Falcon looked up at his companion. The big shadowrunner’s voice had been sounding more and more listless, the pitch lower and the words less clearly enunciated. "You okay?" he asked sharply.
Nightwalker didn’t answer immediately. Then all he said was, "Huh?"
Falcon stopped, felt his worry escalate as the Amerindian took another couple of steps before noticing and stopping too. "You okay?" he asked again.
Again a pause before Nightwalker answered. "No," he said slowly. He shook his head, as if to clear it. "No," he said again, his voice more definite now. "Frag, I’m fading."
"How far’s the meet?"
"Denny Park. How far’s that?"
Falcon looked around. They were near Sixth and Pine. "About a klick, maybe more," he guessed.
"Frag!" Nightwalker hacked a cough and spat on the ground. Falcon saw that the dribble of saliva on the Amerindian’s lips was dark with blood. The big man leaned back against a wall, closed his eyes for a moment, his face haggard with exhaustion and pain. When he opened his eyes again they were feverishly bright, fixed on Falcon’s face. "You said ‘we’ a while ago," he began quietly. "We. You
still want to help me?"
Falcon hesitated, but only for a moment. "Yeah." He tried to keep his voice cool, conceal the excitement he felt. "Yeah, I want to help. What do you need?"
The shadowrunner shot him a smile, tired but knowing. "Get me to the meet," he said. "I’ll make it, but I won’t have much left, you know what I mean? I want you to cover me. Watch my back, watch out for my interests. You understand?"
"You don’t trust your partners?"
Nightwalker’s chuckle became a painful, wracking cough. He spat again, wiped a dribble of bloody saliva from his chin. "Trust isn’t a common thing in the shadows, chummer. We’ve got to get you a gun."
Falcon weighed the pistol in his hand. It was heavier than he’d expected, and it felt cold and lethal. A Fichetti Security 500, the ork gunlegger had called it. A light pistol, chambered for fairly light ammo, just one step up from a hold-out. But in his relatively small hand it felt bulky.
He’d never bought a gun before. Truth to tell, he’d never used one or even held one. Not a real pistol. Like most of the First Nation gangers, he’d bought himself a "Saturday night special"—a jury-rigged, single-shot zip gun, picked up for about twenty nuyen from a bartender in a dockside tavern. But—again like most of his First Nation colleagues—he’d never used the weapon, never intended to use it. Owning a zip gun, carrying it in his waistband, wasn’t much more than macho posturing. He knew that a few of the gang leaders had real guns; one had even put a slug into the leg of a rival ganger. For most of the others, a gun was more a prop, like a jacket with the gang colors, not a tool to be used.
The gunlegger had only smiled when Falcon asked for a pistol. But he’d stopped laughing quickly enough when the youth pulled out the certified credstick Nightwalker had given him. He took Falcon’s hand, examined the size of his palm, then pulled out the Lightfire. "Not much gun," the ork grunted, "but this should do you well." The gun had cost 425 nuyen, which Falcon had paid without trying to bargain the gunlegger down. No time. He knew for sure he’d over-paid when the ork threw in an extra ammo clip as part of the deal.
Now he held the gun out toward Nightwalker.
The Amerindian looked like drek, his complexion sallow, eyes red and sunken, forehead pricked with beads of sweat. He was sitting on the roadway, back against the wall of a building, looking for all the world like a half-dead rubby. This was exactly where Falcon had left him before heading for the gunlegger’s doss, and it didn’t look like the runner had moved a hair in the meantime.
"So you got yourself a toy, huh?" Nightwalker’s smile and voice were both dull, exhausted.
"I got you something, too," Falcon told him. "Here." He tossed a small package into Nightwalker’s lap.
With clumsy fingers, the Amerindian opened the package, pulled out a small circular patch sealed in a plastic pouch. He shook out the other contents of the packet onto his palm: three small octagonal pills, a bright warning red in color. He looked up at Falcon. "Stimpatch?" he asked.
Falcon nodded. "And those are metas. Metam … something."
"Metamphetamines," Nightwalker finished. "The runner’s friend."
"The gunlegger said they’d pick you up."
"Pick me up?" Nightwalker grunted with amusement. "Yeah, pick me up, take away the pain, make me invulnerable … or at least make me think I’m invulnerable. And then when they wear off, I crash, and I crash hard."
Falcon glanced away. "I thought they’d help."
"They will help," Nightwalker confirmed. "You did good. If I take them, I’ll hate life tomorrow." He laughed. "But if I don’t take them, I won’t see tomorrow." He grinned. "I guess you didn’t bring a glass of water too, huh?"
Nightwalker still looked like drek, Falcon thought, but at least he didn’t look like he was going to croak any moment. Falcon had applied the stimpatch to the ugly puncture wound in the Amerindian’s ribs, a wound that looked even worse than Falcon expected. And then Nightwalker had swallowed the metas, coughing painfully as the dry pills caught in his throat.
Fascinated, Falcon watched for a reaction. If the metas were as powerful as Nightwalker said … He didn’t have to wait long. Like a spreading flush, the blood returned to the Amerindian’s face. His eyes, formerly glazed, cleared visibly. With a grunt of pain, he forced himself to his feet. He still looks like drek, Falcon thought, but at least he doesn’t look dead.
Carefully, Nightwalker stretched, testing the mobility of his body. He twisted at the waist, hissed with pain as the movement stretched the wound in his side.
"How’re you doing?" Falcon asked.
"Good as can be expected," Nightwalker said, "which is pretty fragging lousy. What I really need’s some magic. I don’t suppose you’re a shaman? Didn’t think so." Slowly he did a deep knee bend. "Okay, I can move. Not fast, but I’ll make it." He grinned at Falcon, slapped the ganger on the shoulder. "You want to lead?"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
2343 hours, November 12, 2053
What is it about elevators and public stairwells that makes men want to void their bladders? Sly wondered, smelling the miasmic air. (And women too, she thought, remembering the wasted-looking bag lady she’d once seen squatting down on the open platform of the Westlake Center monorail station.) In cynical moments she wondered whether it was the same instinct that made wolves and dogs mark out their territory. In her mind’s eye Sly could see a go-gang filling their bellies with water before the nightly cruise of their territory. She chuckled quietly, then forced the vagrant thoughts from her mind. Time to concentrate on biz.
She was near the northern end of Alaskan Way, down by Pier 70, across the road from the newly renovated Edgewater Inn. A strange part of town, paradoxical, almost schizoid, she thought. On the west side of the road were flashy hotels like the Edgewater, expensive restaurants catering to rich visitors, tourist-trap stores selling Seattle souvenirs and "genuine Amerindian artwork" produced on computer-controlled lathes and extrusion machines. Bright lights everywhere, high-tone cars being tended by chromed-up valets who doubled as sec-guards. And on the east side of the road … .
Deepest, darkest scum-land. Rusting railroad tracks, deserted warehouses. Burned out or stripped hulks of cars. Reeking dumpsters. And rats, both the four-legged and two-legged varieties. It made for a weird ambiance, the juxtaposition of tourist-land and the urban realities of all too much of the sprawl.
Sly leaned against a ferroconcrete wall, in the shadows of a warehouse doorway. Disused, derelict, the place was boarded up, probably condemned for demolition when the city engineers got around to it. The doorway where Sly sheltered had once been sealed up too, but someone had torn off the plastisheet, probably an enterprising squatter who’d used it to construct some stinking hovel in the squat-city that had sprung up at the south end of the docks. The walls were liberally spray-painted with graffiti, and on the door behind her was the spray-painted notice—"Do not enter or you’ll die." The trash and empty drug ampoules strewn all around said that not too many people took the warning seriously.
Sly checked her watch—twenty-three forty-three. She’d been here an hour, and the air was chill with gray drizzle. She shivered. How much longer?
As soon as the ruckus at The Armadillo had settled down, she’d slipped out the back way and started to track Modal. Not too tough a job for somebody with her range of contacts. Just spread the word, hand out her cel phone number (the number her phone was currently jury-rigged to accept, to be precise), and wait for some response. Questioning a couple of squatters just outside Smeland’s establishment, she’d learned that "the black elf with the big fragging gun" had taken off on a big black BMW Blitzen bike. The same make and model Modal had ridden during the time he and Sly were trying to rekindle their affair. He’d always been a man of habit—a real risk in the biz—and she’d often ragged him about it. Now, of course, she was glad he was a man of unchanging patterns; it made her job so much easier.
She hadn’t expected instant response. Usually it took hours or days for her information network to pull in paydata. Tonight she’d lucked out. The first call had come in after less than an hour, followed immediately by independent confirmation. Someone had spotted Modal jandering into Kamikaze Sushi at the old Washington State Ferries pier—Pier 68, was it?
Sly knew Kamikaze Sushi, had been there a few times herself. It was another of the contradictory aspects of the north pier area, seemingly out of place on the west side of Alaskan Way. A small and rowdy restaurant, it was known for its all-night parties (in blatant defiance of licensing laws) and for the fact that it featured classic rock music at brain-numbing volume. Old stuff—the Rolling Stones, the Doors, Genesis, Yes—bands that had kicked off half a fragging century ago. The owner of Kamikaze Sushi was a big Japanese guy who called himself Tiger, and when it was him working behind the sushi bar, he was the restaurant’s biggest draw. Cybered reflexes made Tiger the fastest sushi chef in the plex, but his habit of matching customers drink for drink—even trolls who out-massed him by fifty kilos—tended to take the edge off his skill. Thanks to "minor accidents" while under the influence, four fingers on his left hand and two on his right were cyber. (One recurring rumor claimed that the day he lopped off his left pinky he’d served it to an inebriated customer on rice with a dab of wasabe … and said customer promptly ate it.) But none of that seemed to slow Tiger down.
It had taken Sly about half an hour to get from Puyallup to the piers, worrying that Modal would have moved on by the time she made it. But no, when she took up her position across the road from Kamikaze Sushi, his big Blitzen was still parked out front. For the past hour she’d been cooling her heels in the doorway, waiting for the elf to reappear. Listening to the music, which she
could hear clearly even at this distance, she fantasized about warming herself with a thimble-cup of hot sake. Impossible, of course. The whole purpose of this exercise was to cut Modal out of the pack, drag him off somewhere quiet, and ask him some probing questions. (She suddenly shivered again, but this time not with cold. An image of little Louis flashed through her mind, Louis screaming his way through an interrogation. With an effort, she pushed the picture back into the furthest recesses of her brain.)
This whole thing really had her going. She needed to know what Modal was up to, had to know what he knew about Yamatetsu and the hit on her Mr. Johnson, had to know why he was trying to find her. If he was working for the other side—assuming she wasn’t just being paranoid—things could get dicey. Modal was quick and dangerous; she’d seen ample evidence of that a few hours ago. She was fairly confident that with the element of surprise on her side she could take him out quick and clean. But that wasn’t what she wanted. She needed him alive, unhurt and able to answer questions. And if it turned out he didn’t have some nefarious purpose for trying to find her, she had to avoid hurting his pride or enraging him so much he wouldn’t reveal what she needed to know. She sighed. Nobody said this would be easy. She checked her watch again. Come on, Modal. Hurry up … .
As though the thought had been a charm to summon him, the familiar figure of Modal in his blue leathers suddenly appeared in the restaurant doorway. He paused briefly, apparently letting the cool night air clear the fog of sake fumes and smoke from his head. Then the elf jandered over to his bike, swung one long leg over, and settled into the saddle.
Sly held her breath. The next moments would make all the difference. The elf had held tenaciously to one pattern—the big bike he used to love so much. Would he hold to another as well?
Yes! Instead of simply firing up the bike and taking off, he reached deep into a pocket, searching for something. Sly knew what it was, the small computer module that controlled all the sophisticated functions of the Blitzen. Preferring not to depend on alarms and other theft-deterrent devices to protect his bike, Modal had modified the control panel so that the computer module fitted into a shuttle-mount, just like those used for car stereos. Whenever he parked the bike, he removed the module and slipped it into a pocket. Without it, the bike was inert, dead. A thief couldn’t even start up the ignition, let alone control the mass of metal whose stability relied so much on the computer-controlled gyroscope mounted below the engine block. Unmounting and re-mounting the computer module took several seconds—seconds that could mean the difference between life and death in a scrape—but Modal had decided the risk was worth safeguarding his beloved bike.
That meant she had a few precious seconds while the elf brought the Blitzen back to life. She’d chosen her position with that in mind, and the gamble had paid off.
Head up, eyes still on Modal, Sly burst from her hiding place and sprinted across the road. She was behind him, out of his range of vision … or so she hoped. This was probably the biggest risk. If he caught even a flicker of movement in his peripheral vision, if he turned to look, his reflexes could bring his Ares Predator out of the holster to drop her in her tracks even before he recognized who she was.
Luck was with her, again. By the time she hit the other side of the street, the elf had extracted the computer module from his pocket, but was fumbling with it as he tried to slide it into its mount. Drunk? she wondered. Possibly, considering he’d been in Tiger’s place for more than an hour. And if Modal was a friend, the sushi chef would have pushed several drinks on him. From everything she knew about him, the elf would hardly have refused them.
She slowed her pace from a dead sprint to a more normal brisk walk. The Ruger Super Warhawk heavy revolver with its shortened barrel was a reassuring mass in her coat pocket. She tightened her hand around the grip, made sure the safety was off.
Almost there. The elf hadn’t looked up, hadn’t noticed her. He was still fumbling with the module, muttering Cockney oaths under his breath. Five meters, three … .
She was still a pace away from him when his instincts—honed by years on the street and only slightly dimmed by alcohol—finally kicked in. As he snapped his head around, she saw his dark eyes widen in recognition. Then his hand shot under his jacket, reaching for the Predator in its shoulder holster.
But too late. Sly was already lunging forward, flinging her left arm around his shoulder while grinding the barrel of her Warhawk into his right kidney. "Don’t!" she whispered harshly into his ear.
His hand stopped, centimeters short of his weapon. For a moment she could feel the tension of his muscles under her arm as he debated. Then he relaxed with a sigh. He was fast, she knew, but not that fast, and he’d recognized and accepted the fact.
She let herself relax minutely, too. The fear had been very real, the fear that he’d try his modified reflexes against her flesh-and-blood ones. He wouldn’t have made it, lived to tell about it, of that she was sure. Her only choice would have been to put a bullet into his spine, even though he was no use to her dead. Her other problem would have been the urgent need to escape from the well-patrolled pier area—a murderer with her victim’s blood still on her clothes. Not a pleasant concept. (Less pleasant was the idea of killing someone she’d once cared for as more than a friend … but she couldn’t dwell on that now.)
Modal sighed again. "A face from the past," he said lightly, conversationally. "How is it, Sharon Louise?"
To her surprise—and horror—she felt a stab of emotion at the sound of his voice. Sharon Louise. She’d gone by her real name back then, back in Tokyo, before she’d taken Sly as her street moniker. Just Sharon. But once Modal had discovered her middle name, he always called her by both. Sharon Louise. He was the only one who’d ever called her that. Even now, the name brought back memories—his mellow voice in the dark, the feel of his body against hers … .
"Sly," she snapped, resisting, but only just, the temptation to reinforce the word by jabbing the revolver deeper into his kidney.
He shrugged, seemingly unconcerned. "As you like," he said reasonably. "It’s been quite some time, mate."
She shook her head irritably, more to herself than to him. "We’re taking a walk," she told him.
He was silent for a moment. "If you’re going to do me," he said finally, "do me now and get it over."
That shocked her into silence. Not the words, not the sentiment. The idea wasn’t alien. She’d have probably felt the same if the tables were turned. If she thought somebody was going to geek her, those last moments would be the worst kind of torture imaginable—the slow walk across the road into the shadows of the warehouses, and then, only then, the bullet into the head or the throat. No, it wasn’t the words that got to her.
It was the tone of his voice, the calm, unemotional, almost placid way he spoke them. And the fact that she
felt no tension at all in the shoulders under her arm. He was discussing his own death as if it made no more difference than … than where they’d go for a drink, than whether they’d sleep at his doss or hers. And that was, on some deep level, incredibly disturbing.
Brutally, she suppressed her reaction. "Your gun," she said flatly.
He hesitated for another second, and she could almost feel his thoughts as he calculated odds. Then he shrugged. "If that’s the way you want it." Slowly, with his left hand, which she knew was his off hand, he reached under his jacket and pulled the Predator from its holster, gripping the butt with two fingers.
She took it with her own left hand, quickly concealing it under her coat. Then she stepped back, opening a gap of more than a meter between them. From what she knew of him previously, Modal had had his reflexes juiced, but never had any cyber weapons implanted. No spurs, no razors. That had been years ago, though. Sly didn’t think he’d have gone under the laser in the interim—implanted weapons weren’t really his style—but she wasn’t going to bet her life on it. She tightened her grip on the revolver in her coat pocket, shoved it forward a little so the barrel made the fabric bulge. Just for a moment, a reminder that she could still geek him before he could close with her if she had to.
He nodded, acknowledging the wordless communication. "So what now?" he asked quietly.
"We’re taking a walk," she said again. "Across the street, behind the warehouse. And no fast moves, okay? I don’t want to geek you, but I will if you force me."
He nodded again. "I know," he said calmly. "Okay, it’s your party." He swung himself off his bike, calmly started to jander across the road. A little belatedly, she followed, keeping some distance between them.
Halfway across, he turned back. For a hideous moment she thought he was going to try something; she tightened her grip on the revolver. But he just smiled. "I could blow the whistle on you, you know," he remarked, his tone still conversational. "Raise a bloody riot, yell, ‘The slitch behind me’s got two bloody guns.’"
"But you won’t," she said, injecting more confidence into her voice than she felt.
He walked on, thinking about it for a few moments. Then, "No, I won’t," he shot back over his shoulder.
In the relative darkness behind the warehouse, out of sight from the street, Sly began to feel more secure. She pulled her Warhawk from its pocket, trained it on the back of Modal’s head.
He turned to face her, eyes steady on the massive revolver. "So you do have your own gun," he said. "I was starting to wonder."
She touched the Warhawk’s trigger, activating the sighting laser, positioned the ruby dot on his forehead. "Kneel down," she told him coldly, "hands behind your head."
He didn’t move. "I don’t want to go on my knees."
"I told you I wasn’t going to geek you," she snapped. "Get down."
He shrugged, as though it didn’t really matter. But he obeyed.
Sly let herself relax a little more. With his wired reflexes, the elf was still hideously dangerous—particularly if he thought she was about to pull the trigger—but at least in this position he’d be slower to move. She released the revolver’s trigger, and the laser died.
He looked up at her, smiled. "I guess you want to have a little talk."
She took a deep breath, trying to control her emotions. There was something very wrong here, but she couldn’t figure what it was. Modal was just too calm. Not relaxed, for she could see the tension in his body. But it was the tension of readiness, like a panther poised to spring, not the tension of fear. His eyes were fixed on her like gun sights, but they revealed no obvious emotion.
It doesn’t really matter, she told herself firmly. I’ve got the drop on him. I’m safe.
She forced her voice to sound equally calm. "Tell me about Yamatetsu," she said.
He nodded, almost to himself. "You know, then."
Know what? she wondered, but tried to keep the puzzlement out of her face. Maybe if he thinks I already know, he’ll tell me more.
"I know some of it," she told him. "And I suspect more. I just need to confirm it."
Modal smiled at that. "I always did like your moves … . Sly," he said—his purposeful hesitation over the name striking home. "Good interrogation technique. Don’t let the subject know how much you’ve already got."
"Yamatetsu," she reminded him. "Are you working for them?"
He hesitated, eyes searching hers for some clue. "Yes," he said finally. Then added hastily, "But not in the way you probably think."
"Tell me," she pressed. "And don’t lie to me. If you lie, I’ll drop you right here."
He nodded. "Yes," he said slowly, "you would, wouldn’t you? Okay, the truth. Yamatetsu’s after you. Searching the shadows with a fine-tooth comb. They’ve got operatives out—their own people, plus maybe a dozen hired runners."
"And you’re not one of them?"
He shook his head with a smile. "Not directly," he said. "I don’t run the shadows anymore. It’s a young mug’s game, you know that. There’s bold runners, and there’s old runners. But there’s no old, bold runners."
She grimaced at that. He’s younger than I am, she thought with disgust. "So how come you’re involved?" she asked harshly.
"What do retired shadowrunners do?" he asked rhetorically. "Open a bloody boutique? Sell ladies’ hats?"
"You’re a fixer." To her own ears, the words sounded like an accusation.
"On the bloody nose," he said with a grin. "I’m still in the game, I can use all my old connections, but I don’t have to hang my arse out and wait for somebody to shoot it off."
She nodded slowly. "So Yamatetsu came to you to hire street ops." She thought out loud. "Who’s Yamatetsu Seattle? Jacques Barnard, still?"
"You’re out of date. Barnard got bumped upstairs three months ago. He’s in Kyoto now, no doubt living in the lap of bloody luxury. It’s Blake Hood. A dwarf and a real charmer. Blakey makes Jacques Barnard look like a nancy-boy."
"How many runners?"
Modal shrugged. "Blakey likes to share the wealth. He never gives everything to one fixer."
"How many contracts did he offer you?"
"Eight. And he was offering top brass, too."
Sly could hear her pulse in her ears. Eight high-priced runners. She probably knew some of them. Like they said, Seattle wasn’t a big town, not in the shadows—and that made it worse. No pro was going to let sentiment get in the way of biz, and the people who were after her might know her habits, know where she dossed down. Frag, she thought, I could have talked to one of them tonight. Quickly she reviewed what she’d said on the phone to the members of her information net. Too much, probably.
Who the frag am I going to trust? she asked herself, feeling her fear like a dirty snowball in her belly. Nobody! Tox!
She glared down at Modal. "And of course you filled those eight contracts," she accused bitterly.
"Of course," he answered reasonably, "It’s biz, isn’t it? And even if I didn’t, Blakey would just go to another fixer, wouldn’t he?"
She had to accept the truth of what he was saying, but that didn’t make her feel any better. "You were looking for me yourself, weren’t you?" she grated.
His eyebrows rose at that. "So you were at The Armadillo. I thought you were."
"Why?" she growled. "What were you going to do? Scrag me yourself? Pocket the bounty?"
Modal was silent for a moment. "I don’t know what I was going to do, and that’s gospel." He shook his head. "The bounty would have been nice. Ten K’s a lot of scratch, and times are lean. But god’s truth, I don’t know what I’d have done. Scragged you? Warned you? I don’t know."
Sly found herself staring into the depths of those black eyes. They were still clear, showing not the slightest trace of fear or of any other emotion. He could be lying, but she didn’t think so.
But … drek, ten K. A ten-thousand nuyen bounty. Somebody wants me bad.
"Why?" she demanded again, but this time the word was a different question. "Why’s Yamatetsu after me?"
He shrugged.
Anger flared in her chest, almost, but not quite, overpowering the fear. "Aren’t you at least curious?"
"Not really." Modal’s voice was calm, uninflected. "It doesn’t really matter. There’re dozens of people on the street looking for you. Whatever the reason, they’ll find you soon enough, and you’ll go down."
She stared at him again. With a different intonation, those words could have been a threat. But the way Modal said them they were merely a bald statement of fact. Which only made them more terrifying.
"Do you know?" Modal’s question was mildly curious, nothing more.
I think I
do, Sly thought, imagining she could feel the weight of the two datachips—the one containing Morgenstern’s personnel file, and the other one containing Louis’ encrypted file—in her pocket. Imagination, of course; each chip, even in its carrier, weighed less than a feather. For an instant, she felt an almost overwhelming impulse to confide in Modal, to bounce her suspicions off him. But of course that made no sense. He could just as easily turn round and tell Yamatetsu how much she’d figured out. She shook her head.
"Oh, well." He shrugged.
And that, of course, brought her to another question. Just what the frag was she going to do about Modal? Turn around and walk away? Possibly. But she’d confirmed to him, accidentally and indirectly, that she was pretty tight with Theresa Smeland. That meant he could pass that gem on to Yamatetsu. And how would they handle it?
Probably the same way they’d handled Louis. She couldn’t do that to Theresa. Sly could drop out of sight; there wasn’t anything—not really—holding her to Seattle. But Theresa had The Armadillo, no doubt had much of her net worth sunk into the bar. Doing the quick fade would, for Smeland, be the same as Sly leaving behind her "retirement fund." That would leave Smeland with only what she could carry, plus whatever liquid assets she had, while the business she’d built up would be gone. Great way to reward a friend for being a friend, huh?
And Modal himself. Frag it.
His eyes were still on her—steady, untroubled. But there was something else in them, even if she couldn’t discern any emotion. A look of awareness, of understanding.
He knows, she thought. He knows what I’m thinking. She couldn’t meet his gaze, looked away. Looked at the rough ground, covered with garbage. Looked at the back of the disused warehouse, up to the lights of the city that showed above the hill leading to Elliot Avenue. She tightened her grip on the Warhawk. Frag it till it bleeds… .
"Geeking me would be the easy way out," the black elf said evenly, echoing her deep, painful thoughts. "But it’s not the only way."
She looked at him again knowing that her silent entreaty, her inner plea for him to explain another way out showed in her face. "Talk," she said roughly.
"You can’t just let me go free," he said, his voice as calm as if he were discussing the weather. "You think I’ll go to Yamatetsu with what I know. I know your moves, Sharon Louise, I know where you hang. I know a lot of your mates. And I know you’re here. If you let me walk, even if you take all my gear, I can get to a phone in two minutes. Yamatetsu could have this place flooded with street ops in another five. And how far could you get in seven minutes? Not far enough. Right?"
She nodded miserably. He was just reciting the reasons why she had to kill him. Was he depending on any feelings she might still have for him to keep him alive? (Were there any feelings? Yes, frag it, there were.) But if he was, he was misjudging her. She’d hate herself afterward if she had to kill him, but she could do it. If necessary. And she would. Her finger tightened on the trigger. The laser dot trembled on the kneeling elf’s chest.
"But there’s another way." Even this close to death, his voice gave away nothing, neither fear, nor supplication.
"Talk," she demanded again. This time her voice was a whisper.
"Use me, Sharon Louise," he said, the name paining her like a knife twisting in her gut. "Turn me. Make it so I can’t work with Yamatetsu. Make it so I don’t have any choice but to work with you."
"How?" The plea almost caught in her throat.
"I could say, ‘Trust me’," he said with a chuckle. "But I know what that’d get me." He looked down meaningfully at the laser dot. "Trash me with Yamatetsu. Compromise me, make it look to Blakey like I’ve sold him out to you. He’ll buy it. He doesn’t trust anybody, and he knows we were …" He let his voice trail off.
She was silent for a moment. She couldn’t feel her hands, was numb from the elbows on down, but she could see from the movement of the sighting dot that they were trembling. It makes sense, she thought. What he says makes sense. She wanted to believe him. She wanted … .
"I’ll tell you how. It’ll work, Sharon Louise."
"Sly!"
"It’ll work, Sly."
Suddenly, rage flared up inside her, a consuming fire of overpowering anger. She moved the gun off-line, pulled the trigger. The big revolver boomed, kicked hard in her hand. She heard the bullet slam into the ground beside Modal. He jumped at the report, at the sound of the heavy slug splitting the air near his ear. But his gaze remained fixed on her face, his eyes and face showing … nothing.
"Feel something!" she screamed at him. "Feel something! It’s like you’re a fragging zombie! What the frag’s wrong with you? I could kill you!"
"I know." Still not the least trace of emotion.
She forced the rage down. Painted the bridge of his nose with the laser, knowing it must be flaring in his eyes. His pupils contracted, but that was the only reaction. "What is it?" she whispered. "Tell me."
"Always emotional, Sly," he remarked conversationally. "Always letting emotions get in the way. Just like I used to. Don’t you get tired of it? Doesn’t it slot you up sometimes?" He didn’t wait for her answer, asked another question. "Ever hear of ‘deadhead’?"
Taken off balance by his query, she shook her head wordlessly.
"It’s a drug," he explained flatly. "It decouples the emotions. They’re still there, but your conscious mind can’t access them. When you’re taking them, you can’t feel your feelings. No fear, no anger. Most of all, no sadness. Can I?" He moved his left hand slightly.
She tightened down on the trigger, felt it move. Another bit of pressure and it would break, putting a bullet into his head. She nodded.
Slowly, carefully, he reached down and extracted something from the outside pocket of his leather jacket. Held it toward her. A small plastic vial, containing dozens of small black pills. "Deadhead," he explained needlessly. He set the vial down on the ground, put his hand back behind his head. "I’ve been taking them for three years."
She stared at the pills, then looked back into his eyes. "When did you start?" It was an effort to force the words out.
"Soon after."
"And what …" She couldn’t finish the question.
"At first it was just what I needed," he explained. "Everything’s still there, all the sensations. Senses are unaffected. But the emotional reactions are just … tuned out. I can do anything, without emotions getting in the way. Just the thing for a shadowrunner, yes? That’s what I thought. No pain, no regrets, no torturing yourself after the fact for the decisions you’ve made, for the mistakes." He shrugged again. "Of course, it cuts out all emotions. I can’t feel sadness, but I can’t feel joy either. Not unless I take another kind of pill.
"And there are side effects. There always are with something that affects you this … profoundly. It feels like there’s a band around my forehead, sometimes tight, sometimes loose, but always there. And if I misjudge the dosage, people’s voices sometimes take on a … a kind of metallic ringing. But it’s a small price to pay, don’t you think?"
No! she wanted to yell. It isn’t right. It isn’t life. Emotion’s what separates us from the animals, isn’t it? We don’t just act, we feel. But … .
But wasn’t there something attractive about it, too? An end to emotional pain. To those nights when you wake up in the dark, and you’re tortured by all the might-have-beens and the never-weres? To the fear that loosens your bowels, twists you up inside? To those dark midnights of the soul when it just doesn’t seem worth the effort to go on?
She shook her head. No. Sometimes the emotions weren’t pleasant. But frag it, they were her emotions.
"Why don’t you stop?" she asked, then came the question she’d really meant to ask. "Can you stop?"
He smiled up at her. A smile she now knew was a mask, an empty facade. A habit he’d acquired and hadn’t lost yet, like an amputee trying to scratch at the leg that isn’t there anymore. "The street doc who turned me on to these things said they were habituating," he said quietly. "Just habituating. I found out later they’re physically addictive. More addictive than heroin, than nicotine, than cram…. No, Sly, I can’t stop. And I wouldn’t want to if I could.
"I said the emotions are still there, I just can’t access them. Would you like to face a three-year supply of emotions? Emotions you haven’t processed? All at once?" He shook his head. "I’d rather you pull that trigger, thank you very much."
She glanced down at the gun, realized she was still a hair short of firing. With an effort, she released the pressure on the trigger. Looking down at Modal, she saw not the slightest trace of emotion, of relief, as she lowered the weapon. Disgust twisted in her belly.
"I’ll rat you to Yamatetsu," she said harshly. "Tell me how to do it."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
0230 hours, November 13, 2053
As they walked, Falcon toyed with the Fichetti pistol. It felt solid, slightly heavier than he’d expected, a well-machined chunk of metal and ceramic composite. Its lines were smooth, business-like, with no odd protrusions to catch on a holster or the inside of a pocket. Even the bulge of the laser sight, mounted under the barrel, was rounded, streamlined. The weapon felt somehow reassuring in his grip, much different from his jury-rigged zip gun. The zip gun should have been more lethal because the round it fired was much bigger than the Fichetti’s, but Falcon had always suspected that the jury-rigging would make using the zip gun even more dangerous to him than to his target. Not so the Fichetti.
"Never been heeled before, huh?"
Falcon turned. Nightwalker was watching him with a faint grin. Condescension?
The young ganger felt a tingling in his cheeks, knew he was blushing. "Sure I have," the lie came quickly. "All the time."
The shadowrunner didn’t say anything, just watched
him steadily. His smile didn’t change, but Falcon’s interpretation of it did. It wasn’t condescension he saw, but understanding. There was a difference.
"No," Falcon corrected quietly. "Just a zip gun. I guess that doesn’t count."
"You got that," Nightwalker agreed. "Zip guns are for street punks." Before Falcon could bridle at the remark, the runner extended his hand. "Give it here."
Falcon looked at him in surprise and with a twinge of suspicion. "Why?"
Nightwalker sighed. "I just want to check it out," he said patiently. "Make sure you weren’t ripped off. What did you pay for it?" When Falcon told him, the big Amerind shook his head. "Premium price," he announced, "but don’t sweat it. You didn’t have time to shop around. Learn from it, though, and remember next time."
The ganger nodded, and handed over the pistol. I knew the scuz gouged me, he thought.
Without breaking stride, without even seeming to look at the gun, Nightwalker field-stripped the weapon. Worked the action, examined the chamber, checked the barrel for obstructions. "Mint, or close to it," he remarked, reassembling the piece. "Fired just enough to work the parts in. You got a good deal after all, chummer." He checked the load, his big hands dwarfing the magazine. Then he slammed the clip back into place. "Ever fire that zip gun of yours?" Falcon shook his head. "Ever fire anything?" Another shake of the head, this time more hesitantly.
"Don’t sweat it," Nightwalker told him smoothly. "The best run’s the one where you come back with no ammo spent." He handed the Fichetti back to Falcon, stuck his hands into his pockets. He stopped, and leaned casually against the alley wall. "I want you to try it now. "
"Huh?" Real intelligent, Falcon, he chided himself, real frosty thing to say. But the runner’s suggestion had taken him by surprise. "Here?"
"Why not?" Nightwalker shrugged. "Better to get used to it now than when the drek hit the fan, right?"
"What about the noise?"
"We’re in a fragging alley in downtown fragging Seattle," Nightwalker said wearily. "You think anyone’s going to come a-running if you cap off one lousy little round? Do it."
Falcon looked into the older man’s face. His eyes were serious, but his lips were quirked in a half-grin. Does he think I haven’t got the balls to do it? the ganger wondered. He shrugged, trying to emulate Nightwalker’s cool manner. "Yeah, why not? What’s my target?"
Nightwalker pointed with a thick forefinger at a dumpster a dozen meters further down the alley. "That’ll do," he said drily.
Another fragging dumpster. It looked like it was gonna be one of those nights. Falcon didn’t comment out loud, just raised the pistol and steadied it in what he thought was the proper two-hand posture. He settled his finger on the trigger—at the last moment remembering to flip the safety off—and applied pressure. The laser lit, painting the dark blue dumpster with a red dot. The aiming spot trembled, then steadied as he tightened his grip on the butt. He took a deep breath, held it. Pulled the trigger. The gun barrel jerked to the left.
But it didn’t fire. No report, no kick, just a sharp metallic clack.
Before he could move, Nightwalker’s hand flicked out, apparently from nowhere, and grabbed the gun, holding it totally steady in its new position. "Hey!" Falcon shouted.
"You missed, chummer," Nightwalker told him flatly, still holding the gun immobile. "Look where the target point is."
Falcon looked. The laser spot quivered on the building a meter up and at least a meter over from the dumpster.
"See that?" Nightwalker stressed. "You anticipated the recoil, you took the gun off-line when you tensed up. See?" He released the gun.
"It didn’t fire," Falcon said accusingly.
Nightwalker just chuckled. Reached into his pocket and grabbed something, then held his hand out toward the ganger. Ten caseless rounds rolled around in his big palm.
He’d palmed them when checking the gun, Falcon realized. "Why?" he snapped.
"Two lessons in one," Nightwalker said, his voice serious now and his smile gone. "One, nobody thinks they anticipate the recoil, but they won’t stop until they realize they’re doing it. This was the best way of showing you. And two, never—fragging never—believe anyone who tells you, or even implies, a gun is loaded or unloaded. Check for yourself, always. You hear me?"
Falcon nodded slowly, watching the Amerindian runner with new respect. He’d obviously done this drek before. "Thanks," he said quietly.
"Null perspiration. All greenies make the same mistakes." Nightwalker slapped Falcon firmly on the shoulder, robbing the words of any offense. He handed over the loose rounds. "Reload your weapon, and let’s roll."
Falcon followed the big man, trying to slip the slightly greasy-feeling caseless rounds into the magazine by touch. There’s more to the shadows than I thought, he mused, a realization that was distinctly unsettling.
It was well after oh-three hundred hours by the time they reached the corner of Eighth and Westlake. Denny Way was two blocks north, Denny Park, where the meet would go down, another block west.
The Amerindian wasn’t complaining, but Falcon could tell that Nightwalker was in bad shape. The big man’s breathing was rapid and shallow, and the brittle gleam of fever was back in his eyes. He was slowing down again, nowhere near as much as right after the encounter with the Disassemblers, but still noticeably. He kept his left arm tight against his ribs, apparently applying pressure to the wound to slow the bleeding. The gray cloth dressing on his upper right arm was already completely dark, saturated with blood. The stimpatch and the metas were keeping him going, but for how long? Falcon couldn’t help but wonder.
"Can we take a break here?" the young ganger asked, careful not to meet the runner’s gaze. "I need a breather."
If Nightwalker knew he was lying—and why—he made no comment. The runner just leaned back against the building and closed his eyes. "I’m getting too old for this drek," he sighed. "I should have come into the light a long time ago."
Falcon didn’t recognize the idiom, but assumed it meant retiring from the shadows. He watched as his companion forced himself to take deeper breaths, saw the man’s mouth tighten with pain.
They rested for a few minutes. Then Nightwalker pushed himself away from the wall, passed a hand over his face. He needs more rest, Falcon thought, more time. But it was the Nightwalker’s operation, Nightwalker’s call. He walked close alongside the Amerindian as they started off again, always ready to offer a supporting shoulder if necessary. But apparently the proximity of their goal had given the runner more energy. His pace was still slow, but he didn’t show the same tendency to stumble.
"What is this meet, anyway?" Falcon asked.
"Regrouping," Nightwalker replied. "Meet up, then bug out. Over the wall, out of the sprawl. We’ve got a safehouse set up in the Salish-Shidhe lands, somewhere I can hang and where I can mend."
Falcon nodded. "Anything I should watch out for?"
That earned him a sharp look. "What do you mean?"
The ganger shrugged. "You said I needed heat," he reminded the runner. "Like, you don’t really trust the others."
Nightwalker gave him a tired smile. "Yeah, well … " He thought for a moment. "I guess I don’t really expect trouble. Just be cautious. Stay close to me when we get there," he added firmly. "Let the others know you’re with me."
Falcon nodded, feeling a sudden chill, realizing that if he didn’t, the others might geek him on sight.
Denny Park was about five blocks from Seattle Center. As they approached, Falcon could see the lights of the Space Needle reaching up into the sky. Though nowhere near as tall as the corporate skyrakers of downtown, its slender, graceful construction made it look taller.
The park itself was an oasis of green in the ferrocrete desert of the sprawl. It was about two city blocks in size, enough space for a couple of little copses of trees, some greensward, and even a fish pond. The landscaping had been part of the spate of urban renewal that had swept the city a few years back. Obviously designed by someone who didn’t know the ugly realities of the sprawl, the intention had apparently been to create a place for kids to play, lovers to stroll, all that kind of drek. But it wasn’t the kids and lovers who moved into the park. It was the squatters, the gangers, the drug and chip dealers, the chippies, the street apes, and the gutterpunks. And that fragging fish pond—within months, Seattle’s hard rain had made the water so acidic that all the fish kicked off. These days Falcon would have feared dipping even a finger into the pond, afraid all he’d pull back would be bone.
They approached from the east, along Denny Way, which was mostly deserted at this time of night. Bikes rumbled by in groups, but the go-gangers seemed to have too much on their minds to hassle a couple of pedestrians. As they stepped off the pitted sidewalk onto the muddy greensward, Falcon kept close to Nightwalker, so close that his left shoulder brushed the Amerindian’s right biceps, evoking a grunt of pain. Quickly, he backed off a step, but tried—by his body language, by just thinking as hard as he fragging could—to communicate the fact that they were together.
There were no lights in the park. (Once there had been, but playful locals had quickly shot them all out, and the city engineers hadn’t bothered to replace them after the fifth or sixth time.) They weren’t really necessary. The lights of the nearby buildings illuminated the area enough for Falcon to see that the greensward was empty. The nearest copse of trees was directly ahead of them, about thirty meters away, beside the acidic fish pond. Two meters into the park, Nightwalker stopped and waited.
Falcon looked around him. We’re really exposed, he thought. Right out in the open. That’s dumb… .
But it wasn’t dumb, he realized after a moment. Sure, there wasn’t any immediate cover other than a couple of parked cars on Denny Way behind them, but neither were there any hiding places for enemies nearby, nor any way someone could sneak up on them unobserved. Falcon stuck a hand into his jacket pocket, felt the reassuring weight of the Fichetti pistol.
For more than a minute, there was no movement. Nightwalker stood beside him, apparently relaxed. But no, even though his body was still, the runner’s eyes were flicking around ceaselessly, looking for anything out of the ordinary.
And then the figure emerged from the copse next to the pond. Another Amerindian, Falcon thought, or so the man’s straight black hair might suggest. He wore the same dark clothes as Nightwalker. Another of the runners?
"Cat-Dancing," Nightwalker murmured under his breath, apparently naming the figure.
It is one of his comrades, Falcon thought, some of his tension leaking away. Nightwalker took a step forward, and the ganger followed him.
Cat-Dancing raised his right hand, made a beckoning gesture. His left hand was at waist-height, and it moved, too, making a quick brushing gesture in front of the man’s belly.
Nightwalker stiffened as if from a taser hit. "Setup!" he barked at Falcon. "Break!" Simultaneously, he threw himself aside, turned and bolted for the street.
Falcon was frozen. Just for a moment, but long enough to see a flash of fire from within the copse, to see Cat-Dancing’s skull burst under the impact of a bullet. Then the darkness of the copse lit up with muzzle-flashes—three, four, more. Bullets whip-cracked around the ganger, slammed into the ground around him, kicking up divots. With a yell of fear, he turned and ran, out of the park, back onto Denny Way.
Where was Nightwalker? The Amerindian was just gone.
Falcon reached the street, sprinted for the nearest car, a decrepit-looking Ford. A bullet slammed into the vehicle, punching a hole the size of a man’s thumb in the door. Another shot blew out the passenger-side window. Something plucked at the shoulder of his jacket, something else buzzed past his ear. Falcon threw himself forward, into the shelter of the Ford, trying to tuck his shoulder under him for a landing roll. Not quite making it, he landed heavily enough to knock most of the air out of his lungs. He lay on the road for a moment, partially stunned, hearing bullets thudding into the car’s bodywork. A round passed through the car, shattered the driver-side window, showering him with fragments of glass.
His lungs were working again in a second, forcing air through his throat, suddenly tight and dry. He forced himself to a crouch, careful to keep his head below the level of the car’s body. Pulling out his Fichetti, he looked around wildly for Nightwalker.
The big runner squatted in the cover of another car, a dozen meters away. He had a gun in hand, a big automatic, but he wasn’t firing it. The sparks from high-velocity bullets striking off the car’s coachwork told the ganger why. Even through his fear, he could see from the line of Nightwalker’s body that he was in agony. Another bullet wound? No, the runner had moved so fast it was doubtful he’d been hit. But having to run and then dive for cover had probably reopened his wounds.
Another volley of shots hammered into Falcon’s car. A tire exploded with a loud concussion, and the Ford started to settle at the rear.
Taking a deep breath, he risked a look, popping his head up quickly. Red light flared in his eyes. A laser! Instantly he dropped again, and not a microsecond too soon. A bullet roared over his head, so close he could feel the wind of its passage. His stomach knotted with fear, and he was wracked with nausea. Oh, spirits and totems … .
He heard barked orders, but they were too far away for him to make out the words. More bullets pounded the car. Two more windows blew out, another tire. They were taking the car apart!
Why aren’t they advancing? The thought was cold as ice, horrifying. Maybe they are … .
He had to look. He couldn’t stand the not knowing. Besides, if he didn’t look, he’d only know what the gunman was up to when he eventually came around the car to paint the street with Falcon’s brains. He raised his head again. Not over the hood of the car this time, but looking through the shot-out driver-side window.
Another laser spot, this time on the doorpost next to his head. Before he had time to react, three bullets slammed into the post, each within a hair-breadth of the ruby dot. Fragging drek! He dropped down again, panting, but not before he’d capped off two shots—blindly, wildly—in the general direction of the copse.
Nightwalker was firing too, his big pistol roaring, and with more effect than Falcon’s pop-gun. A high-pitched shriek of agony rang out from the park as the runner scored. Then Nightwalker was also forced to drop as a continuous fusillade of shots almost took the car apart at the seams.
Falcon watched as the runner rolled, poking his head and shoulders around the rear of the car for another shot, then dropping back to avoid the answering bullets, then popping up somewhere else to let loose another couple of rounds. Even wounded, the runner was faster than any human being had a right to be.
Encouraged by the big man’s example, Falcon raised his head again.
Just in time. There was a dark shape racing toward him, the red beam of a laser lancing through the darkness, probing for him. Only twenty meters away. The attacker would be on him in seconds.
Screaming in terror—and in a sudden, blazing rage—Falcon brought up his own gun, squeezing the trigger again and again. Dazzled by his own muzzle flash, he couldn’t see the charging figure anymore. But it didn’t matter. He fired blindly toward where he guessed the figure would be. Kept firing until the gun clicked empty. Desperately searched his pockets for the second clip. Realized, with numbing horror, that it must have fallen out when he’d ducked for cover.
But he popped up again anyway, squeezing the trigger to activate the laser. Remembering the chilling terror he’d felt when the red beams had flashed near him, he hoped, beyond hope, that his own sighting laser would make the attacker freeze long enough for Nightwalker to finish him.
But it wasn’t necessary. The man was down, sprawled boneless on the sidewalk, obviously dead, no more than three meters from Falcon’s car. So close … Falcon’s stomach knotted again; he wanted to wretch. But with an Olympian effort he forced himself to keep control.
There were no more muzzle plumes from the treeline. For the second time, Falcon heard a shouted order. But now he made out the words. "Pull back!"
One last shot from the copse, a last futile gesture. The bullet plowed harmlessly into the car that sheltered Nightwalker. Then there was silence.
No, not quite. In the distance Falcon heard sirens, Lone Star patrols coming to check out the firefight. They had to get out of here, now. He looked over at Nightwalker.
The big runner was still crouching behind the car. His head and arms hung limply, and he looked unutterably tired. Falcon wanted to run to him, but fear rooted him to the spot. What if it was just a ruse? What if the others were waiting for them to break cover?
He had to go to Nightwalker. The Amerindian needed help. And runners helped each other when they could.
Wasn’t Falcon a shadowrunner now? At least, in some small degree? He’d been in a firefight. He’d made his first kill… .
And it was that thought, that reminder of what he’d done, that broke the thin veneer of his control. The muscles of his stomach wrenched, twisted. He bent forward and emptied his guts onto the ground. Vomited again and again, until there was nothing left to bring up but dark bile.
After an unmeasurable time he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. He looked up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
It was Nightwalker, looking down at him. The Amerind’s face was etched and tired, pale. His eyes were shadowed with pain and exhaustion … and maybe something more.
"We gotta go, chummer," the big man mumbled, barely enunciating the words. "Let’s roll."
"Who were they?"
Nightwalker didn’t answer, seeming to consider the question. Or maybe he’s just drifted off again, Falcon thought with a chill.
They were sitting in the loading bay of a derelict store, somewhere along Denny Way, half a dozen blocks from the park.
They almost hadn’t made it, not because of any hostile action, but because Nightwalker had barely enough energy to move. His left side was soaked with blood, right down to his leg. The dressing on his right arm was still in place, but it too was saturated, and the arm hung like a slab of meat.
Falcon had tried to hurry him along, supporting him when necessary. He’d tried to keep him talking, too. Somewhere he’d read that was a way of handling shock: don’t let the victim slip into the darkness. Keep him talking and you’ll keep him alive.
Maybe it had helped, maybe not. Nightwalker’s voice had been almost lifeless when responding to Falcon’s comments and questions. Sometimes he’d called him by other names—Marci, Cat-Dancing, Knife-Edge … They’d made it this far—just!—but it was obvious that Nightwalker wasn’t going to make it any further without a rest. And maybe not even then. The runner had lost a lot of blood—more than Falcon thought anyone could lose and not die—and was losing still more. Falcon had to do something about that, but wasn’t exactly sure what.
"Who were they?" he asked again, making his voice sharper to cut through the fog that seemed to be invading the big Amerindian’s mind. "Your chummers?"
Nightwalker opened his eyes, looked blankly at the ganger for a moment as if unsure who he was. Then, with a visible effort, he brought his wandering thoughts back under control.
"No, not them," he said slowly. His voice was still flat, numb, but at least his brain seemed to be tracking again. "They caught Cat-Dancing, used him to draw me in. Cat gave me the wave-off, saved my life. Paid with his own."
Falcon nodded. That was the way he’d read it, too. But … "Then who?" he pressed. "Who’s ‘they’?" "The corp. Had to be."
"The corp you made the run against?"
"Had to be," Nightwalker repeated.
"Which corp?"
The runner regarded him steadily. His eyes were still clouded with pain and shock, but the spark of intelligence was definitely still there. "Oh, no," he said quietly. "That’s ‘need to know.’ And you don’t."
Falcon snorted. "Drek. I helped you, you owe me…."
Nightwalker cut him off. "And that’s why I’m not telling you," he explained. "You know who, and you’ll wind up as dead as Marci and Cat. I owe you my life, sure, I know that. And I’m not going to pay off that debt by getting you greased. So ka?"
The ganger was silent for a moment. "Okay," he allowed eventually. "But look. Tell me about the run. What happened? What’s it all about, huh? Cat got geeked saving you, didn’t he? That means it’s important." He leaned forward intently. "What’s important?"
"You don’t need to know," Nightwalker said flatly. "End of discussion."
"Drek!" Falcon spat. "Fine, don’t tell me the corp you ran against. That I can understand. But tell me the rest. Leave out the names, but tell me what this biz is all about. You owe me that, Walker. You owe me."
Fighting the urge to press harder, he watched silently while Nightwalker thought it through. Eventually the runner nodded wearily.
"Yeah, maybe." Nightwalker sighed, coughed, his face screwing up with the pain. "Maybe I do owe you." He rested his head against the wall behind him, closed his eyes again. For a moment Falcon thought the Amerindian had drifted off again, faded away into whatever was going on in his mind.
But then he spoke. Quietly, so Falcon had to lean closer to hear. "You ever heard of the Concord of Zurich-Orbital?"
Falcon thought for a few seconds. He’d heard of Zurich-Orbital. Who hadn’t? The oldest and most important of the NEOs—Near Earth Orbit habitats—spinning through space a hundred klicks above the upper fringes of the atmosphere. Zurich-Orbital. Home of the Corporate Court, the ruling and appeals body that handled relationships between the world-girdling megacorporations. Home of the Zurich Gemeinschaft Bank, the financial center of the megacorporate world. But the Concord of Zurich-Orbital? "No," he admitted.
"Didn’t think so. Not many have. And that’s the way the zaibatsus want it." Nightwalker breathed deeply for a few moments, as if accommodating his wounded body’s demand for more oxygen. "You need a history lesson.
"Way back, in the nineteen-eighties, I think it was maybe the nineties … or the seventies; I’m not slick on ancient history—the world started swinging over to fiber optics for communication. Before then, everything was transmitted by radio or by electrons flowing through copper wires. Barbaric," he pronounced, "and risky. If you broadcast something, anyone can pick it up, maybe break your code and know what you’re sending. If you put it through wires, people can read the data flow by induction. You scan?"
Falcon thought he did. A chummer in the First Nation gang was into electronics, and she’d tried to teach Falcon something about physics. "Electricity flowing through wires makes magnetism, right?" he ventured, parroting words he’d heard, but not really understanding them.
Nightwalker opened his eyes and looked at him in surprise. "Yeah, right," he agreed. "You can detect the magnetic field at a distance, and by measuring how it changes, you can figure out the electric flow in the wires. If it’s data being sent down those wires, you can read it. And with the right gear you can change it. You following me?"
Falcon nodded.
"So when fiber optics came along," the runner continued, "everybody jumped aboard. Light flowing in a fiber isn’t like electricity in a wire. There’s no magnetic field. You can’t read it, you can’t tap into it, you can’t change it. Totally secure.
"Or so everybody thought. Then some big-dome scientists figured something out. They worked for one of the big corps back then—3M, or 4F, or something like that, I think it was. They figured out there was a way to read fiber-optic communication. You could read it from a distance, you could even diddle a few bits here and there, change the information that’s going through the light pipe." He chuckled. "’Course, it wasn’t too practical. From what I hear, it took two Cray supercomputers, big electronic brains, the biggest they’d made to that time, plus a semi-trailer full of other high-tech drek, plus a fragging platoon of big-domes to run it all. I don’t know how it works, I’m no technoweenie. But, frag if it didn’t work."
"No." Falcon shook his head. "That’s not possible," he said slowly. "You can’t read fiber-optic stuff. You can’t. Everybody knows that."
"Uh-uh. Everybody thinks that. Everybody wants to believe that. But those 4F guys, they did it."
"So what happened?" Falcon asked. "If that’s true, how come the corps all use fiber optics and think it’s safe?"
"The crash of twenty-nine, that’s what happened," Nightwalker said. "Some kind of computer virus got loose, got into the global computer network. It crashed a lot of systems, blew away a lot of data, fragging near crashed the whole global economy. Right?"
Falcon nodded again. Everyone had heard horror stories about the crash.
"So the way it turned out," Nightwalker went on, "parts of the viral code had the greatest effect on highly encrypted data, stuff that was protected by a lot of security. It invaded the security systems, so nobody could copy the important data to somewhere safe, and then it corrupted the files the security was supposed to protect. That’s why the crash was as bad as it was. Most of the stuff that went forever, that nobody could ever recreate from the trashed files, was the most important stuff, the most secret. All the corps’ biggest secrets, all the real cutting-edge tech the R and D big-domes were working on." He laughed bitterly. "Why do you think the world’s not as technically advanced as it should be?"
That shocked Falcon. You mean we should be more fragging advanced? he wanted to say, but didn’t.
If Nightwalker noticed his surprise, he didn’t remark on it. "None of the corps talked about the black data they’d lost," he continued. "Of course they wouldn’t. They didn’t want to give anyone ideas, to have anyone beat them to the prize while they tried to replicate all the lost research." He paused and smiled. "Any guesses about what was in some of the black data that got itself lost?"
Of course. "That fiber-optic stuff," Falcon answered at once.
"Right in one. The guys who’d come up with it in the first place had put a lot of work into it during the fifty years before the crash. Other corps too. They’d got it a lot smoother, so you didn’t need the two supercomputers and the drekload of other stuff. The way I hear it, they got it down so one tech could run it, and all the hardware would fit in one big van. Then poof! The virus blows it all away. Maybe the guys who’d actually done the research were killed in the rioting, or maybe the corps had already ‘vanished’ them. Whichever, they weren’t around to tell anybody what they’d done.
"So that takes us to the year twenty-thirty," Nightwalker went on. "The crash virus is gone, and the corps are rebuilding the global network into what we call the Matrix. Some of the other zaibatsus get wind that 4F—or whoever’d bought them out—was trying to recreate the lost technology, trying to figure out how to tap into fiber-optic lines all over again. As you might imagine, that idea made a lot of the high-level suits drek all over themselves. They went to the Corporate Court in Zurich-Orbital and demanded that somebody put a stop to it. And the court did."
"The Concord of Zurich-Orbital?" Falcon guessed.
"That’s it," confirmed Nightwalker. "All the big corps signed it. They agreed that none of them would ever try to reconstruct the technology. And, if any other corp—one of the smaller fry, maybe—tried to do it, all the Concord signatories would come after them and stomp them flat." The runner laughed. "You can bet that all the signatories were running off to their private labs even before the ink was dry, trying to beat all the others to recreating the tech. But the Concord still did some good. Because of it nobody could put too many resources into the search without somebody else finding out. And then there’d be fragging hell to pay. No corp—not even the big boys—wants to slot off the Corporate Court. Not unless they’ve got a big fragging stick to threaten Zurich Gemeinschaft with."
Falcon was silent for a few moments as he thought about it all. It made sense, kind of… . But then another concept struck him. "Hey, what about magic?" he asked. "Why can’t you read the fiber-optic stuff with magic? Why do you need the lost tech at all?"
Nightwalker smiled. "I wondered if you’d pick up on that." He shook his head. "Magic’s not like that, it doesn’t interact well with tech. If a shaman or a mage is trying to assense astrally, all he can pick up is the emotional content of any communication he taps into. And what’s the emotional content of your typical data transfer?"
"Zero," Falcon answered at once.
"That’s it," the big Amerindian agreed. "Not particularly useful, right?"
Falcon nodded, but he was still confused. He’d understood Nightwalker’s story, most of it, anyway, but one thing he still couldn’t figure out. "What’s that got to do with your run?" he asked.
"Can’t you guess? The guys who hired my team, they’d found out that one of the local megacorps was this close to replicating the 4F tech. Our job was to bust into their research park, get the tech files, toast the lab and all the records, then bring the paydata back to the Johnsons who’d hired us."
"So they could use it themselves?"
Nightwalker shook his head firmly. "No way. This is"—he hesitated, then laughed harshly—"this is Something Man Was Not Meant To Know, you get me? Any one corp gets this, it’s going to destabilize everything. Frag, it’s going to make the chaos after the crash look like a fragging tea party. No, my Johnsons were going to destroy the data, keeping just enough for proof when they ratted the corp doing the research to the Corporate Court and everybody else. Then they’d just sit back and watch the fun. No matter how big and tough a corp is, there’s no way it can survive if every other major megacorp in the fragging world comes after it with knives."
Falcon was silent for a moment. What Nightwalker was saying made sense, sort of. But he knew something about the way Johnsons worked. Johnsons were corps, weren’t they? And what corp would spend good credit hiring shadowrunners to destroy data that would make them trillions of nuyen?
But Nightwalker believed, didn’t he? He bought the idea that his Johnsons were actually doing something for the good of the world and not thinking only of their own bank balances.
Well, frag, why not? Stranger things happened in the world, didn’t they? And Nightwalker was more experienced with the shadows. He knew the way things shook. Maybe he was right.
"So what happened?" the ganger asked. "Did you get the data?"
"I don’t know. Like I told you, I was physical support. We sent a decker into the system, but she didn’t come back. Not before we got bounced by the other shadow team." The Amerindian shrugged. "We got hosed. I don’t know whether the runner got the paydata or not. That’s why I need to meet with the others."
"If they’re still alive." The words were out of Falcon’s mouth before he could stop them.
Nightwalker was silent for a moment. Then he nodded. "If they’re still alive. But I’ve got to know for sure. This is too important to just let it hang."
Falcon sighed. I knew he was going to say that, he thought. "So what’s your next move?"
"Another meet, another back-up location." Nightwalker looked at him appraisingly. "Can you get me there?"
Falcon didn’t even ask where the meet was. "I can get your corpse there," he said flatly. "That’s all that’s going to be left unless we do something now." He forced firmness into his voice, deciding on the right course of action at the same moment he spoke. "I’ve got to get you to a street doc."
Nightwalker argued. But not too hard.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
1100 hours, November 13, 2053
Sly thought the stretch of Broadway near Pine had gone downhill noticeably since the last time she’d been there. More chippies huddled in doorways or even squatting out in the steady rain, oblivious to everything but the simsense fantasies playing in their minds. More homeless, dossing down wherever they could find space. More orks and trolls swaggering around in their gang colors. If it’s this bad during the day, she thought, what’s it like at night?
The buildings reflected the changes in the neighborhood as well. Most of the store windows were bolted over with latticeworks of reinforced bars, and the rest were boarded up. One establishment—a little independent stuffer shack—had a rather pathetic sign posted in its front window: "Please don’t break my glass again." The window was, of course, broken. Graffiti was everywhere, mainly spray-painted gang colors, slogans, or symbols. A rather talented spray-paint artist had covered some walls with abstract, almost cubist paintings, signing "Pablo Fiasco" at the bottom.
Seattle Community College, across Broadway from Sly’s destination, looked like a war zone. The entire building had not a single intact window. The neon sign that had stood on the corner of Pine and Broadway, advertising the College, was nothing but a twisted and scorched wreck. Grenade? Sly wondered, seeing other scorch marks here and there. Security personnel were about—private guards hired from Hard Corps Inc. But there weren’t many, maybe a half-dozen or so. They didn’t look as though they liked their duty, shifting nervously from foot to foot and scrutinizing everyone who came within twenty meters.
Sly found the changes depressing. From what she knew of Seattle’s history, this area hadn’t been a good place to be after dark around the turn of the century. It was the haunt of drug-users then, not simsense addicts, but the risks were the same—militant kids who’d do anything to get the money to buy what they needed to feed their heads. Then, sometime around 2010, the money had started to flow downhill, north along Broadway. Just a few blocks away was "Pill Hill," the location of many of Seattle’s best hospitals. The infrastructure necessary to support those hospitals—labs, restaurants, good-quality housing, various suppliers, and so on had moved into the Pine and Broadway region, squeezing out the gutterpunks and street apes.
Sly wasn’t sure what economic changes had reversed the neighborhood’s fortunes—didn’t really want to know; it probably would have been depressing. But the changes were undeniable. The stretch of Broadway between Pike Street and Denny Way had definitely started its slide back down the socioeconomic curve. It had been going on for some time, but Sly couldn’t help but be surprised, and a little disturbed, by how far the area had descended in only a few months.
Enough of the civics lesson, she told herself as she pulled her bike up outside her destination. It was an old building, maybe as much as a hundred years old—on the east side of the road just north of Pine. A weird, anachronistic shape among the plasteel and construction composite buildings that surrounded it, her destination was built from red and white blocks of stone—real stone, not some ersatz facade—with little towers, or maybe turrets, on the corners, and a central steeple. Graven in the stone over the front door was the building’s original identity—the First Christian Church—but Sly knew that it hadn’t been a place of worship for at least two decades. Now it was the home and base of operations of her friend Agarwal.
As she killed her bike’s engine and swung out of the saddle, she thought about what she knew of Agarwal. He had a monster rep on the streets and in the shadows, was one of the few shadow deckers who’d really hit it big, then managed to leave the game with most of his black earnings intact. That was obvious from the place he chose to live. Even with property values dropping in this part of town, the church must have cost him a few million nuyen, and that didn’t include the extensive modifications he’d made after moving in.
Most runners never got out of the biz, Sly knew. Not alive, that is. And those that did either didn’t have much credit saved up or else they took what they’d scammed and faded from sight to avoid unwanted attention from the corps they used to run against. Agarwal was the exception, living happily—and apparently safely—within a few klicks of the corps he’d taken for millions. She wondered how he did it. The buzz in the shadows claimed he’d built himself some unassailable "life insurance" over the years. That he’d gathered devastating information on all the corps who’d like to see him flatlined, all of it set up with a "dead man’s switch." If Agarwal ever got geeked or if he neglected to communicate daily with his sophisticated computer "watchdogs," all those terabytes of damaging data would be dumped to public sections of the Matrix for everyone to see. No corp, it seemed, wanted to risk that kind of exposure just to settle an old score with Agarwal. So far, the aging decker had been able to live in relative security.
Relative being the operative word, of course. Even with the attentions of the corps averted, there were others who’d just love to pay Agarwal a visit. After all, his home looked like a security nightmare, virtually impossible to defend against a group of determined thieves.
But appearances were deceiving. Aren’t they always? Sly thought. Agarwal’s home was as secure as a couple million nuyen’s worth of high-tech defense systems could make it. Again, judging by the street buzz, no fewer than four major B and E gangs had made moves against Agarwal’s place over the last few years. None had succeeded, and none had survived to dissect their failure afterward. None. No bodies, no clues as to what happened, nothing. They’d just disappeared. (When Sly had once asked Agarwal about it, he merely shrugged and smiled. After knowing him a while longer, she decided she really didn’t want to know.)
Sly had met Agarwal five years ago, soon after her final Matrix run. She’d been trying to get her brain back together, and her fixer, a chummer named Cog, had found it in his heart to help her out, to put her together with someone who understood the trauma she’d experienced. That someone was Agarwal.
Cog had been right in thinking that talking to Agarwal would help. It was Agarwal who convinced Sly that there was life after punching deck, and who helped her through the nightmares and terrifying fugues of those first few months. Of course he understood what she was going through. He’d suffered in much the same way, his own crash having been the stimulus for finally retiring from the shadows. Even after eight years he still had fugues from time to time, but he managed to control them, minimize their impact on his life. That had given Sly hope that she could come back fully as well. Which was the way it had turned out, of course. She’d done even better than Agarwal, her younger brain bouncing back faster. Her last fugue—a minor one that snipped no more than two minutes out of her life—had been more than two years ago.
She climbed the stone steps to the front door, pressed the intercom button. No response for a few seconds, but Sly knew she was being scanned by a sophisticated suite of sensors. She smiled up at where she guessed the vid camera to be, opened her leather jacket to show she was unarmed.
The door buzzed, swung open of its own accord. She stepped into the front hall.
Agarwal’s modifications to the inside of the church had left almost nothing of the original structure. In contrast to the anachronistic exterior, the inside revealed the cutting edge of contemporary decor. Concealed indirect lighting, flooring that looked like gold-veined marble but gave under her feet like plush carpet. Furniture in the modern reductionist school of design. And everything in off-white, eggshell blue, or iridescent mother-of-pearl. Sly felt as though she’d stepped into an image from Interior Design datamag. She crossed the hall, passed through the other door.
Agarwal was waiting for her in his library, a high-ceilinged room, every wall lined with tall bookcases. (Real books. Even after knowing Agarwal for years, coming in here was always a shock to Sly, reminding her of just how rich her friend was.)
"Sharon,’" he greeted her warmly in his precise Oxford accent. "A pleasure to see you again, a pleasure. Come, I want to show you my latest project."
With a smile, she followed him out of the library toward the stairs.
Agarwal was in his late forties, about Sly’s height, slender and with narrow shoulders and hips. He had a long, thin face, dominated by a hooked nose. His skin, the color of milked coffee, was rough, with large pores. He wore his thinning hair combed straight back from his face, showing the single datajack in his right temple. He always wore wire-framed spectacles—a strange affectation in these days of permanent-wear contact lenses and corneal surgery—behind which his brown eyes looked soft and weak. Every time Sly had ever seen him, he’d been wearing a two-piece suit, always new, always impeccably tailored, but several years out of style, and a tie. Doesn’t he ever dress casually? she wondered.
He led her downstairs into his workshop, a large, open area that took up the entire lower floor of the building. This was one of the most significant modifications he’d made to the old church. He flipped on the lights.
The large room was filled with cars, an even dozen of them, Sly counted. Half were in various states of disrepair; the others looked in mint condition, like they’d just rolled off the assembly line. Which was impressive in and of itself, since not one of the cars was less than fifty years old. She let her eyes wander over the rows of vehicles. She’d seen most of them before, but the sight of so many antique vehicles—some of them unique in the world—was awe-inspiring. Right next to her was a Rolls Royce Silver Cloud, model year 2005, she thought. And over there an Acura Demon, the fastest production car built in 2000. And her favorite, somewhat out of place among the speed and luxury machines that surrounded it, a lovingly restored 1993 Suzuki Sidekick 4x4. As always, Sly tried to estimate just how much Agarwal’s collection was worth, but gave up after she reached ten million, with half the cars still to go.
Agarwal touched her arm, ushered her across the workshop toward the three up-and-over doors that opened onto the sloping ramp leading up to the back alley. "This," he said, pointing, "is my latest acquisition."
She looked at the car. Black, sleek, and low-slung, it reminded her of a shark. Its long, sloping hood bulged a little strangely, hinting at a massive power plant. It looked vaguely familiar; Sly knew she’d seen something like it before, probably in some historical drama on the vid. "A Corvette, isn’t it?" she guessed after a moment.
If Agarwal’s smile had been any broader, he’d have swallowed his ears. "A Corvette, yes, Sharon. But a very special Corvette, a modified Corvette. This is a Callaway Twin Turbo." He caressed the sleek black hood. "A wonderful car, built in 1991, if you can believe it—sixty-two years ago. The engine is a five-point-seven V-eight, producing four-oh-three horsepower at forty-five hundred rpm, and five hundred seventy-five foot-pounds of torque at three thousand rpm." The statistics rolled off his tongue easily, almost lovingly. Sly knew how much joy he got from memorizing such minutiae. "Zero to a hundred kilometers per hour in four-point-eight seconds, lateral acceleration zero-point-ninety-four gravities, top speed"—he shrugged—"Well, I don’t know that, but probably almost three hundred kilometers per hour. A marvelous car. An absolute joy to restore."
Sly nodded. This had been Agarwal’s hobby, his vocation, since he’d left the shadows a few years back. He was as knowledgeable about vintage cars, about internal combustion technology and automotive engineering, as anyone in the plex, maybe in the country. He could, if the project interested him, strip a car down to the nuts and bolts and then rebuild it better than it had ever been before. She glanced over at him. As always, his area of interest just didn’t match his appearance. Does he take off his suit when he’s grubbing under cars? she wondered with concealed amusement. Or is that why he’s always wearing new clothes every time I see him?
"Looks wiz, Agarwal," she told him. She grinned wickedly. "How does it handle?"
He smiled mildly. They both knew that Agarwal never drove any of his cars. The sport, to him, was taking a drek-kicked rustbucket and restoring it to pristine glory, then simply enjoying the knowledge that he owned something of beauty. Actually driving the cars once he was done with them held no interest for him whatsoever.
After giving Sly another couple of minutes to silently contemplate his vehicular "babies," Agarwal led her back upstairs to his study. This was a small, cozy room on the upper floor, with windows that looked west toward the skyrakers of downtown. He seated her in a comfortable armchair, put a cup of Darjeeling tea on the table beside her. Then he settled down in his high-backed desk chair, steepling his fingers in front of his face.
"I understand life has been … interesting … of late, Sharon," he remarked.
Sly nodded, smiling at her friend’s understatement. She thought back over the last twenty-four hours. Her visit to Theresa Smeland. The assassination of her Johnson. The hard meet with Modal. Sending a copy of Louis’ encrypted file to Agarwal over the phone lines. And then the multiple phone calls—all from different pay phones, all to different corporate and shadow contacts—to rat the black elf to Yamatetsu.
Is it going to work? she wondered for a moment. It seemed like it would. Modal’s cunning, and his understanding of corporate psychology and human nature seemed unchanged since the old days. Improved with practice, if anything. The body of rumors, evidence, lies and wild speculations that he’d concocted certainly seemed to paint the picture of someone who’d sold out his corporate masters to an old lover. Unless there was some angle that she was missing, Modal’s name had to be worse than drek with Yamatetsu, and the corp would probably have soldiers out gunning for him as well as for her. And that was the goal, of course, to remove any possible benefit Modal could gain from killing her or turning her in. Sure, down the road apiece he might try to buy his way back into the Yamatetsu fold with her head, but any move like that would be very risky. The Yamatetsu reps he contacted would be more likely to set up an ambush than a clean meet.
Yes, she thought, I can trust Modal … for the moment. That conclusion hadn’t made it easier to leave him behind this morning, but there was no way she’d take him along to her meet with Agarwal.
The ex-decker was watching her silently, giving her time to decide what to tell him and what not. His mild smile was unchanged.
"It’s been an interesting twenty-four hours," she allowed at last. "Did you have a chance to work on the file I sent you?"
"Since your call, I have worked on nothing else, Sharon," he told her. She felt a twinge of guilt at that. Any time he spent helping her was an hour he couldn’t devote to his beloved cars, but this was important.
"Did you learn anything?"
Agarwal nodded. "First of all, I conclude that something very important, and very unusual—unheard of, I might say—has been happening in the corporate culture. For one thing, the activity on the stock exchange has been … abnormal, to say the least. Over the last two days, perhaps more, there has been a great deal of re-shuffling of corporate affiliations. Megacorporations have been attempting hostile takeovers of smaller corps that had been, until now, considered off-limits because of their associations with other megacorps. Do you understand the significance of that?"
After a moment’s thought, Sly had to shake her head. "Not really," she admitted. "Economics isn’t my strong suit."
He sighed. "Economics is everything in this world, Sharon, you should know that." He paused for a moment, reordering his thoughts. "All the major corporations walk something of a tightrope when it comes to competition. Each megacorp is competing with every other corp for market share, for money it can extract from the market. Since the market is, in most sectors, mature, that means that we have a zero-sum game. Any gain by one corporation is a loss for a competitor, or competitors. Thus, success comes to the corporation that can compete best.
"Unfortunately, there is a downside to, shall we say, overzealous competition. If one zaibatsu were to openly war on another, the aggressor might improve its market share considerably. But the chaos such major conflict would cause in the financial markets and elsewhere would mean that the potential market was reduced. As an analogy, the aggressor corporation might get a bigger slice of the pie, but the pie would be made smaller by the disruption. On an absolute level, the aggressor’s revenue would be diminished.
"That’s why the megacorporations play by the rules of the Corporate Court and by the unwritten laws that all successful executives understand instinctively."
"But corps do pull raids on each other," Sly pointed out. "Frag, Agarwal, you did enough of them."
Agarwal chuckled. "So true," he agreed. "But the shadowruns that one corp commissions against another are small matters." He waved his hand airily, indicating the building around him. "Oh, not for the likes of me or you. But for a zaibatsu with annual revenue in the trillions of nuyen, our efforts are no more than a pinprick to a dragon."
Sly digested that in silence for a moment. "Those ‘unwritten laws’ you’re talking about," she said finally, "they’re being broken? That’s why those takeovers are important?"
"Exactly. Something has happened to spur the megacorps into more direct competition. There are even reflections of this on the street. Have you noticed an increased presence of corporate security forces in the metroplex?"
"Not really," she said. "I guess my mind’s been on other things."
"Yes, quite. And very understandable. My searches through the databases show that there are many people looking for you, my friend. Denizens of the shadows, informants, street ops, and the assets of several corporations."
That shook Sly. "Several?" she blurted. "Not just Yamatetsu?"
Agarwal’s face grew serious. "Several," he repeated. "Granted, Yamatetsu seems at the forefront, but there are others. Aztechnology, Mitsuhama, Renraku, DPE, plus other smaller players. All are interested in learning your whereabouts." An edge of concern came into his voice. "I trust you are taking adequate precautions?"
She nodded distractedly. "I’m taking care of myself." She paused for thought. "What’s going down, Agarwal?"
"It seems like the prelude to a corp war," Agarwal intoned grimly, "an all-out corp war. Though I pray not, for the concept terrifies me."
"What’s that got to do with me?"
"I could say, a lot, as it will affect everyone in Seattle. But I understand your meaning. My guess would be that one of the corporations—perhaps Yamatetsu, perhaps one of the others—has lost something. Something of immense value, not only to them but to all the other corporations in Seattle. Of so much value that they’re willing to risk corporate war to get it for themselves.
"Further, I would suspect that the corporations have somehow decided that you have what they seek or know where it can be found." His voice was suddenly impersonal, totally noncommittal. "Would you have any idea about that, Sharon?"
Involuntarily, Sly shot a glance at the sophisticated computer sitting on Agarwal’s desk—the machine he’d have been using to decrypt the file she’d sent him. He saw the movement of her eyes, nodded gently to himself.
"Did you crack the encryption?" Sly was disgusted to hear a faint quiver in her voice.
"Have you kept current on the mathematical theories of data encryption?" Agarwal asked elliptically.
"Some," she answered.
"Then you understand public key encryption?"
"A little. Enough to get by. That’s what was used on the file?"
"In part. There are multiple levels, which leads me to believe that the file is something highly significant. The primary level of encryption uses the Milton paradigm and a seventy-five-bit key."
Sly pursed her lips, whistled soundlessly. "How fast’s your computer?"
"On the close order of five hundred teraflops."
Five hundred teraflops. Five hundred trillion floating-point operations per second. A very fast machine. She closed her eyes, ran through the math in her mind. Then she cursed under her breath. "It’s unbreakable, then," she pronounced. "Even at five hundred teraflops, that machine’s going to have to chew on it for a thousand years before it can break the code."
"Closer to fifteen thousand years," Agarwal corrected gently. "If I use simple brute-force computation. Are you aware of Eiji’s research into recursive series?"
She shook her head, then said quickly, "Don’t bother to explain it to me. Just cut to the chase."
He bowed his head with a smile. "As you wish. Eiji developed techniques that can be applied to public key encryption, and yield certain … short cuts."
"You can break it, then?"
"I believe so. It will take time—a day, maybe more—but significantly less than fifteen thousand years."
"And the other levels of encryption?"
He shrugged. "I doubt they would be anywhere near as complex as the primary level."
She nodded. A day, maybe a couple of days … . "What will you do in the interim?" he asked, echoing her own thoughts.
"Pull a fade," she answered immediately. "Keep my head down and wait." She paused. "Maybe do some digging on Yamatetsu, find out if there’s anything in the Matrix …" She saw his eyes widen in alarm, quickly reassured him. "I wouldn’t ask you to do that, Agarwal, you know that. I’ll find somebody else."
The tension melted from his face. "Yes," he said quietly, "yes, of course. Forgive my reaction, but …"
"Nothing to forgive," she told him. "Remember who you’re talking to."
He sighed. "Of course. I … of course."
"Do you have the time to work on it now?"
Her friend nodded. "I’ve already put aside all my other projects. There will be no distractions."
"About payment …"
He raised a hand to stop her. "If we are seeing the prelude to a corp war, averting it would be payment enough."
She nodded, reached out impulsively to squeeze his hand. Friends. Rare in the shadows, but more precious than anything else.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
2100 hours, November 13, 2053
Falcon shifted on the tattered vinyl couch, tried to find a position where the broken springs didn’t poke into his back and ribs. Mission fragging impossible, he told himself with a snort. More fragging comfortable on the floor.
Regardless of how uncomfortable was the couch, he had to admit that he had slept on it. Fitful snatches, but sleep nonetheless. His body still needed more after the long, tense night, but now that his mind was working again he knew he wouldn’t be able to drop off anymore. He looked at the clock on the gray wall. Only nine o’clock? It couldn’t be, he’d only gotten here at about seven….
Then he realized the clock was the old twelve-hour variety, not the twenty-four-hour style he was used to. That meant it was twenty-one hundred, halfway into another evening. He’d been asleep longer than he thought.
He swung his feet to the floor, rubbed at itchy eyes with the back of one hand while glancing around at the waiting room he’d staked out as his flop.
Pretty slotting lousy, he thought. Yellowing linoleum tile on the floor. (And what did that say about the age of the building? How long ago did people use linoleum?) Gyproc walls that might once have been white. The torture device disguised as a couch. A telecom with its screen broken and outgoing circuits disabled. Just charming. The air was sharp with an assortment of disturbing smells, mostly what Falcon classified as "medical," but with an unhealthy underpinning of rot. I should have taken him to a real doctor, he berated himself for the dozenth time.
But that was the last thing he could have done. Nightwalker was suffering from bullet wounds, and Falcon knew that by law the doctor would be forced to report the matter to Lone Star. Obviously, legal entanglements were the last thing the big Amerindian needed right now.
Then there was the problem of identity. Falcon was willing to bet that, as far as the establishment was concerned, Nightwalker didn’t have one. Like Falcon himself, he probably was one of the SINless—an individual who had no System Identification Number, the official identity code by which the government, the medical system, and every other facet of society recognized its own. Had he taken Nightwalker to any hospital or to just about any licensed physician, the drek would have hit the fan as soon as the receptionist asked to see the runner’s credstick with his SIN stored in its bubble memory.
And even if he’d managed to get around those two problems, there was the problem of credit. Runners didn’t have health insurance, that was for fragging sure, and neither he nor Nightwalker had enough on their credsticks to pay emergency-room user fees.
So what did that leave? A free clinic, like the ones run by that touchy-feely Universal Brotherhood outfit. But there were problems with that idea, too. Falcon wasn’t sure that they didn’t buy into the same "gunshot wound, call the Star" drek as the real hospitals. And anyway, the ganger didn’t think he could drag the fading Nightwalker all the three or four klicks to the nearest clinic.
The one option left was a street doc, a shadow cutter. At first Falcon thought he was fragged there, too. This wasn’t his patch, and street docs didn’t advertise in the public datanets.
But then he remembered hearing one of the First Nation "elder statesmen"—a tough-talking Haida who must have been at least nineteen—bragging about how he’d been stitched up after a rumble by a shadow cutter who worked out of a defunct restaurant near Sixth and Blanchard. That was enough to get Falcon started, and a few cautious queries made of some squatters he’d almost tripped over helped him find the spot.
Just in fragging time, too, he thought, remembering how Nightwalker had looked when he’d finally dragged him into the shadow clinic. Another few blocks and he wouldn’t have made it.
For a moment, his fear for the runner’s life, pushed into the background temporarily by his faith in medical tech, rushed back. Was Nightwalker going to make it?
Then another question struck him. If he didn’t, what did it matter? Nightwalker wasn’t a chummer, he wasn’t in First Nation. And he was so fragging old . .
But he was a shadowrunner, and that had to count for something. A runner, and an Amerindian—even if he claimed not to have a tribe. And, most important, he’d trusted Falcon, depended on him for help. And that’s why it matters, he told himself.
Falcon looked at the clock again. Twenty-one-ten. Fourteen hours since he’d dragged Nightwalker into the decrepit building. Thirteen since the doc had disappeared into the treatment room with him. Was she still operating, or stitching, or whatever it was docs did? Or had Nightwalker croaked on the table, and she just wasn’t telling him? He stood up, took a step toward the door into the treatment room. Stopped in doubt. He’d never been very good at waiting—particularly if he couldn’t sleep through it.
As if on cue, the door opened and the doc walked out. She’d introduced herself as Doctor Mary Dacia, but Falcon knew the street had mangled her name to Doc Dicer. She was small and thin, with short-chopped red hair and big expressive eyes. Kinda cute, Falcon thought, particularly with those bodacious rockets. Or she would have been cute if she hadn’t been so old—easily more than twice his age.
"You finished with him?" he asked.
Doc Dicer looked tired. She’d been wearing some semi-fashionable face paint when they’d arrived, but now she’d scrubbed it off, leaving her face pale and wan. She raised an eyebrow expressively. "I finished with him a while ago," she said in her throaty voice. "Looked out to see how you were going. You were catching zees big time."
"So how is he?"
The doc’s expression became more serious. "As well as can be expected, which is not fragging very. I put everything back in the right places, made sure nothing too vital was missing, and patched all the bigger holes. If he wasn’t so tough, he’d have flatlined hours ago, or as soon as I put him under, but he’s lost a lot of blood. His heart’s under major stress. I almost lost him when he had a cardiac arrest on the table." She looked at Falcon sharply. "Did you give him metamphetamines?"
Falcon swallowed hard. "Yeah, but he …" He cut off the justifications before they could get flowing. "Did they hurt him?"
Doc Dicer shrugged. "Can’t say," she told him.
"They stressed his cardiovascular system like you wouldn’t believe, but maybe they stopped him from arresting earlier. Even money either way."
That let Falcon breathe a little easier. "Can I see him?"
He could see the doc mull that over for a moment. Then she nodded and led him into the treatment area.
Nightwalker looked almost small lying in the bed surrounded by high-tech monitoring equipment. His face was nearly the same color as the grimy walls and his closed eyes seemed sunken. He looks a hundred years old, Falcon thought. Prematurely aged. For an instant he thought about his mother, then forced the image away.
Falcon glanced around at the tiny "ward," which was only marginally bigger than the bed. The gray walls, the monitors, anywhere but at Nightwalker’s face. Weak! he raged at himself. You’re weak! He forced his eyes back to the Amerindian. This time the images of his mother didn’t recur. He felt his breathing slow, his muscles relax.
Doc Dicer had been watching him, but quickly looked away when he shot her a glare. "When will he wake up?" he asked.
"I am awake." The runner’s deep voice startled Falcon. "Just drifting, you know?" He opened his eyes, looked around. "Where is this?"
Quickly, Falcon brought him up to date.
Nightwalker looked at the street doc, then back at Falcon. "You did this for me, huh?"
Falcon nodded.
"Sure you did," the Amerindian said, almost to himself. "You had to. Runner’s code of honor, right?"
Falcon knew that was all the thanks he’d ever get from Nightwalker. But it was plenty, better than the cliche words that were so easy to say. For the first time he felt that Nightwalker was accepting him, maybe not as an equal, but at least as a comrade. He nodded again, not trusting himself to speak.
"What time is it?" the runner asked. Falcon told him.
"Frag!" Nightwalker spat. "The second back-up meet’s at twenty-two-thirty. Gotta move." He tried to sit up.
Doc Dicer put a hand on his chest, pushed him down. Falcon knew that the Amerindian could have thrown her across the room one-handed if he’d wanted to, but he obediently settled back again. His dark eyes were fixed on hers.
"You’re not going anywhere," she told him sharply.
"I feel good enough," he answered. "This is something I’ve got to do." Gently but firmly, he took her hand, moved it off his chest. Falcon could see the doe’s muscles tense as she tried to pull her hand from his grip, but she couldn’t move it a millimeter.
"Look," she snapped, "maybe you don’t hear too good, or maybe you got brain damage from anoxia when your heart stopped." She spoke slowly, with the kind of tone people reserve for congenital idiots. "Yes, you feel good. Because you’re jazzed to the eyeballs on painkillers, energizers, and don’t-worries. If I take away the painkillers and the tranqs, you’ll know just how bad you feel. If I take away the energizers, your heart’ll stop just like that." She tried to snap her fingers but it didn’t work.
She went on firmly, overriding his attempt to reply. "You haven’t croaked—yet—because I happen to be damn good at my job." She sighed. "You don’t know how bad you’re hurting," she said more quietly, "how bad the damage is. If you were a car, I’d say you were firing on only one cylinder, had only one gear—the rest are stripped—no brakes, doubtful steering, and three flat tires. Do you hear what I’m saying to you?
"You’re alive. Now. If you stay here, I can keep you alive for a day or two for sure, maybe longer if we’re both lucky. If you go to a hospital, a real hospital, they’ll be able to put you back together properly, and odds are you’ll live. But"—her voice grew harsh again—"if you think you’re going to be able to walk out of here, forget it. You’ll make it to the front door—maybe—before your heart stops, and that’s only because you’re a tough motherfragger." The diminutive doctor pulled her hand back from the big man’s grip, and glared down at him.
Falcon watched as Nightwalker’s eyes closed and his breathing slowed. Was he thinking? Deciding? Or maybe consigning his spirit to the totems … .
After a few seconds, Nightwalker opened his eyes again, looked up at the street doc. Falcon saw those eyes were clear, untroubled—calm. The eyes of someone who’d made the big decision.
"I’m on energizers, right?" he asked gently. "What energizers? Turbo, right?" He named one of the designer drugs originally created for medical purposes but that had found an even bigger market on the streets.
Unwillingly, Doc Dicer nodded. "Turbo," she confirmed.
"What dosage? About fifty milligrams?"
She nodded again.
"So two hundred mil would see me through the night."
"And kill you by the dawn," she snapped.
He nodded acceptance. "But I’ll be able to function tonight."
"Yes. If I gave you that dosage. Which I won’t."
Nightwalker was silent for several seconds. Falcon could hear Doc Dicer’s rapid, angry breathing, could hear his own pulse in his ears.
Finally Nightwalker said quietly, "There’s something important that I have to do, Doctor. I can’t tell you what it is, but I’ve sworn my life to seeing it through. Do you understand? I need two hundred milligrams of turbo."
"It’ll kill you," the doctor said again. "I can’t do it…."
"You can’t not do it," the runner pressed. "Everyone has the right to choose the time of his own death, the right to give his life as he sees fit. Who are you to take that right away from me?"
There was silence in the room for almost a minute. Nightwalker just lay there on the bed, watching Doc Dicer with almost inhuman calm. The doctor couldn’t meet his gaze. Falcon’s eyes flicked back and forth between the two of them.
Finally the doc moved. Reached down into her belt pouch to pull out a hyposprayer and a small ampoule of violet liquid. She still couldn’t meet Nightwalker’s gaze as she fumbled the ampoule into place, adjusted the hypo. "Two hundred milligrams," she rasped.
Falcon turned away as she administered the drug.
"What do you expect to do?"
Nightwalker turned at Falcon’s question, looked down at the young ganger.
"What do you expect to do?" Falcon asked again. Before you die, he wanted to add, but didn’t. "What if this meet’s a setup too?"
The runner just shrugged. They’d taken an autocab, one of the cybernetically controlled vehicles just beginning to proliferate in the sprawl, to Boren and Spruce, and were now walking the last couple of blocks to Kobe Terrace Park.
Nightwalker was having no trouble keeping up with Falcon’s purposefully fast pace. He moved so smoothly, so easily, that the ganger could almost forget how injured the runner was, about the drug coursing through the other man’s veins, burning up his body from the inside. Nightwalker seemed young again, almost as young as Falcon himself. In some way, maybe that was appropriate for the night before he died.
"And so what if it isn’t a setup?" Falcon pressed. "What the frag can you do?" Before you die.
Nightwalker answered calmly, ignoring the anger in the young man’s voice. "With Marci and Cat-Dancing gone, there’s just the tribals left. They don’t know the sprawl. I can tell them how to make it back to the Salish-Shidhe lands without getting stopped—either by the Border Patrol or the corp armies. I can give them some contacts."
"What if they’ve already gone?"
"They won’t be."
Falcon shook his head angrily. "Then what if the corp already got them? You’ve killed yourself for nothing."
"Then I die," the Amerindian answered simply. "The decision’s made, why torture myself about roads I didn’t take?" He looked up at the clouds reflecting the lights of the city. From the runner’s expression, Falcon might almost have thought Nightwalker was looking through the clouds, at the stars. "Tonight is a fine time to die."
At twenty-two thirty hours, the downtown core was humming. The suits and the beautiful people were out to see and be seen, eating and drinking, catching a show, cruising the clubs. The energy was high; the night almost buzzed with it.
Not in Kobe Terrace Park, though. The ground rules were different here. By day it was a safe place—as safe as anywhere could be in the plex—a spot to sit out on the grass on the rare sunny day, to eat lunch, to relax. Like so many other parks it became a war zone after dark. Two-legged predators prowled the concrete terraces, lying in wait behind bushes and trees for any prey foolish enough to wander into view. Lone Star—all too often outgunned by the first-tier gangs who used the park
as a venue for settling scores—left the place alone once the sun went down.
Falcon didn’t know the park well, having been there only once by day. Never at night. Only gangs like the Ancients and the Tigers, the heavy-hitters of Seattle, came out to play there after dark. The First Nation wasn’t anywhere near their league—being second-tier, or even third.
These and other uncomfortable thoughts rattled around Falcon’s mind as they reached the park. Nightwalker seemed totally unconcerned, wandering south from where Tenth Avenue ended at the park proper. (And why the frag not? Falcon asked himself bitterly. He’s got nothing to lose.)
The young ganger tightened his grip on the butt of his Fichetti, which was reloaded, cocked, safety off, ready to party. (He was still somewhat surprised that it was Doc Dicer who’d sold him two clips of ammo. Shadow cutter and gunlegger?)
"What if it’s another setup?" he hissed to Nightwalker.
The runner just shrugged. "If it is, it is."
Just fragging chill, Falcon thought bitterly, stepping up his scrutiny of the impenetrable shadows around them. Right now he was wishing for eyes in the back of his head.
It was Falcon who spotted the figure first. A patch of deeper blackness in a pool of shadow. The ganger stopped dead, nudging his larger companion with an elbow. "There," he whispered, indicating the direction with a jerk of his chin.
He felt the runner tense up beside him. Nightwalker brought his left hand up to his waist, made a quick, curious gesture. The shadowy figure responded with another, similar gesture—not the wave-off that had cost Cat-Dancing his life, Falcon was glad to see. Nightwalker relaxed, strode forward to join the figure. Belatedly, Falcon scurried to keep up with him.
Now that he was closer and his eyes better night-adapted, Falcon could better make out the figure. His first impression was that the man looked a lot like Nightwalker. He was big too, maybe even broader across the shoulders than his comrade. He had the same straight black hair, the same aquiline nose, the same hard eyes. There was no doubt of his Amerindian blood.
The two men clutched each other’s forearms. Falcon couldn’t be sure, but he got the feeling Nightwalker was more pleased by this meeting than the stranger. "Hoi, Knife-Edge."
"Hoi, Walker. Thought you were hosed, man."
"Not yet." There was something about the runner’s voice that made the stranger search his comrade’s face.
But if Knife-Edge understood what he saw there, he didn’t mention it. He flashed a hard glare at Falcon. "What’s this?" Falcon bristled at the man’s tone, but held his tongue.
"Stay chill, Edge," Nightwalker said quietly. "He’s stone, chummer. He helped me out of heavy drek. We’re tight."
Knife-Edge looked skeptical. "Tight with that?" He snorted. "Well, your funeral, omae."
"Yes," Nightwalker agreed simply, earning him a quizzical look from the other runner.
"Yeah, right," Knife-Edge muttered, turning away. "The others are here. Bring your chummer if you got to."
With a reassuring pat on the shoulder, Nightwalker led Falcon deeper into the shadows.
The "others." There were three of them, all big, all Amerindian, all with the same air of competence as Nightwalker and Knife-Edge. They were squatting under cover of a small copse of trees in one of the park’s upper terraces. As Falcon followed Nightwalker into the tiny clearing, he felt their hard eyes appraising him. One of the tough-looking men flexed his right hand, and three wickedly sharp spurs snicked out from the back of his hand.
"Chill," Knife-Edge ordered quietly. "He’s with Walker."
The cybered runner shrugged, and the spurs retracted into their sheath of flesh.
Nightwalker looked around at the faces. "This is it?" he asked quietly. "What about the others?"
"Gone," Knife-Edge answered simply. "When the run crashed, we all split up. Nobody from team one made it out. I saw Marci buy it, which means you were the only survivor of team two, Walker. Teams three and four … . well, there’s Slick, Benbo and Van"—he gestured to the other three runners—"and me, and that’s it. I think Cat-Dancing made it out, but we lost track of him."
Nightwalker briefly filled the group in on the events of the previous night.
Knife-Edge nodded slowly when he was finished. "Yeah, that hangs together. We heard rumblings the meet was razzed, but of course we couldn’t warn you. Or Cat."
"What about the Cowgirl?" Nightwalker asked. Falcon assumed he was talking about the decker.
"Never made it," Knife-Edge stated. "After we shook the opposition we checked out her doss. Found her still jacked in, dead as fragging meat."
Nightwalker seemed to collapse in on himself, the brittle, transitory energy lent him by the turbo ebbing away. "So it’s over," he said quietly.
"Maybe not," Knife-Edge corrected him. "There’s a strange buzz on the street—like, somebody else got hold of the paydata."
"Our paydata?"
"That’s what the buzz says, Walker. Don’t know how. Maybe Cowgirl contracted herself some Matrix cover on the quiet."
"Who?" Nightwalker demanded. "Who has it?"
"Don’t got a name," one of the other Amerinds spoke up for the first time. "Some local slag. Some runner."
"Is that true?" Falcon could hear the desperation in Nightwalker’s voice, the urgent need to believe.
"That’s what the buzz says," Knife-Edge confirmed.
"So what are we doing about it?"
"Chill, friend." Knife-Edge laid a reassuring hand on the other runner’s shoulder. "We got feelers out all over the plex, trying to get a line on the local. We can’t do much till we get an identity, can we?"
"But you don’t know the channels … "
Knife-Edge cut Nightwalker off. "We may not be locals, but we know how to work the streets. We’ve got the angles covered. It’s just a matter of time." He checked his watch. "Look, chummer, let’s blow. We got us a safe place to hunker down." He glared at Falcon. "What about … ?"
"He comes with me," Nightwalker said harshly. "I said we’re tight. I vouch for him."
For a moment Falcon thought Knife-Edge was going to object. But then the Amerindian just shrugged. "Your call, Walker." He looked the runner over again. "You want to sleep in the van? You look drek-kicked."
Nightwalker shook his head slowly.
"Later," he said, and only Falcon understood the meaning of his words. "I’ll sleep later."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
0055 hours, November 14, 2053
Is it starting? Sly sipped at her glass of scotch, staring out the window at the lights of downtown. Corporate war. Is it starting already?
It had been a strange day. A difficult one, a nerve-wracking one. She needed information on what was shaking on the street, what the corps were up to, and who was involved in the plex-wide search for her. But, of course, she was limited by the very existence of that search. How could she know which of her contacts, her erstwhile allies and comrades, had taken the megacorps’ credit and had joined the hunt? She couldn’t. Sure, there were ways of putting out feelers without identifying yourself, but that was nowhere near as efficient as personal contact with people who knew and trusted you. Within an hour of leaving Agarwal’s place, she realized how isolated she really was.
That was when she’d remembered Argent. A heavily chromed street monster and the leader of a shadow team that called itself the Wrecking Crew, he’d worked with Sly on a major run a few years back. Since then she’d kept in intermittent contact with the big man. Though they never got close enough to consider each other chummers, they did share a healthy respect for each other’s competence. It came as a disturbing shock to Sly to realize that Argent was the only runner in the entire sprawl she could trust, even marginally.
It had taken her a half-hour of hard thinking before deciding to risk a call to him. What finally decided her was the fact that Argent had a strong—Sly thought obsessive—hatred of Yamatetsu, for some reason he never discussed with anyone. That personal quirk should be enough to stop him from ever getting involved in anything that might benefit the megacorp, she figured. Not the best basis for trust, but better than nothing.
Argent turned out to be a good choice. He answered her preliminary questions immediately, without having to go to his contacts, as though he’d already picked up on the changes happening on the streets. "Things are getting dicey," he told her, "in and out of the shadows. Lone Star’s out in force. More patrols, better armed. Where there’d normally be a patrol of two Stars, there are six; and when they’d normally be riding in a light patrol car, they’re packed into Citymasters. They’re acting weird, too, like they know something’s going down but they’re not sure what.
"Corp forces are also out," he went on. "Up-gunned patrols, too, doing this strange kind of dance. Lots of rumbles all over the plex. The media says they’re gang-related, but that’s drek. They’re not happening along turf borders. My reading is that it’s the corp soldiers scrapping it out." His face on her telecom screen took on a worried expression. "Something real bad’s going down, Sly. I don’t know what it is, and that scares me." That comment had hit Sly hard. If his street rep was any proof, it would take a frag of a lot to put a scare into Argent.
He’d also confirmed some of Agarwal’s comments—as if Sly had really needed confirmation. All the major megacorps were in on it—whatever it was—but Yamatetsu seemed to be the key player.
"And they’re all looking for you, Sly," he added without her having to ask. "Maybe not by name. I don’t think all the players have ID’d you yet. But they’re all asking the right questions on the street, and they’re covering all your usual haunts." He’d chuckled grimly. "I take it you’re not at home, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.
"I’ll keep my eyes open and my ear to the ground," he said, "but until you hear from me you’d better find someplace real secure to hunker down." He’d paused. "Got a good spot, or do you want a suggestion?"
She took him up on the offer, and the suggestion had been surprising. Innovative, and possibly the best idea she’d heard in a long time.
Which was how she’d ended up at her present location.
The Sheraton, for frag’s sake. One of Seattle’s best, and most expensive, hotels, across the street from the exclusive Washington Athletic Club.
Sly would never have thought of it herself, but Argent’s reasoning made immediate sense. First, who the hell would look for a shadowrunner—particularly one being hunted by the corps—in a high-tone hotel that catered largely to corporate suits? The hunters would be searching the shadows, the squats and grimy flops in the rougher parts of town where the locals’ hatred for the corps would interfere with the search. And second, once she’d checked into the Sheraton, the hotel’s own highly touted computer and physical and magical security would help shield her. The only difficulty would be actually checking in.
Which, it turned out, wasn’t hard at all, thanks to Modal. Over the last few years, he’d collected a wide variety of fake identities—including names, histories, and even SINs—for both males and females of almost all the major metahuman races. Presumably he’d had a thriving business selling these to runners and others who found their real identities something of a liability. As soon as she mentioned the problem, the black elf had produced a credstick for each of them, carrying all the data necessary for an almost watertight cover. He didn’t say where he got them, and she didn’t ask.
Then it had been only a matter of marching into the Sheraton lobby, bold as brass, and taking two adjoining rooms in the names of Wesley Aimes and Samantha Bouvier. Even though Sly was sure the clerk would hear her heart pounding, the bored dwarf had merely slipped the credsticks into the registration computer’s slot. When they read out as good, he issued them the magnetic cards that served as keys, mumbling, "WelcometotheSheraton, hopeyouenjoyyourstay."
While riding up in the elevator, they learned that a convention was booked into the hotel tonight. A convention of representatives of private law-enforcement agencies. Execs from Lone Star and that corp’s equivalent from around the world filled the rooms on the fifteenth and part of the tenth floor. At first that had scared the drek out of her. But then, on deeper thought, Sly realized it increased the level of their security. What corp hunter would expect his quarry to hole up in the midst of a bunch of cops? And even if somebody did track her to the Sheraton, they’d think twice about pulling anything shadowy when a significant percentage of the hotel guests were armed to the fragging teeth.
Once the initial fear was gone, she found the whole concept funnier than hell. What do cops do for fun at a convention? she wondered. Arrest each other? Beat each other up? Sly relaxed so much that she had difficulty not bursting out laughing when a British Alde Firm exec—a dwarf wearing a bright scarlet jacket, a sash, and a kilt—boarded the elevator on the tenth floor on his way up to a hospitality suite on the fifteenth.
So here she was, in room 1205, looking out the window and enjoying a glass of single malt from the minibar. She looked over at Modal, who was sprawled on the bed, looking indecently comfortable as he idly zapped through the channels on the trideo.
She didn’t like having him here. It didn’t matter that she was confident—as confident as she could reasonably be—that any attempt to sell her out to the corps would just get him whacked. But his involvement made her seriously uncomfortable.
Why? she asked herself. He was a skilled street op, a good, steady gun to have at your back. He’d be an asset no matter what she finally decided was the best course.
Was it just that they used to be lovers? She chewed on that for a few minutes, taking another swallow of scotch to turbocharge her brain.
No, not really. It was just … just that he reminded her of a zombie. Modal had always been so passionate about things. Not just about her, or about sex. But he’d always seemed personally involved, deeply involved, in everything he did, even though he didn’t let emotions interfere with a run. And now?
No emotion at all, courtesy of the violet pills he was popping every couple of hours. And that was it. He looked like Modal, he talked like Modal. But it was like he wasn’t Modal. He reminded her of the horror trids that had scared her so as a kid, the ones where the walking dead came to hunt the living. It was almost as though Modal were one of those animated corpses, brought back to only a semblance of life. She shuddered.
Sly looked at her watch, saw it was oh-one hundred. Time to call Agarwal for an update. She wished there was some way to relay incoming calls to room 1205, but she couldn’t think of one. Cellular phones had locator circuits in them—otherwise how could they register with the cel network?—so she’d ditched hers hours ago. Some electronic genius might have been able to kluge together some untraceable relay, but she knew it was way beyond her capabilities. She walked through into the adjoining room, closing the connecting door behind her. Settled herself down on the edge of the bed and placed the call.
Agarwal answered immediately. His face on the telecom screen looked tired, his soft brown eyes bloodshot behind his glasses, as though he’d been staring at a computer screen for hours without a break. Which he probably had. The background was out of focus, but she could recognize the decor of his study.
"Sharon." He gave her a tense, worried smile. "Are you all right, Sharon?"
She nodded with a smile, tried to make her voice reassuring. "I’m still kicking, chummer. No hassle. Did you get anything?"
"Several things. But it may not be anything you want to hear."
Her mouth went dry, but she kept her smile in place. "Did you break the encryption?"
He bobbed his head nervously. "Some of it. As I suspected, there were multiple levels, with differing degrees of security on different portions of the file. I broke enough to understand the importance of what it is you have … and enough to scare the fragging drek out of me."
Sly had never heard Agarwal curse, had thought the ex-decker didn’t have it in him. Perhaps more than anything else that was what bothered her now. Unable to keep her feigned smile in place, she let it fade. "What is it?"
"I think this is lost technology, Sharon. Do you know what that means?"
She paused, marshaling her thoughts. "The crash of twenty-nine," she said. "The virus took down the network, and some data got trashed. Is that what you mean?"
He nodded again. "In essence, yes. There’s still much we don’t understand about the virus that caused the crash.
Was it self-originating? Was it released into the network accidentally? Or was it a case of core wars?"
"Hold the phone," she said, raising a hand. "Core wars?"
"Computer warfare, Sharon. Warfare between corporations, waged by releasing tailored virus codes into a competitor’s system. Some technohistorians suggest that the crash virus might have been designed for such a task, judging by its preference for highly encrypted files." He paused. "In any case, it seems undeniable that your file contains research into technology lost in the crash. And that, of course, might explain the megacorps’ sudden activity. If one zaibatsu has recovered important lost technology, it might represent a sufficiently great competitive advantage that other megacorporations would risk corporate war to get it for themselves."
Sly nodded slowly. This latest bit of news tied in well—too well—with Argent’s comments.
"I set up a second computer to monitor the datafaxes and corporate databoards," Agarwal continued. "My watchdog program found some highly disturbing news."
"What?"
"The Corporate Court in Zurich-Orbital has noticed the goings-on in Seattle, and seems to have come to the same conclusion about the possibility of a corp war," Agarwal said. "The court ordered an official cooling-down period, a temporary cessation of all unusual corporate activity in the metroplex."
"The court’s got the clout to do that?"
"Not directly," Agarwal explained. "The court has no enforcement arm. The megacorporations follow its decrees because the alternatives are unthinkable." He paused, and his expression sent a chill up Sly’s spine.
"Were unthinkable," he amended. "To my knowledge, at least three of the major megacorps have totally disregarded the court’s edict." He took off his glasses, rubbed at his red eyes. "This is unheard of," he said softly, "and immensely frightening. It implies that full corporate war is closer than ever."
Fear clenched Sly’s stomach. Her mouth was so dry she had to swallow before she could speak. "You’re saying all the corps are after me?"
"After this," Agarwal corrected, "after this file. And there might be more. There’s some evidence that the UCAS government is involved too. Hints that federal teams are also operating in the sprawl."
"The feds? Why?"
The ex-decker shrugged. "To gain an advantage over the corporations perhaps? The government has definitely been seeking an edge in the past few years. Or perhaps to gain an advantage over its own competitors—the Confederate American States, the Native American Nations, California Free State, maybe even Aztlan and Tir Tairngire."
Sly shook her head slowly. This was getting too big, too fast. "And they all want the file? They’re all after me?" Suddenly she felt very alone, very small. "What the frag am I supposed to do, Agarwal?"
Her friend’s face was expressionless. "Yes," he said finally. "That is the question, isn’t it?"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
0145 hours, November 14, 2053
Falcon wandered around the old building, a condemned bowling alley in the Barrens, that Knife-Edge called his safe house. With the electricity cut off, the only light came from portable lamps that the runners had set up around what used to be the restaurant. All the furniture was gone—either moved out when the place closed or else "acquired" by neighbors afterward—and the far ends of the lanes were gaping holes, showing that the automatic pinsetters had been stripped out as well. Though the lanes themselves were the worse for wear, their woodgrained plastic scratched and stained here and there, they were still generally intact.
Knife-Edge and his "boys" were sprawled around the restaurant, eating some rations they’d brought with them. Falcon’s belly growled at the smell—How long since I’ve eaten? he wondered. Twenty-four hours?—but his pride wouldn’t let him ask for handouts. Nightwalker lay propped up against a wall. He was starting to fade. The other runners seemed to assume it was just exhaustion, but Falcon knew better.
Knife-Edge had vanished for almost an hour after they’d first arrived at the safe house, presumably working the shadows for information. Now he was back again, talking through his options with the other runners. The tough-looking Amerindians kept shooting Falcon hard looks, making it plain they thought he didn’t belong. But so far Nightwalker’s voucher had kept them from kicking him out … or worse. But what happens when Nightwalker’s dead? he thought grimly.
"I think I got a line on the local who’s got our paydata," Knife-Edge was saying to his comrades. "Still no name, but I think I got a communication channel."
"What channel?" It was the one called Slick who spoke. He’d finished his rations, and was casually stropping a throwing knife against a leather strap. In the lamplight, the knife’s edge looked already razor-sharp.
"Another local runner," Knife-Edge explained. "Used to work with a chummer of my brother’s, before he got geeked."
"So’s this local got a location?" This from Benbo. He was the largest of the team. A human, but with enough mass and bulging muscles to be mistaken in poor light for a troll.
Knife-Edge shook his head. "No, or if he does he isn’t telling. But he’ll pass a message if I ask him."
The last runner, the one called Van, nodded. He was the smallest, but even so he had to mass a good fifteen kilos more than Falcon. His gray-blue eyes were always steady, seeming to glint with an understanding that he was disinclined to share with anyone else. "You’re thinking of setting up a meet, aren’t you?" Van said in his quiet voice.
"Yeah, seems like the best way to go." Knife-Edge turned to Nightwalker. "Hey, Walker, give us a good location for a shadow meet." He paused. "Walker?"
Falcon snapped his head around. Nightwalker had slumped down further, his head hanging limply. His eyes were still open, but Falcon knew they weren’t focusing on anything. "Oh frag …" He ran over to the big Amerindian, crouched beside him.
He’s dead. But no, he wasn’t. He was still breathing—shallow, fast-paced breaths, almost like panting. Falcon grabbed his shoulder, squeezed. Nightwalker jerked his head up, looked at the young ganger, tried to focus. But Falcon knew that whatever the runner was seeing, it wasn’t him. He looked closer into his chummer’s eyes. By the yellow light of the lamp, he could see that one pupil was contracted almost to the size of a pinprick while the other was dilated so much there didn’t seem to be any iris around it. What the frag did it mean? Whatever it was, it wasn’t good.
"What’s wrong with Walker?" Knife-Edge asked sharply.
"He’s hurt," Falcon answered quickly, "hurt bad. I tried to get him patched, but he’s starting to go." He stood up, facing Knife-Edge, pulling himself up to his full height. He swallowed hard, tried to force a tone of confidence, of command, into his voice. "Look, I’ve got to get him to a clinic."
"Huh?" Benbo grunted.
"He’ll die if I don’t."
Knife-Edge thought about that for a few moments. Finally he shook his head. "No clinic."
"He’ll die!" Falcon almost shouted.
The eyes of the four Amerindians were cold, predators studying their prey. Slick held his knife by the blade in a loose, three-fingered grip. The grip of a knife-thrower, Falcon knew.
"No clinic," Knife-Edge said again, his voice like cold steel.
"He’s your comrade," Falcon grated. "What about the shadowrunners’ code of honor?"
Benbo barked with laughter, a harsh sound that echoed back from the lanes. Falcon saw Knife-Edge glance over at Slick, saw the knife-man slightly shift his grip on his weapon.
I’m going to die, Falcon thought, but the idea didn’t bring the fear he might have expected. All he felt was anger. "By the fragging totems, he’s your comrade!" he yelled. He searched his brain for anything Nightwalker had told him, anything he could use to save both their lives. "He’s your fragging tactician!"
Slick shifted his weight, readying for the throw.
But Knife-Edge raised a hand, made a quick gesture. Slick shot his leader a disbelieving look, but lowered his knife.
"Yeah," Knife-Edge said quietly. "Yeah. Get him patched, kid."
Benbo growled something under his breath, too low for Falcon to hear.
"He’s an asset, Ben," Knife-Edge pointed out. "You don’t waste assets if you don’t have to. Maybe once you’ve learned that, you’ll be able to lead a team." The leader fixed Falcon with his cold eyes. "Get him patched and then bring him back."
Falcon felt his knees weaken, had to force himself to remain standing. Now the fear hit him, twisting his guts. "I’ll need the van." He struggled to keep his voice emotionless, knew from the runners’ expressions that he’d failed.
"Take it," Knife-Edge said after a moment’s thought. "We’ve got other wheels."
Falcon nodded, turning back to Nightwalker.
"We’re expecting you back, kid," Knife-Edge said quietly, "with Walker and with the van. Otherwise you and Slick here will have a real long talk about it."
Slick chuckled quietly.
Falcon drove the van carefully through the streets of the Redmond Barrens. He’d learned to drive after joining the First Nation, had been trained by the gang’s best, had even worked as wheelman on a couple of small operations. But even so he had to concentrate intensely to keep from getting into trouble. Despite the van’s apparently trashed exterior, it was in excellent condition where it counted. The engine was perfectly tuned, and cranked out more horsepower than anything Falcon had ever driven. Too heavy a touch on the gas pedal and the thing had the tendency to get away from him, spinning its tires and laying rubber. Not the best way to avoid attention, and attention was the last thing the ganger wanted at the moment.
Nightwalker was slumped in the bucket seat beside him. He looks like death, Falcon thought, catching occasional glimpses of his friend in the illumination of the few streetlights that still worked. Eyes open but not really seeing anything, breathing shallow and fast. The Amerindian’s broad forehead glistened with a sheen of sweat. When Falcon touched his chummer’s hand, the flesh felt cool. Not yet the chill of death, but too close.
Falcon almost thought Nightwalker was going to kick off in the bowling alley when he’d tried to wrestle the big man to his feet. The runner had gasped, the breath rattling in his throat, then stopped breathing altogether. Just for an instant, but it was the longest moment Falcon had ever lived through. Knife-Edge and his men merely sat back and watched him struggle, both Slick and Benbo with nasty smiles. But then Van had taken pity on him, coming over to sling the much-bigger Nightwalker over his shoulder like he would a child, and carried him to the vehicle. Falcon wanted to thank him, but the runner had turned away and vanished back inside before he could get the words out.
Now Falcon was wracking his brains for a place to take his comrade. The regular hospitals were out. They might take Nightwalker in and treat him, expecting to squeeze their fees out of him after putting him back together. But they’d ask some hard questions of whoever brought in somebody in his condition. Falcon couldn’t afford that.
So that left the free clinics. Of those, the ones run by the Universal Brotherhood were the best bet. From what he’d heard, they had a "no questions asked" policy, at least with regard to the people dropping off patients. For all he knew, they might be required, by law, to report gunshot wounds to Lone Star, but that wouldn’t affect him. Nightwalker might have to face some uncomfortable scrutiny, but that was better than being dead, wasn’t it?
For a moment he felt pangs of guilt. He told me not to take him to a clinic, Falcon remembered, and I promised I wouldn’t.
But did that promise still count? No, Falcon told himself, it ended as soon as Nightwalker’s condition got this bad.
Now the only question was, where was the fragging UB clinic? Falcon knew there was one in Redmond, but where? He cruised aimlessly for a few minutes, hoping to spot something that would either jar his memory or give him some clue. First Nation turf had more than a dozen billboards advertising the Brotherhood, all of them showing the address of the local chapterhouse. But here in the Barrens, it seemed that billboards doubled as target flats for heavy ordnance. If the Brotherhood had ever put one up here, people had long ago shot it to bits.
Then a thought struck him. This van had some heavy mods. Maybe … He pulled over, examined the complex dashboard.
Yes, the spirits were with him tonight. The van’s electronics suite included a Navstar satellite uplink and a nav computer. Shouldn’t the computer’s database contain useful information such as the location of medical clinics?
It took him a few long moments to make sense of the computer’s interface, which wasn’t too complex because it was designed for use by a driver while on the road. He punched in his request, and the computer had the answer in an instant: Universal Brotherhood Redmond Chapter, corner of Belmont and Waveland.
He hit another button to bring up a map of Redmond. Frag, it was further away than he thought. When you were used to the downtown core, it was easy to forget just how big the suburbs were. He traced out the best route, then pulled away from the curb. Fortunately there was almost no traffic at this time of night, and seemed to be no Lone Star presence at all. He let the van’s speed creep a little higher.
Nightwalker shifted next to him, groaned something. Falcon reached over, laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. The Amerindian mumbled again, rolled his eyes as though he couldn’t quite control them. But then he seemed to focus on the ganger’s face.
"That you, Falcon?"
"Yeah."
"Whuzzapnin’?" His voice was slurred, like that of a drunk about to pass out in the gutter.
"Taking you to a clinic," Falcon said firmly. "Knife-Edge ordered it." He figured that was the best way to avoid argument. "He said you don’t waste assets."
"Yeah." His voice trailed off, his eyes half-closed. But then, a few seconds later he roused himself again. "I feel like drek, chummer." In the flash of a streetlight, Falcon could see his friend’s mouth twist into a tired smile.
"You’ll be okay." Falcon gave the van more gas, felt it leap forward.
Nightwalker was silent for a few minutes. Although that worried Falcon deeply, he took advantage of the silence to concentrate on his navigating. Okay, here’s Belmont. So hang a left and boot it for Waveland.
The Amerindian runner stirred again. "I’m Salish," he whispered.
"Huh?"
"I’m Salish," he said louder. "I told you I had no tribe. But I’m Salish."
"Called by a chief?" Falcon asked.
Nightwalker shook his head. "Nah. But I’m Salish, just the same. Like you’re Sioux." He paused, head bowing down toward his chest. "Never made a vision quest," he murmured. "Or maybe this is it."
"Yeah," Falcon growled. "Just hang on, okay?" He stomped the gas pedal to the floor, fought with the wheel as the van accelerated like a race car.
He screeched to a stop at the corner of Belmont and Waveland, the van’s front wheel bumping up onto the curb. The Universal Brotherhood chapterhouse looked like it had once been a four-plex movie theater, with two floors of offices above the main level. The marquee was still in place. "The Universal Brotherhood," it declared, "Come in and find the power of Belonging." (Yeah, right, Falcon thought.) The front doors were closed, and most of the lights were off. But what else could you expect at two in the fragging morning?
So where the hell was the clinic entrance? If it wasn’t at the front, it had to be back in the alley. He booted the van again, bumping off the curb, throwing the vehicle into a screaming bootlegger turn. Pointed it down the dark alley behind Belmont.
He flicked on the high-beams as he slowed the van back to a crawl. Where was the clinic entrance? The quartz-halogen headlights made the alley noonday-bright, showing him the rear of the Brotherhood chapterhouse. Above the single door was a sign reading, "Universal Brotherhood Soup Kitchen."
Soup kitchen? Where was the fragging clinic?
He cruised slowly down the alley. The entrance to the soup kitchen was locked, secured with a gate of heavy metal bars. No way in there. Frantically, he kicked the van forward. There was another door at the other end of the building. No sign above that one. But again the door was shut, another gate locking it tight. Oh, spirits and totems … .
Doesn’t this chapterhouse have a clinic? Falcon thought desperately. I thought they all did.
He stopped the van, punched another query into the nav computer’s database. This time he requested not just the location of the Brotherhood chapterhouses, but whatever information the computer had on their facilities.
He felt his body chill as the data scrolled across the small display screen. There were four chapterhouses in the plex, as he’d thought. But according to the computer, only two of them had free clinics: the Octagon, in central Seattle, and the smaller chapterhouse, in Puyallup. The Brotherhood ran two other clinics, one in Everett and one down by the Tacoma docks. That brought the number up to four, which was why Falcon had assumed all were connected with chapterhouses. Frag it to hell! He punched more queries into the nav computer. The nearest clinic was the one downtown, at Eighth and Westlake, two fragging blocks from fragging Denny Park. At least a half-hour drive, even with the van’s powerful engine and the light traffic. Could Nightwalker hang on that long?
He looked over at his friend. (Friend? Yes!)
In a sudden panic Falcon reached out to grab the man’s shoulder, then pulled his hand back at the deadly chill of the flesh under the Amerindian’s jacket.
Nightwalker’s eyes were still open, but Falcon knew they saw nothing. His face was slack, pale as bone. His posture, his body, looked no different. But Falcon knew—knew—that the man’s spirit had fled.
He killed the van’s engine, rested his forehead on the steering wheel. What do I do now?
Nightwalker was dead. He could do no more for him. Or could he?
Falcon remembered what the Amerindian had said about the lost technology, the ability to tap into fiber-optic communications. He hadn’t understood everything—hadn’t understood much of it, to be honest—but he remembered how serious the runner had sounded. Nightwalker knew so much more about the way the plex worked, how the megacorps interrelated, and he’d thought the search for the lost tech was significant. Maybe the most important thing he’d ever been involved in.
Could Falcon just turn his back on that? Could he just walk away, leaving Nightwalker’s task uncompleted?
Could he leave it up to Knife-Edge and his men? And could he trust the other Amerindians to do the right thing with the prize if they ever did get their hands on it?
What the frag am I doing? he berated himself. I’m nobody, just a punk ganger. I’m not a shadowrunner. Didn’t Nightwalker tell me I’m not in his league?
But he also said I was his comrade. He said we were bound by the shadowrunners’ code of honor—even if Benbo laughed at that. Didn’t that mean that Falcon had an obligation to see his friend’s task through?
This is a chance to make a difference, he told himself, to do something important. Not just scrabble through the sprawl for my own benefit. I could never make a difference with the First Nation. I never thought I’d ever have the chance. How can I turn away now?
He sighed, rubbed at his eyes. He’d been thinking so hard that they’d started to water. That had to be the reason. He looked over at his friend.
"I’m in," he said to the lifeless Nightwalker. "It scares the drek out of me, but I’m in."
Falcon had just dumped Nightwalker’s body in the alley behind the Universal Brotherhood chapterhouse. It bothered him, on some deep level, but what the frag else could he do? He wished he knew more about the traditions of Nightwalker’s tribe. How would the Salish handle the body of a friend? From Langland’s book, Falcon knew that burial traditions varied. Some tribes interred the bodies with great ceremony and reverence, singing songs to guide the spirits of the dead to the land of the totems. Others seemed to have no such traditions, just dumping the bodies without any ceremony. The spirit was gone, these tribes seemed to believe, leaving the dead body only an empty shell. Why treat it specially when the person was not there anymore? He didn’t know to which group the Salish belonged, but he told himself that Nightwalker’s spirit—wherever it was now—would understand.
He drove back to the safe house slowly. Meeting with Knife-Edge and the others without Nightwalker to protect him scared him drekless, but his decision left him no choice. At least he thought he had a way of handling it.
There were new faces in the restaurant when he walked in. Five of them, all orks, wearing gang colors that identified them as members of the Scuzboys. He knew the gang by their rep, a real hard group that hired themselves out as muscle to various shadow teams.
The biggest of the five orks, probably the leader, bared yellowing tusks in a snarl as he spotted Falcon. "Who’s dis fragger? he demanded.
Knife-Edge didn’t answer him, just regarded Falcon levelly. "Where’s Nightwalker?" he asked, his voice cold.
"At the clinic, where else?" he replied, trying to keep his fear under control. "He’s too trashed to move. The docs say he’ll be down a couple of days. He sent me back here. Said he’ll keep in touch through me."
Falcon held his breath as Knife-Edge thought about that for a moment. He relaxed as the runner nodded.
"Which clinic did you take him to?" Van asked.
"The Universal Brotherhood free clinic," he answered smoothly. "Nightwalker told me he didn’t have the credit for anything else."
That seemed to satisfy Van, who turned his attention back to field-stripping and cleaning the large rifle that rested in his lap.
Falcon decided that now was the time to say what he had to say. "Nightwalker says he wants me along on the meet. That way I can report back to him what went down."
One of the orks hawked and spat on the floor. "Don’t need no breeder kid," he snarled.
From their expressions, Falcon could see that Knife-Edge and the other Amerinds thought the same way. "Nightwalker’s the tactician," he said, struggling to keep his voice calm. "He said I’d be an asset" —he stressed the word—"to scope out the meet."
Again he watched Knife-Edge’s face as the runner gave it some thought.
"I know the sprawl," Falcon added.
"So do we," the Scuzboy leader snapped.
After a few moments, Knife-Edge shrugged. "Yeah, why not?"
Slick shot his leader a disgusted glance, but didn’t say anything.
"Does Walker have a spot for the meet?" Knife-Edge asked.
Falcon nodded, glad he’d figured it out on the drive back. "He says Pier Forty-two, the Hyundai terminal. With the dockworkers’ strike, it’ll be deserted till dawn."
He glanced over at the Scuzboy leader, saw the ork nod in agreement. "Yeah, dat’s good."
"That’ll do," Knife-Edge concurred. "Now let’s talk tactics.
"I’ll specify that the local’s supposed to come to the meet alone, but there’ll probably be back-up anyway. Benbo, you and I’ll do the face-to-face drek. Van, you take the god spot. Any back-up shows, you take them down."
Van caressed the stock of his weapon tenderly. It was a sniper rifle, Falcon now realized. "Baby’ll do the job. What about the local?"
"Once I know where the paydata is, I want a clean head-shot."
Van nodded. "Null perspiration."
"And Slick, I want you to … bodyguard the kid."
The knife man smiled, showing yellowed teeth. "You got it, chummer."
"What about me and da boys?" the Scuzboy leader asked.
"Perimeter support," Knife-Edge replied. "Secure the area, sanitize it. And if back-up shows, scrag ‘em."
The ork gave a phlegmy chuckle. "Sounds like a party," he growled, fingering one of his chipped tusks.
Falcon scanned the faces around him, wondering what the frag he’d gotten himself into. It wasn’t a meet they were planning. It was an ambush. But what could he say? If he raised any objections, he was sure Slick would stick a knife through his throat. Which was probably what he’d do once Knife-Edge had what he wanted.
"Okay," Knife-Edge said, flowing to his feet in one smooth motion. "Gear up and into the van. I’ll make the call once we’re rolling."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
0230 hours, November 14, 2053
The telecom in the adjoining room rang. Sly answered it at once. Only one person had the direct-connect LTG number, or only one she knew about, that is. And anybody else who knew where she was holing up sure as drek wouldn’t be phoning first.
Argent’s face filled the telecom screen. "Hoi, Sly. What’s up?"
"Whole lot of nothing here," she told him. His expression said he knew she was lying, wordlessly asked her to confide what was troubling her. Best to keep it quiet, she decided. The fewer who know, the better. She shook her head in answer to his unspoken question.
He shrugged. Message received and understood, she thought. "Got word someone’s looking for a solo meet," the chromed runner told her.
"Who?"
"Don’t know for sure," he said. "The contact came from an old associate of Hawk’s, but I don’t know if he’s the principal."
Hawk? Sly wracked her brain for a moment, trying to place the name. Then memory returned. Hawk had been Argent’s closest chummer, combat shaman and second-in-command of the Wrecking Crew. He’d bought it almost a year ago, under circumstances Argent never talked about. Sly suspected the big shaman had gotten scragged on the run that had turned Argent so solidly against Yamatetsu.
"Did you find anything?" she asked.
"Not much," he admitted. "Most of my contacts are lying low because of the corp heat wave. What buzz I did hear says it’s a team of out-of-plex runners."
"Where from?"
"Don’t know, except that it’s not Seattle and not UCAS. Cal Free, maybe, but it’s anybody’s guess."
Sly thought about that for a moment. Out-of-plex, out-of-country. That sounded promising. It was possible these people would have associations with the local corps, but not so likely. "Has the corp war spread?" she speculated out loud.
"Not yet," Argent said slowly, "but my guess is it’s only a matter of time."
Sly nodded to herself. That was good; it cut the odds still further that these out-of-town runners had been hired by Yamatetsu or any of the other big local players. "So they want a meet," she said slowly. "Why?"
Argent shrugged again. "The contact didn’t say much. Just that he knew you had some information that interested them. Something important."
Again Sly saw the unspoken question on his face. She just smiled and shook her head.
The big man sighed. "Okay, your biz," he conceded, "but sometimes keeping it too close to your chest can get you ripped, Sly. But you know that."
Her smile grew warmer; his concern touched her. "Do they want this … information?"
she asked. "Are they looking for a deal?"
"No," Argent said, surprising her. "The way I read it is they’d be just as glad if you keep hold of it." And take all the heat, was what he didn’t have to add. "They just want to discuss it with you, and maybe have some say in its disposition. They’re interested in figuring out the best way to handle it, to realize maximum profit for you and them. Does that make sense to you?"
Sly nodded slowly. "It makes sense. Where do they want the meet?"
"South harbor." He flashed an address, plus map coordinates, onto her screen.
"When?"
"They say time’s of the essence. Oh-four-hundred."
"Today?" She looked at her watch. It was already oh-two thirty-eight.
"Yeah. Tight timing." He paused. "Gonna go, Sly?"
"I don’t know," she answered honestly. "Have you got any reading on these guys at all?"
"Nothing solid," he admitted, "either negative or positive."
She tapped a fingernail against her front teeth. Which way to jump? This could be a setup, or it could mean another group to work with, allies. Which way?
"What would you do?" she asked.
Argent’s face went totally expressionless. "Your run," he said flatly.
She snorted. "I know it’s my run. I’m not asking you to take responsibility, Argent. I’m no newbie. I’m just asking for your reading, friend to friend. It’s my decision, and I’ll make it no matter what you say."
He relaxed. "Yeah. The buzz on the street’s freaking me." Sly knew that was the closest he’d ever come to an apology, but the sentiment was there and that was all that mattered.
She watched him as he thought it through. "Tough call," he said at last. "It could go either way. I don’t want to influence you and get you killed."
"But you’d go for it, wouldn’t you?" she pressed.
"Yeah," he said after another pause. "Yeah, I’d go. But you can bet your assets I’d take back-up. Lots of back-up."
"You said they wanted a solo meet."
"Since when do you let the other team call all the shots?"
"Good point," she acknowledged.
"So, have you got back-up? Or are you totally cut off?"
She glanced through the connecting door, into the other room where the black elf was sprawled on the bed. "Minimal back-up," she admitted.
"Modal," Argent said sourly. "The street says you got him to sell out his Johnson. Do you trust him?"
She didn’t answer immediately, which she knew was answer enough.
"Yeah, I thought so." Argent frowned. "I can send you two guns if you want. You know Mongoose, I think, and I’ll send his street brother Snake."
Sly considered it. She’d met Mongoose, a razorboy with reflexes chipped even higher than Modal’s, on a run the year before. Later she’d heard that he and another sammy called Snake had signed on with Argent to replace Hawk and Toshi, the two men who’d died on a run toward the end of 2052. Mongoose was competent, she knew. Snake had to be too. Argent didn’t hire hacks.
She nodded. "Thanks, I’ll take them. Standard rates, but"—she smiled—"you might have to wait a while for payment."
Argent waved that off. "Just pay their per diem and forget my cut. Want them to meet you down there?" He chuckled. "I think the Mongoose and the Snake would look a little out of place in the Sheraton lobby."
That brought a smile. She remembered Mongoose’s scraggy reverse-mohawk, the angular tattoos on his cheeks, his polished-steel incisors. "Have them meet me at the Fourth Avenue South monorail station." She checked her watch again. "Can they make it by oh-three-fifteen?"
"If you can," he confirmed. "Briefing when they get there?" She nodded. "You got it, Sly." He hesitated. "Wish I could do more."
"You’re doing plenty, chummer," she reassured him. "Thanks for the assist. It’s what I need."
To her surprise, the heavily chromed shadowrunner seemed embarrassed by her gratitude. "Clear it," he said, waving his hand as if to erase something. "Slot and run, Sly. The boys’ll be with you. Give me the scoop later." And he was gone.
She rolled her head to release the tension in her neck. Later, she thought, if there is a later.
 







 
 
 
 
Part TWO
Intersection
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
0315 hours, November 14, 2053
It was cold down on the docks. Falcon zipped his leather jacket shut, turned up the collar. Wished he could have afforded a fleece-collared coat like the ones the Scuzboys sported.
The orks seemed warm enough—or if they weren’t, they were too proud to bitch about it. As for Knife-Edge and the other runners, they had to be toasty-warm in those insulated jumpsuits. Besides, the bulky body armor they wore on top would keep the chill out. The night wind gusted again from Elliot Bay, bringing with it the tang of salt overlaid with the reek of oil and a dozen chemical contaminants. Falcon crossed his arms over his chest and tried to stop his teeth from chattering.
Getting into the Hyundai pier area had been routine. Like all the Seattle docks the Pier 42 section was surrounded by a high fence topped with three strands of cutwire. Private security guards patrolled the perimeter, but it was so long and the security presence diminished so much by corporate cost-cutting, that the odds were very low of actually meeting the sec patrol.
The Scuzboys had handled the fence. One of the orks had scanned it with some kind of hand-held sensor, confirmed it wasn’t electrified and that the alarm would sound only if the wires were actually cut. Another had scrambled up the fence, to sling a flexible blanket of woven Kevlar fibers over the strands of cutwire. Then the rest of them were able to clamber over the fence, and drop safely inside the compound.
To Falcon’s surprise the Hyundai compound wasn’t full of cars. Got to be the dock workers’ strike, he figured. Huge areas were completely empty, deserted parking lots under the carbon arc lights. Down by the pier itself, and around the periphery, huge shipping containers were stacked in long rows. They had to be at least ten meters long by four wide and maybe three high. For a moment, Falcon wondered what was in them. Not cars, he decided. Probably spare parts or something.
Slick jabbed the ganger’s shoulder with a knuckle, pointed toward Knife-Edge, who was already leading the group toward the water. The runner was using the stacked containers as cover from any security guards who happened to be wandering around the area. Rubbing his shoulder, Falcon followed.
The section called Pier Forty-two was actually two piers, extending almost due west. They were newer than the areas of the docks further north, less decrepit and drek-kicked. Falcon assumed they must have been destroyed when this portion of Elliot Bay caught fire three years ago—ah, the wonders of water pollution—and had recently been rebuilt. On each pier was a mobile gantry crane, huge red-painted structures that Falcon thought looked big enough to lift a small building.
Knife-Edge stopped in an open area between two rows of containers. He looked around, apparently estimating distances and sight-angles. After a moment he nodded. "This is it. Ground zero." He grinned nastily.
Falcon made his own inspection, had to admit that it was a good place for a meet. Or for an ambush. The open area was roughly square, maybe fifteen meters on a side, and could be reached by following one of four "lanes" between stacked containers. (For a moment, he wondered how the local runner would know where, in the entire Hyundai compound, the meet would take place. But Knife-Edge would have that figured, wouldn’t he? Maybe he’d send out the Scuzboys to leave markers—symbols scratched on shipping containers, perhaps—identifying the specific location.)
Knife-Edge pointed up at the gantry crane looming over the open area. "How’s that for the god spot?"
Van considered it, cradling his sniper rifle like a baby in his arms. Then he nodded. "I’ll take the catwalk there," he stated, indicating an accessway about halfway up the crane’s structure. "It gives me cover plus a three-sixty degree field of view." He squinted his eyes, estimating distance. "About sixty meters to ground zero, give or take." He smiled. "From that range, you tell me which eyebrow hair you want me to hit."
Knife-Edge slapped him on the shoulder. "Set up an open perimeter, but stay hidden," he told the orks. "Anybody who wants to come in, let ‘em. But watch them close. If I squawk three times"—he held up his microtransceiver, pressed a button, causing a muffled electronic buzz from everyone else’s radio—"take down any back-up you’ve got spotted. Understand?"
The Scuzboy leader nodded. "Null persp," he drawled. "Me and da boys done this before." He gestured to his chummers, barked something unintelligible in what Falcon assumed to be some kind of gangspeak.
As the orks dispersed into the night, Knife-Edge pointed to a container on the south side of the open area.
"Benbo and I will hang up top," he said. "When the trogs report the local’s arrived, we’ll make the meet." He patted the microtransceiver, which was now clipped to his belt. "I’ll keep a channel open so you can all hear what’s going down."
"What about me? And him?" Slick demanded, glaring at Falcon.
"Up there." The leader pointed to another container on the north side of "ground zero." The killing zone, Falcon thought uncomfortably. "Belly down on top of the container, and just hang. When the drek comes down, you’ll know what to do, Slick."
The Amerindian chuckled, a sound that chilled Falcon to the bone. "Yeah, I’ll know what to do." He prodded Falcon in the shoulder again. "You heard the man. Let’s move." He adjusted the sling on his assault rifle and headed for the spot Knife-Edge had indicated.
As he climbed the ladder welded to the outside of the container, Falcon saw that the orks had already disappeared, presumably setting up a loose perimeter around the area. Van was clambering up the ladder leading to his sniper nest, while Benbo and Knife-Edge were checking the area one last time before taking their own positions.
Falcon didn’t like what was going down. He was convinced that if Nightwalker were here, the runner would insist on a fair meet rather than this ambush. But Nightwalker can get away with that drek, he told himself. I can’t. Raising any kind of objection would be the quickest way of getting himself killed.
With a sigh, he swung himself onto the top of the container, took up his position next to Slick. He stuck his hand in his pocket, felt the reassuring heft of his Fichetti. (To his surprise, the Amerindian runners hadn’t asked about a weapon, and he sure as frag wasn’t going to volunteer the information.) The metal container was cold, leeching from his body what little heat remained. He arranged himself into the least uncomfortable position and settled down to wait.
He didn’t have to wait long. It was oh-three-forty according to his watch when he heard Slick’s radio crackle. "Dey’re here," an ork voice whispered. "Da scag an’ two back-up. Comin’ from da east."
"Two?" Knife-Edge’s voice over the radio sounded skeptical. "That’s all?"
"Dat’s all we seen," the ork confirmed.
"Nobody could have leaked through?"
The Scuzboy snarled wordlessly. "We know our biz, Mr. fragging Tribal."
"Check the perimeter," Knife-Edge insisted.
The ork was silent for a moment, and Falcon thought he was going to refuse. But then he growled, "Okay, youse guys, sound off. Position one?"
"Yeah."
"Two?"
"Check."
"T’ree?" Silence. "T’ree?" the ork demanded again. Beside Falcon, Slick moved nervously, flicked the safety off on his AK-97.
"Position t’ree?" There was real tension in the Scuzboy’s voice now.
"Three here." The reply was a disgusted whisper. "Fraggin’ radio’s futzin’ up on me."
Falcon heard the ork leader snort. "Position four?"
"Check," the final ork answered.
"Perimeter confirmed," the Scuzboy boss concluded. "And dere’s still just da two back-up. Razorboys, botha dem. Still coming from da nort’. Hold it." There was silence for a moment, then the ork spoke again. "Okay, we got da scag coming on alone. Da razorguys is splitting up to cover."
"Can they spot your boys?" Knife-Edge asked.
The ork laughed harshly. "If dey do, it’s gonna be da last t’ing dey ever see."
"I got a sighting." The voice was Van’s. "The subject’s about thirty meters out, coming slowly."
"Armed?" demanded Knife-Edge.
"Nothing heavy," the sniper said. "Personal weapon only." He hesitated. "I can take the shot now …"
"Maybe the paydata’s hidden somewhere," Knife-Edge told him. "I’ll give you the signal. Okay, chummers," the runner’s voice came a little louder. "Show time. I’ll keep an open channel."
Falcon saw two dark figures drop from the top of a container across the open space. Knife-Edge, who seemed to have removed his plated vest, and the heavily armored Benbo. Neither had any obvious weapons, though Falcon was sure they had holdouts of some kind hidden somewhere on their persons. Not that they really needed them, with Van the sniper and with Slick ready to rock and roll with his AK assault rifle. Edge and Benbo positioned themselves near the southwest corner of the open area, facing the "lane" down which the local runner would be coming, but well out of Slick’s line of fire.
The local runner emerged into the killing zone, then stopped and coolly surveyed the area. Falcon stared, unabashed.
She’s beautiful, he thought. The woman was tall and slender, with dark wavy hair. Good curves, too, shown off nicely by her street leathers. She moved with confidence and grace, a hint of controlled power. Like a martial artist, Falcon noted. He wished he could see her face better, but the light wasn’t good enough. There was the hint of an olive complexion and high cheekbones, but he couldn’t be sure.
But what did it matter anyway? he thought with a twinge of sadness and guilt. Won’t be much left of her face after Van’s put a bullet through it. In his mind’s eye he saw the sniper carefully aligning his scope’s crosshairs with the woman’s head.
The Amerindian leader stepped forward, stopping ten meters away from her. Benbo followed a step behind and to the right, his heavy armor making him look grotesque in comparison to the slender woman.
"I’m Knife-Edge." Falcon heard the words from two sources—from Slick’s radio, and an instant later directly from the killing zone. The minuscule time lag added a dreamlike element to the scene.
The woman nodded. "Sly," she said, introducing herself. "I got word you wanted to talk."
"We got word you’ve got something we’re interested in," Knife-Edge countered. "We made a run against Yamatetsu Corporation, but we got hosed. Somebody else got the paydata. Buzz on the street says that’s you. Have you got it?"
The woman shrugged. Falcon thought he could see a smile. "My biz," she stated.
Knife-Edge nodded in acknowledgement. "Your biz," he concurred. "We don’t want it. We just want to make sure it’s disposed of properly. The drek’s really going to come down if it gets loose, you know that."
Sly was silent for a moment, apparently considering the Amerindian’s words. "Maybe," she admitted finally. "How do you plan to dispose of it?"
"Uh-uh." Knife-Edge shook his head. "First I’ve got to know if I’m talking to the right person. Have you got the paydata or haven’t you?"
Next to him, Falcon felt Slick tense, saw him shift his grip on the AK. He could imagine Van taking aim, tightening his finger on the trigger.
Sly drew breath to answer.
And then all fragging hell broke loose.
Something slammed into Benbo’s chest, lanced through the armor as if it didn’t exist. Blew out most of the Amerind samurai’s back. Benbo spun, arms flailing, head flopping loosely now that most of his spine was missing. For a terrible moment, Falcon could see right through the man’s chest—a gaping hole, with little flames licking around the ragged edges. The samurai flopped to the ground in a messy heap. Magic! Falcon thought. What else could it be?
"Holy fragging drek!" That was Sly, the female runner. She flung herself back and to the side, rolling toward the cover offered by a cargo container.
Knife-Edge snarled. A pistol had appeared in his hand, apparently out of thin air. He raised it, leveled it at Sly.
Something punched through his stomach, low and on the left side, spinning him wildly and flinging him from his feet. Whatever it was slammed into the container behind him, blowing a hole the size of a man’s fist in the thick metal. What the frag was that?
Falcon heard a vicious spit from above and to his right. Van with his sniper rifle was getting into the act. The bullet spanged off the container beside Sly. She rolled again, trying to bring up the weapon that was suddenly in her hand. But before she could bring it to bear, the sniper’s second round grazed her arm, and the pistol flew from her grip.
Then automatic fire spattered and clanged against the catwalk where Van had his nest, striking blue and white sparks from the metal. Falcon heard a scream, saw the sniper rifle fall from the crane to crash out of sight among the containers.
The previously silent pier was suddenly alive with gunfire and muffled explosions. A spray of tracers, yellow dashes of light, arced wildly into the sky. Falcon couldn’t see any possible target. Possibly the gunner had been hit, and his dying reflex had squeezed off the burst as he fell. In the chaos, it was impossible to count how many distinct firefights were actually going down, but there certainly seemed to be more shooters than the five Scuzboys and the two razorguys they’d seen arrive with Sly.
Falcon looked down into the killing zone again. It was empty except for what was left of Benbo. He knew Sly’s wound hadn’t been mortal, and it looked like Knife-Edge had survived whatever had cored him front-to-back. But what the hell was that thing?
He heard a growl beside and behind him. He turned.
It was Slick, of course, his face ugly with rage. "You fragging sold us out!" he snarled. "You’re gonna die, pudlicker!" He started to bring his assault rifle up, slowly, as if to draw out his enjoyment.
Too slowly. With a panicked yell, Falcon dragged the Fichetti from his pocket.
As soon as he saw the pistol emerge, Slick tried to snap the rifle onto line. But he was still too late. Falcon saw the Amerind’s eyes widen as the Fichetti’s laser painted his forehead. And then his face simply disintegrated as the ganger pulled the trigger again and again.
Nausea knotted Falcon’s stomach, threatened to make him spew. He turned his face away from the smashed ruins of Slick’s head.
Bullets slammed into the container from somewhere, ringing it like a gong. Apparently even the relatively quiet shots from his pistol had attracted unwanted attention.
He started to roll toward the north side of the container, the side away from the killing zone, then hesitated, glancing down at the pistol. The Fichetti was a convenient weapon, and it had already saved his life twice. But it was like a peashooter next to the thing—magic, rifle, artillery, whatever it was—that had blown a hole right through the heavily armored Benbo. He needed more firepower.
He rolled back, tugged the AK-97 from Slick’s nerveless fingers. Even coming that close to the corpse turned his stomach. But he needed the weapon. He checked that the safety was off and that there was a round in the chamber. That was just about as far as his knowledge of automatic weapons extended. Fortunately the AK was a recent model, with a digital ammunition counter just below the rear sight. It read twenty-two, which looked good to Falcon. He stuffed the Fichetti back into his pocket, slipped the AK’s sling over his head and right arm, and crawled to the north edge of the container.
There was a ladder on this side, too. The barrel of the assault rifle clanged against the container halfway down, and Falcon braced himself for some kind of impact. But nobody shot at him. When he was less than two meters from the ground, he jumped.
Forgetting, of course, about his bad ankle. He howled with agony as he hit, keeping his feet only with difficulty. Muffling his curses, he unslung the AK and looked around him.
The lane between the containers was dark. And—thank the spirits and totems—empty. He paused for a moment. What the frag do I do now? he asked himself.
A long burst of autofire, punctuated by a scream of mortal agony, answered the question for him. Just get myself the frag out of here! He looked around again, getting his bearings. Okay, he thought, the crane’s to the west, so the way out is that way. He started off in a limping run. Reached an "intersection" where two lanes met, hung a hard right.
And skidded to a stop. The female runner—Sly—was a couple of meters ahead of him. As he rounded the corner, she’d dropped into a combat crouch. In her hands was the weapon she’d dropped in the killing ground—a brutal hogleg of a revolver. She held it steady in both hands, aiming it directly at Falcon’s heart.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
0356 hours, November 14, 2053
Another Amerind, Sly thought. Part of the same gang? He had to be. Smaller than the others, but armed with a fragging AK-97. Sly started to squeeze the trigger. The laser sighting dot touched the center of the man’s chest.
He didn’t try to bring the assault rifle to bear. Instead he held it in his left hand, pistoned both arms out to the sides. "No!" he gasped. She tightened down on the trigger. Another couple of grams and the trigger would break, sending a bullet slamming into his heart.
And that was when she realized just what she was seeing. He’s a kid, she thought in astonishment. Big for his age, but no older than sixteen, maybe seventeen. Old enough to carry an AK, old enough to kill her… .
But he wasn’t trying to kill her. She held her fire, emotions warring within her. The trigger was just a hair short of breaking. There was no way she’d fail to get the shot off before he could bring the AK onto line.
"No …" More of a moan this time.
She couldn’t grease him, not like this. "Drop it!" she screamed. "Drop it now!"
He dropped it. The assault rifle crashed to the ground. In his eyes she saw terror, confusion, a whole suite of other emotions.
Not a pro, then. And what did that mean? The Amerinds who’d faced her at the meet—the unarmored one and his back-up—were cool, controlled. Pros, definitely pros. The sniper up on the crane, him too. He almost got her before someone else took him out. All pros, all experienced runners. Why would they have this greenie kid along with them on a run? If he was with them at all … .
Frag it, what was she supposed to do now? What do you do with prisoners in a firefight? Damn it, this had never happened to her before. When the lead started to fly, you flatlined the bad guys and got the frag out. Anybody you didn’t know to be a friend was a target, plain and simple.
But she couldn’t bring herself to geek this kid. Not like this, not in what currently served for cold blood. If he made a move for another weapon, she could do it in an instant, no worries, no second thoughts, no guilt. But not now.
And she couldn’t just leave him behind. He could have any number of holdouts, ready to put a slug into her skull the instant she turned away from him. Frag it!
Modal would drop him in his tracks, she knew, just to be sure. It was the only logical thing to do, and his violet pills would guarantee that no confusing emotions got in the way.
But I’m not Modal, Sly thought.
"Hands behind your head!" she shouted, her decision made. "Move it!"
The kid laced his fingers behind his head. There was a plea in his eyes, but he kept silent.
"Turn around," she told him. He obeyed instantly. "Look back and you’re dead. Move your hands and you’re dead. Now move."
The kid started forward along the lane between the stacked containers. She saw that he was limping slightly, favoring his left leg. She rose from her combat crouch, her own left knee feeling like it was on fire. Great, two cripples. Club Gimp. She kept her pistol trained on him, her laser dot on the back of his neck. She started after him, keeping a good three meters back. Too far for him to be able to jump her before she could put a couple of rounds into him. When she reached the dropped AK, she crouched and scooped it up with her left hand, without letting her eyes or her laser sight waver from her prisoner. Quickly, before the kid could react, she shoved her Warhawk into her pocket, settled the AK against her hip. It had a laser sight, too. The assault rifle’s targeting spot replaced her pistol’s on the young Amerindian’s back. With the weight of the AK in her hands, she felt confidence flooding back into her. Her knee hurt like drek, and the wound she’d taken in her left forearm from the sniper burned and dripped blood. But with the additional firepower she thought she had a better chance of getting out of this intact.
"Keep walking," she ordered.
They reached an intersection. "Stop!" The kid froze in his tracks, didn’t look back, didn’t shift his hands a millimeter. She hesitated for a moment, getting her bearings. Fortunately the crane made a good landmark. "Turn left," she instructed, "and move faster."
The kid picked up his pace down the new lane. From his limp, she new that the faster gait must be hurting him severely, but he didn’t make a sound. She followed, keeping the three-meter separation constant.
Multiple firefights were still going on around her. She could hear the sporadic chattering of autofire from at least four directions, but nothing sounded near enough to worry about. Not for the moment. From the sound, she figured all the firing was coming from SMGs or maybe light carbines. Her armor jacket would stop SMG rounds at any reasonable range, but what about that monster weapon, whatever it was—the thing that had gutted the Amerindian razorguy? What the frag was it? And how portable was it? Could the gunner be stalking her right now? She felt the muscles of her back and belly tighten.
"Faster," she commanded. The kid obeyed without a word, speeding up to a shambling run. The AK’s sighting dot bounced around as she matched his pace, but it never left his back.
Another intersection. If she remembered correctly, the rendezvous spot she’d arranged with Modal should be to the left. Will Modal be there? she wondered. Or is he already down? Am I alone? One way or another, worrying about it wasn’t going to help. You made a plan and stuck to it, changing it only when you knew it was hosed.
"Turn left," she snapped.
This new lane was narrower, the shadows deeper. She was moving away from the carbon arc lamps that illuminated the wharf area. The containers that made up the lane walls weren’t jammed together nose-to-tail like they were closer to the cranes. That meant there were gaps between them, gaps easily big enough for a gunman to hide in. She scanned from side to side, but it was useless. The shadows were impenetrable. The first clue she’d get that a shooter was there was when the first rounds hit. "Faster," she shouted.
Where the frag was Modal?
A laser dazzled her left eye. She spun, trying to bring the AK around, knowing she’d never make it. She tensed for the hammering impact as the first bullet shattered her skull.
No impact. She continued her turn, about to clamp down on the assault rifle’s trigger.
"It’s Modal." The elf’s voice sounded from the gap to her left. The laser painting her face died.
She released the trigger, lowered the AK’s barrel to point at the ground.
Modal stepped out of the darkness. He had his Ares Predator in his left hand; a silenced Ingram SMG filled his right. "What’s this?" He gestured at the Amerindian kid with the heavy pistol.
"Prisoner," she told him.
He scowled at that. She could tell what he thought of the idea.
"We take him with us," Sly said forcefully, her voice brooking no argument. "Maybe he can tell us what’s gone down."
"I can tell you that," the elf grunted. "It’s totally fugazi, that’s what it is. There were four orks on the perimeter. I took one, borrowed his radio. Now they’re fighting with somebody else. One group, maybe even two. They act corp." In his eyes were questions he obviously didn’t want to voice just yet.
Sly knew she wanted answers to the same questions. "Maybe he can tell us," she suggested, inclining her head toward the kid. He was standing as still as if he’d been petrified, every muscle in his body rigid as they argued his fate behind his back.
Modal considered that for a moment, then nodded. "It’s your call."
"Where’s Mongoose and Snake?"
"I saw Snake go down. He’s dead. Mongoose?" He shrugged.
"Then just get us the frag out of here," she told him. "I think the meet’s adjourned."
Sly peeled back the protective cover of the slap patch, applied it to the bullet wound in her left forearm. The patch stung for an instant, the way it always did. Then the sting faded, taking with it the sharp, throbbing pain. Thank god for slap patches, she thought, pressing on it to make sure the adhesive held. Already she could taste the familiar flavor of olives as the DMSO—dimethyl sulfoxide—in the patch absorbed into her bloodstream, bringing with it the painkillers, energizers, and antibacterial agents that would start the healing process. She hated the taste in her mouth—always had—but she’d certainly gotten used to it over the years.
They were in the shadows of the Alaskan Way viaduct, about level with University Street. The Renraku Arcology separated them from Pier 42 and the fragged-up meet. Sly knew that it shouldn’t make her feel any safer, because Renraku was after her too, but it did.
She glanced at her watch. It was oh-four-twenty—only twenty minutes after the meet was supposed to have started. Busy morning, she told herself with a wry grin.
Modal was crouching in the shadows next to her. The kid—now wearing a set of plastic restraints, courtesy of the elf—huddled against a concrete pillar a couple of meters away. Modal was examining the Fichetti Security 500 he’d taken from the kid’s pocket.
"Good piece for a gutterpunk," the elf remarked to Sly, slipping the gun into his own pocket.
She knew that Modal was actually saying the boy wasn’t as innocent as he looked, but decided to ignore him. For the first time since they got to the viaduct, she spoke to the kid, not about him. "What’s your name?"
"Dennis Falk," the kid answered. "Falcon."
She looked at his leather jacket. No gang colors, but something about him told her he had to be a ganger. "Who do you run with?"
"First Nation," he mumbled.
That made sense. The First Nation was a low-level Amerind gang that claimed the dock area near the Kingdome. Was that how he’d come to be at Pier 42? Out on gang biz and he stumbled into the meet from hell? "What were you doing at the pier tonight?" she asked. "And where did you get this?" She patted the assault rifle that rested across her knees.
He looked up into her face, his dark eyes steady. The terror was gone, replaced now by intelligence. He was trying to figure out just what, and how much, to tell her.
"Don’t lie to me," she said quietly. "Remember, you don’t know how much I know. And if you do lie, I might decide that Modal here is right about what to do with prisoners." Playing along with the game, Modal bared his teeth at the kid in a feral smile.
Good cop, bad cop. It always worked. She saw the potential resistance vanish from Falcon’s eyes. "What were you doing there?" she repeated.
"I came with them," he muttered. "The Amerindian runners."
Modal shot her a sharp look. So he is an enemy after all, Sly thought. She saw Modal slip his finger onto the trigger of the kid’s own Fichetti.
The kid was still talking. "I found out it was a setup. It was never a meet, it was always an ambush. But I couldn’t do anything about it, they’d have geeked me."
"Hold the phone," Sly said, more to Modal than the kid. Looking a little disappointed, the elf lowered the Fichetti. "Get your story straight here. What—exactly—is your connection with the Amerinds who set me up?"
Falcon launched into a weird, scattered story about meeting a wounded Amerindian shadowrunner, helping him get to a rendezvous with his chummers after a hosed run. When the runner croaked, the kid had thrown in his lot with the others to make sure that the dead runner’s last wishes were carried out. Or something.
Modal caught her eye, shook his head. The story didn’t sound credible. People didn’t get involved in major shadowruns just because some stranger flatlined in their arms.
No, that wasn’t necessarily true. Kids might. Kids whose only ideas about shadowrunning came from the trid or from simsense. She looked into Falcon’s eyes again. She thought he was telling the truth.
The kid still hadn’t finished. "The meet was an ambush from the start," he repeated. "Then the drek hit the fan, and the runner ‘bodyguarding’ me thought I’d sold them out. He was going to geek me. So I shot him and took his AK. Then I just wanted to bug out. I was heading for the fence when I met you."
That hung together too, Sly thought. When she’d first seen the kid, he didn’t seem comfortable or familiar with the assault rifle, as though he’d just picked it up a few seconds before.
"So just what happened when the meet crashed?" she asked.
Falcon shrugged. "First thing I knew, something blew the drek out of Benbo." (That had to be the heavily armored samurai guarding the leader.) "Slick thought it was something you’d set up, but I saw your face when Benbo keeled. You were as surprised as anyone." He hesitated, then asked, "What the frag was that? Magic?"
"I think I got it figured," Modal answered. "It took me a while. Sly, you ever hear of a Barret?"
She thought for a moment, shook her head.
"It’s old," the elf continued, "maybe nineteen-eighties or nineties. But it’s the ultimate sniper rifle.
"It’s a big thing. Bolt action, single-shot. But it’s chambered for fifty-caliber rounds. Bloody fifty-cal machine gun rounds, mate. It’ll take any standard MG ammunition—military ball, tracer, explosive, SLAP, APDS, white phosphorous—and it’s accurate at a klick and a half. A good sniper can squeeze off three shots before the first hits."
She remembered seeing the gaping hole blasted right through the Amerindian samurai. She shuddered. "Fifty-cal explosive rounds …"
"I don’t think those were explosives," Modal corrected. "More like APDS tipped with depleted uranium. The ultimate anti-armor round. The slug hits anything solid—like armor—and the kinetic energy pushes the uranium over the activation threshold. It catches fire, and it burns at more than two thousand degrees Celsius." He grinned nastily. "Enough to bloody well ruin the day of any street sammy, if you ask me."
In her imagination, Sly could still see the fireball burning in the Amerindian’s chest before it burst out of his back. "That’s serious drek," she murmured. With an effort she turned her attention back to Falcon. "So who was it took out your chummers?"
"They’re not my chummers," he corrected her quietly. Then he shook his head. "I don’t know."
"Corp teams," Modal put in. "Like I said."
"Let’s get back to the Amerindians," Sly suggested. "I don’t suppose they told you why they were after me."
"Sure," Falcon said, nodding his head vigorously. "Nightwalker told me. Lost tech, from the crash."
Sly and Modal exchanged glances. She hesitated, afraid to ask the next question—the key question. "Did he say what lost tech?" she inquired slowly.
"Sure," the kid repeated. "Fiber optics."
The kid continued to explain for several minutes. When he was finished, Sly found herself just staring at him. Shocked. Tox, she thought. No wonder the corps are going to war. The ability to tap into a competitor’s supposedly secure communications. More than that, to change the flow of data. She knew how prevalent was fiber-optic communication. Everything used it. The LTG system, the Matrix. Dedicated corporate and government datalines, too, because light lines were supposed to be immune to tapping. Even military channels, for frag’s sake, because fiber optics would be unaffected by the electromagnetic pulse if anyone set off a nuke in the upper atmosphere.
How many trillions of nuyen had been invested in this "ultra-secure" technology? There was no way that the megacorps, the governments, could switch everything to another medium of communication, not immediately. And during the transition phase, whoever had the technology Falcon described could quite literally control every facet of a competitor’s communications. To gain that kind of advantage—or to avoid that kind of disadvantage—the corps would do anything. Even go to war.
She looked over at Modal. He understood the enormity of it, too. She could see it in his eyes. "Jesus," he breathed. "Sharon Louise …"
"I know." She stared at Falcon for a few more moments. The kid met her gaze steadily.
"I want to work with you," he said at last. He was obviously trying to keep the fear and tension out of his voice, but wasn’t doing a very good job.
Modal snorted. Sly ignored the elf. "Why?" she asked.
"Nightwalker wanted to do the right thing with the information when he got it," the kid explained. "He wanted to destroy it so nobody could use it. He wanted to rat the corp that was doing it to the Corporate Court in Zurich-Orbital.
"I think Knife-Edge had other ideas," Falcon went on. "I think he wanted to keep it for himself. Use it himself, maybe, or sell it to the highest bidder." He shook his head. "Nightwalker didn’t want that.
"You’ve got the information," he said quietly. "What are you planning to do with it?"
And that was the big question, wasn’t it? Sly thought. Destroying the encrypted file and all the information it contained—that was obviously the best choice on the global scale. But on the personal level it was no answer at all. She’d know she’d destroyed the file, but how would the corps know? I could tell them, and of course they’d believe me, yeah, right. No, with a prize this important, even the slightest chance—no matter how remote—that she hadn’t destroyed the file, that she’d kept a copy, and the corps would stay on her trail. Eventually they’d grab her and torture her to death to confirm to their own satisfaction she was telling the truth. And even if they did believe she’d destroyed it, they’d still keep after her for much the same reason. When suitably "motivated," maybe she could remember some details from the file that might let them steal a march on their competitors.
No, destroying the file wasn’t the obvious solution it seemed.
"What are you going to do?" Falcon asked again.
"I don’t know," she admitted. "I haven’t found the answer yet."
"I want to help you find it."
Modal snorted again. Again Sly ignored him. "Why? It’s not your fight."
Watching the kid’s face, she could see the real answer that was ringing in his head. Because his friend Nightwalker would have wanted it this way. Fuzzy-headed, sentimental, over-emotional drek!
At least the kid didn’t say it out loud. He shrugged. "Because it’s important," he said slowly. "And because you’ll need all the help you can get."
A laser painted the side of Falcon’s face. Modal had the Fichetti raised, ready to blow the kid’s head off.
"No, Modal," she snapped, forcing the whip-crack of command into her voice.
He didn’t lower the gun, but neither did he pull the trigger. "He’s a liability, Sly," the elf said emotionlessly.
"No. I’m an asset." The kid jumped on the last word like it had some real significance to him.
And Sly had to agree with him. "Leave him," she said quietly to Modal. "Until I say otherwise, he’s with us."
"You’re making a mistake."
"It’s mine to make."
"Not if it gets me scragged, too," Modal said. But he lowered the pistol, slipped it into his pocket.
That was one advantage of the pills, Sly had to admit. No bulldrek male ego, no worry about saving face. "I want to get out of here," she said. "We need wheels. Modal, can you boost us a car?"
Driving the stolen Westwind back to the Sheraton, Modal groused about leaving his bike behind, but Sly knew he was just blowing off steam. He understood as well as she did that going back to pick up the bikes would be too much of a risk. She’d wondered idly whether Mongoose had ever made it out of the killing zone. She’d have to call Argent when she got a chance to update him on what went down. And to tell him that at least one of his boys wasn’t coming home.
The kid who called himself Falcon had ridden in the back with her. Grudgingly, Modal had followed Sly’s instructions and cut off the restraints, but only after subjecting the Amerindian to something only one step away from a strip search.
Now the car was abandoned in the underground parkade of the Washington Athletic Club, across the street from the Sheraton, with the AK-97 in the trunk. Modal had bitched about that, too, but hadn’t had an answer when Sly asked him how he expected to smuggle the assault rifle into the hotel. He knew as well as she did that the Sheraton’s weapons detectors would pick up their handguns, Modal’s Ingram. As in most better-class hotels, the security personnel would simply have recorded that the guests in rooms 1203 and 1205 were carrying "personal defense devices." But the matter wouldn’t be so routine if the electronics suite were to pick up the AK concealed under somebody’s coat.
The clock on the bedside table of room 1205 read oh-four-fifty-one. Only two hours since they’d left the hotel for the meet. It felt more like days.
The kid, Falcon, flopped down in an armchair. In the brighter light, he looked younger than she’d originally thought, no older than fifteen. And he looked tired, like he hadn’t slept in days. His face was pinched, his olive complexion pale.
"You want to crash out?" she asked. "Use the bed in the other room."
He nodded, then asked hesitantly, "Is there anything to eat?"
She glanced over at Modal. "Why don’t you call room service?" she suggested. "Get some food up here for all of us. I’ve got to make a call."
She could see that Modal wanted to argue—he obviously still thought the kid was a liability—but he held his tongue. She shrugged. As the elf had said, keeping the kid with them was her mistake to make. Despite his misgivings he was going along with her.
She sat down on the bed of room 1203, keyed in Agarwal’s LTG number.
"Have you seen the news?" was the ex-decker’s first question when he answered the phone and saw who it was.
"Not really." Modal had turned on the radio in the stolen car, but Sly hadn’t really given the news report much attention. She wracked her brain, trying to remember what the significant stories had been. Gang clashes, random street violence … But what had Argent said? The gangs weren’t involved, and the violence was neither random nor unmotivated. She felt cold. "It’s starting, isn’t it?" she asked Agarwal.
Agarwal didn’t answer her question directly, but his serious expression was communication enough. "As of about five minutes ago," he said quietly, "there have been no more reports of anything that could be corporate violence in the news media. And any descriptions of such events in the current affairs databases were erased. What does that tell you, Sharon?"
A lot. Fear twisted within her, but she forced a chuckle. "I guess it doesn’t mean it’s all over, huh?"
"What it tells me," Agarwal went on, as though she hadn’t spoken, "is that the metroplex government—possibly backed by the federal bureaucracy—has issued a ‘D Notice’, an official gag order. Add to that the fact that just before your call, a voice-only announcement from Governor Schultz was broadcast on all trid and radio channels, and posted in all datafaxes and newsbases." He snorted. "At five to five in the morning, I assume the voice was synthesized. The illustrious governor is rarely known to rise before ten."
"What did Schultz say?" Sly asked.
"That all of the untoward gang and street violence has come to an end," Agarwal said bleakly. "That the government has stepped in. That everything is back to normal, and that no citizen of the metroplex should fear for his or her safety." He snorted again. "As if the government could guarantee that in a corporate war." He shook his head. "All members of government are liars. They are consummate liars, they lie continuously. They know that we know that they lie, but they lie just the same. And then they talk about their honor."
The ex-decker chuckled wryly. "Forgive me my political digressions." He sighed. "I blush to inform you I have yet to break the file completely."
"I don’t know that it matters so much anymore," she admitted. "You were right, it’s lost tech. And now I know exactly what." As efficiently as possible, she briefed him on what Falcon had told her.
When she was finished, Agarwal looked pale, shaken. "So the Concord of Zurich-Orbital is about to collapse?"
She shrugged. "It didn’t seem to do much good," she said. "Yamatetsu was still working counter to it, and I guess the rest of the corps were too."
"Yes, yes," Agarwal brushed that off. "But there is more to the Concord than just the matter of fiber optics, Sharon. Much more. It is perhaps the most wide-ranging agreement the megacorporations have ever entered into with each other.
"The Concord has provisions covering most facets of communications technology," he went on. "You know that most of the zaibatsus have their own satellites, communication and otherwise? Well, many of those satellites are thought to have sophisticated jamming circuits, or even anti-satellite—ASAT—capability, to destroy the communication assets of a competitor. Similarly, many megacorporations still carry out research into ‘core wars’—which, as I mentioned to you earlier, is viral warfare against a competitor’s computer systems.
"Of course, if any corporation were to use any of these capabilities—jamming, ASAT, or viral—there would be reprisals. Followed by counter-reprisals, followed by escalation. Followed by a level of—shall we say—‘digital bloodletting’ that no corporation would wish to even contemplate.
"That is the importance of the Concord, Sharon," Agarwal concluded, "to prevent that. And it has worked, for more than twenty years. In 2041, an Atlanta-based corporation called Lanrie—a small player, its influence limited to the Confederated American States—infected a competitor in Miami with a tailored computer virus. Somehow the major zaibatsus found out about it. Under the terms of the Concord of Zurich-Orbital, and with the sanction of the Corporate Court, the megacorporations totally destroyed Lanrie. Shattered its financial structure. Destroyed its facilities and assets. Executed its Board of Directors. All as an object lesson. Since then nobody has actually practiced viral warfare."
Sly was shaken to the core. Her skin felt as cold as if an icy draft were blowing through the room. "And the corps are ready to break the Concord?"
Agarwal nodded. "The Corporate Court is trying to call them back," he explained, "like hunting dogs to heel. To remind them of the Concord, no doubt, and its importance. But—as I told you the last time we talked—the zaibatsus are ignoring the Court’s edicts. The potential benefits of the prize—the lost technology—outweigh the potential dangers of breaking the Concord. Or so the megacorporations see it."
She thought it through for a few moments. "Have they crossed the line yet?" she asked. "Has anybody passed the point of no return?"
"Not yet. But all are perilously close to the line. The situation is more unstable than ever before."
"Can it be stabilized again?"
"Up to the point that one megacorporation makes a substantive, direct attack against significant assets of another," Agarwal pronounced, "yes."
"How?"
He fixed her with his tired eyes. "If we assume that the corporations remain on the precipice, and don’t go over before you can act," he said slowly, "I think it all rests in your hands. In how you deal with the information you hold.
"The way I see it," he continued, "you have two choices. The first is to destroy the information."
That suggestion wasn’t new; she’d already considered it and discarded it. "It won’t work," she told Agarwal. "Nobody would believe I’d destroyed it."
"As you say," he agreed.
"And the second choice?"
"If you can’t make sure that nobody gets the information," he said, "then make sure everybody gets it. Disseminate it, publicize it, so that every megacorporation has equal access to the information. The only answer is to keep the playing field level and to make sure everyone knows it’s level. When one corporation, or faction of corporations, has an advantage—or is thought to have an advantage—then things are unstable. Do you understand, Sharon?"
She nodded slowly. In concept, it made perfect sense,
it was simple. But … "How?" she demanded.
He spread his hands eloquently. Search me … .
"And what if I don’t manage it?"
"Corporate war," Agarwal stated positively. "The collapse of the world’s economy within a few days of its start. The first food riots probably wouldn’t occur for at least a week. The big question is whether civilian governments would have time to launch military action before they collapsed. I think any nuclear exchange would probably be quite limited…."
He kept talking, but Sly had stopped listening.
What the frag am I going to do? she asked herself again and again.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
0515 hours, November 14, 2053
Falcon ate like a starving man, which was exactly what he was. The woman, Sly, had said to get enough food to feed them all. The black elf—Modal, Falcon thought his name was—had gone a little overboard. Three burgers—real beef, not soy filler—pasta salad, bread, cheese, salad … more food for the three of them than Falcon would have picked out for six of his gang chummers. He scoped out the hotel room. Of course, anybody who could afford this kind of doss wasn’t going to skimp on food.
No skin off my butt anyway, he thought, and no cred off my stick. With that established, he set to with a will.
By the time he’d polished off a burger, two cheese sandwiches, an apple, and some strange star-shaped fruit he didn’t recognize, Falcon was starting to feel a little better. Modal was sprawled on the bed watching him. The elf had polished off his own burger quick enough, and now he was sucking on a beer he’d pulled from the room’s minibar.
Thinking that a beer would go down just wiz, Falcon glanced at the elf, at the beer in his hand, raised an eyebrow questioningly. Modal’s expression and body language didn’t change. He’d still rather see me flatlined, Falcon thought. Which means he’s not likely to offer me a drink. He hesitated, then crossed to the minibar and fished out his own beer. An import, he saw, in a real glass bottle. Modal was scowling fiercely, but at least he hadn’t shot him. Falcon twisted off the top, sprawled back in his chair, and gave the brew the attention it deserved.
A few minutes later, the door to the adjoining room swung open. Falcon had heard Sly carrying on a phone conversation, but the door’s sound insulation was enough to keep him from making out any of her words. It must have been bad news, he thought. She looked like hell, face pinched and white, eyes haunted.
Modal sat up, put his beer down. "Bad news?" he asked in his weird accent.
Sly nodded, slumped down on the bed next to the elf. Modal handed over his can of beer. The dark-haired woman took a healthy pull on it, smiled her thanks.
"Things are definitely … what you said earlier, fugazi," she told the elf. Then she interrupted herself. "What does that mean, anyway?"
"Totally fragged up," the elf explained. "It’s slang from the Smoke." He paused. "It’s happening?"
"Looks like it," Sly admitted unwillingly, then went on to discuss something about the Concord of Zurich-Orbital. Apparently there was more to it than Nightwalker had told Falcon—or perhaps more than Nightwalker had known. The young ganger didn’t understand all the strange corporate maneuvering and backstabbing Sly described, but he did understand the bottom line. It’s like the gangs, he thought. As long as a truce benefits everyone, there’s peace. But when somebody sees an advantage, there’s a turf war. Apparently the megacorps worked on the same principle, and were now readying for their own kind of war. Though he couldn’t see how a corp war could hurt him personally—or the two runners, either—their sour expressions told him they thought it was serious drek. And they understand this high-level stuff better than I do, he had to remind himself.
"So what did the man suggest?" Modal asked.
"Nothing concrete," Sly said. "Good concepts, but no suggestions about what to do."
"I’ve got a suggestion if you want to hear it," the elf put in. "Just get on your fragging bike and go. Hit the Caribbean League or anywhere else that strikes your fancy." He shrugged. "Okay, I know you don’t have the credit to come into the light completely, but why not take your retirement in bloody installments? Let the corps bugger each other blind, and serves them right. When everything’s settled down, you can get back into the biz.
"I’m bloody serious," he pressed, as Sly shook her head. "Just toddle off into the sunset. It’s better than getting splattered—which is what’ll happen if you stick around; you know that, Sly. Travel light, get rid of all liabilities"—the elf glared at Falcon, and the young Amerindian knew exactly what he was getting at—"and go."
Sly was silent for a moment. Watching her eyes, Falcon could almost see the thoughts moving behind them as she considered Modal’s suggestions. "Maybe," she mused softly.
A knock sounded on the door. "Room service," came a muffled voice from the hallway.
At the first sound, guns had almost magically appeared in the hands of both runners. Now Falcon saw them both relax.
"Probably come to collect the plates," Modal said. He slipped his pistol back into its holster, then smoothly swung to his feet and headed for the door.
Danger.
Who said that? For a moment, Falcon glanced around looking to see who had spoken. The voice had been so clear… .
But it hadn’t been a woman’s voice, and it hadn’t been the elf’s strange accent. It sounded more like … .
My voice? An icy chill shot up Falcon’s spine.
Modal was almost at the door.
Shockingly, for just a split instant, Falcon’s ears seemed to ring with the crash of gunshots, the echo of screams. When neither of the others reacted, he realized the sounds were only in his mind.
Modal reached for the door handle.
"No!" Falcon shouted.
The elf froze, turned and glared at him.
"No," the ganger said, trying to fill his voice with a control he didn’t feel. "Don’t answer it. It’s a setup." As he spoke the words—and only then—he knew them to be the truth.
"Oh?" The elf’s voice dripped with scorn. "And just how the bloody hell do you know that, eh?"
Falcon couldn’t say, except that he did know. The knock on the door sounded again, sharper, more insistent.
And accompanied by another sound—a sharp click of metal on metal. At first Falcon thought that was in his head as well, but then he saw Modal tense.
"Bloody hell, he might be right." The massive pistol was back in the elf’s hand. He looked around him, apparently sizing up the tactical situation. "Get into the other room," he ordered quietly.
Falcon had already come to the same conclusion, and was heading for the connecting door. Sly joined him in the second room, followed by Modal. The elf partially closed the connecting door, leaving a tiny gap. The two runners had their weapons at the ready. Falcon felt helpless, vulnerable, wishing for his Fichetti or even his old zip gun. Give me something.
"Do they know about the two rooms?" Sly asked quietly.
Modal shrugged. "We’ll know in a minute." He put his back against the connecting wall, so he could watch the front door to this room and clearly hear what was happening next door. Falcon heard the metallic snicks as both runners flicked the safeties off their weapons. Then they waited.
Not for long. Another sharp rap on the door of room 1205. A few more moments of silence.
Then all drek broke loose. Somebody or something smashed into the door, tearing it off its hinges. Falcon heard the muted spits of silenced gunfire, then the dull crump of an explosion that shook the wall. Holy frag, he thought, a grenade!
Silence again. The raiders next door would know that the room was empty; their prey wasn’t there. How would they respond?
Sly and Modal didn’t give them time. "Cover," the woman whispered, as she sprinted toward the door to the hallway. Modal nodded, edged closer to the door connecting the two rooms. Falcon could see the strategy. Sly would hit them from behind, from the hallway, while Modal came at them from the front. Make them pay for their mistake, their ignorance about the two rooms.
But what the frag do I do? he thought blankly. Unarmed, without so much as a knife … .
He didn’t have long to worry about it. Sly silently opened the door, slipped into the hall. A moment later, Falcon heard her heavy pistol crash.
On cue, Modal kicked open the connecting door, spun—inhumanly fast—around the frame, his heavy pistol already roaring and bucking in his hand. Falcon heard a scream of agony, a scream that trailed off into a moan, and then a gurgle. Score one kill.
A burst of autofire chewed into the door and the frame. But Modal wasn’t there anymore. His chipped reflexes had flung him aside, darting into the cover of a heavy armchair. More screams as his pistol spat flame again. And then he was out of Falcon’s field of view.
The firefight continued, but there wasn’t anything he could do to help the runners. A wild burst of fire stitched through the connecting wall, smashing the trideo set. He threw himself to the floor, then crawled toward the connecting door. He couldn’t stand not knowing what was going on, even if taking a look might cost him his life. He poked his head around the door frame.
Room 1205 looked like it had been decorated in Early War Zone, the grenade having blown the drek out of everything. Small fires were burning where hot shrapnel had lodged in flammable material, and Modal and the others were making short work of whatever had survived the blast. Near the connecting door one of the attackers was down, and decidedly dead. He wore what looked like a high-tone corp suit, probably armored, though it hadn’t done him any good. Modal’s bullets had blown away most of his head. The figure still clutched a tiny, lethal-looking machine pistol in its lifeless hand.
There was matching carnage in the rest of the room.
Three more attackers—a man and two women, all wearing corp fashions—were sprawled here and there, in various states of disassembly. Blood and tissue were everywhere, and the room smelled like a slaughterhouse. Falcon swallowed hard, trying to keep his stomach where it belonged.
Modal was in the doorway, firing out into the hall. Probably taking out stragglers, Falcon surmised. The elf’s lips were drawn back from his teeth in what looked like a smile of inhuman glee.
He’ll kill me, too. The thought struck Falcon with an impact like a bullet-train. He thinks I’m a liability, he’s said it often enough. He wants to get rid of me.
And what better time than now? One shot, and all Modal had to tell the woman was that Falcon had stopped a round fired by one of the attackers. No more liability. No more Dennis Falk.
The young ganger looked at the machine pistol in the hand of the nearest corpse. It works both ways, he thought fiercely. I can kill him before he kills me, and blame it on the raiders.
If he was going to do it, he had to do it fast. The sounds of the firefight were dying down in the hall outside. He pried the dead man’s fingers from the weapon. Rose to a crouch, leveled the weapon at the elf’s back. Started to squeeze the trigger, then froze in mid-movement.
What was he doing? He wasn’t a murderer. Sure, he’d killed—first the slag in Denny Park, then Slick at Pier 42. But both of them had been trying to kill him. It had been pure self-defense, him or them. But now? He couldn’t shoot Modal in the back. He couldn’t.
He lowered the gun.
Modal turned, as if sensing something behind him. Looked back over his shoulder.
Falcon had the machine pistol still gripped in both hands, the barrel pointing at the floor behind the elf. Their eyes met for a moment.
And Falcon knew—knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt—that Modal realized what had almost happened. For a moment the elf stood, stock-still. Then his lips twisted in a wry half-smile.
"Let’s get the frag out of here," he said. "And bring your toy along."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
0531 hours, November 14, 2053
"Who the hell were they?" Sly said.
They were driving along in another car, one stolen from the Sheraton’s underground parking lot. They’d sprinted down the fire stairs from the twelfth floor before the hotel’s security response—probably massive, considering the mayhem that had broken loose—could arrive on the scene. Modal wanted to grab the same car they’d had earlier (his Ingram and the AK-97 were still in the trunk) but Sly convinced him that risking the security in the Washington Athletic Club garage was too much of a gamble. Besides, the Sheraton lot was such easy pickings that it took him only a minute to bust into and hot-wire the ignition of a sleek Saab Dynamit. Now they were cruising south on I-5, out of the downtown core.
"Who?" Sly asked again.
Modal pulled something out of his pocket, tossed it into her lap. "Here," he said, "the previous owner doesn’t need it anymore."
Sly flipped on the map light, examined the item. It was a synthleather wallet that was once light tan but now was stained dark with its owner’s blood. She flipped it open, glanced through the contents. Laminated hard-copy printouts of the personal drek found on anybody’s credstick—driver’s license, DocWagon contract, gun license, etcetera drek etcetera—all in the name of Lisa Steinbergen. Probably an alias, Sly thought.
But then she found something that changed her mind. A corporate ID card, with a small holo showing a petite redhead about Sly’s own age. (She remembered spotting the small woman, seeing her go down as one of Modal’s shots punched through her throat.) If the name on that card was not an alias, what did that mean?
She put that thought aside for later consideration. In the upper-left corner of the card was a full-color holo of a corporate logo—a stylized Y.
"Yamatetsu," she said flatly.
"I knew they were corp," Modal remarked. "I guess they expected to take us without any problem."
Sly nodded. Why else carry your ID to a job?
Unless it was some kind of trick to make them think it was Yamatetsu, when it was actually someone else… .
But that didn’t hold together. For the theory to make sense, the bosses who’d sent the team would have expected Sly and her chummers to dice up the hitters. By all rights, she, Modal, and the Amerindian kid should be either dead or captured. The corp team had come in smart. Sure, they’d made one big mistake—they didn’t know that Sly and crew had two rooms—but even so, it had been a close call. If not for the kid …
She glanced back over her shoulder. Falcon was sitting in the back seat of the Dynamit. Lost in his thoughts, he hadn’t said a word since they left the Sheraton.
It surprised her to see him toying idly with the machine pistol he’d taken from one of the dead hit men. She didn’t know why Modal had let the Amerindian keep the weapon. Then again, there was some kind of weird dynamic going on between the elf and the kid, something she didn’t understand.
"How did you know?" she asked.
Falcon looked up, startled. "Huh?"
"How did you know?" Sly repeated. "We’d have opened the door. We’d have got ourselves scragged but good. You knew it was a setup. How?"
The ganger didn’t answer right away. Sly saw his eyes go blank as he retreated back into memory. "I don’t know," he said at last.
"You heard something?" she pressed. "Saw something?"
He started to shake his head, then hesitated.
"You heard something?" she repeated.
"I heard …" His voice trailed off.
"You heard what?"
"Nothing. " Those sharp black eyes were seeing something, something that confused him or scared him. But she knew right then that he wasn’t going to talk to her about it. Not now, maybe not ever.
She shrugged. "You saved our lives," she said. "You’ve got our thanks for that." She let him sink back into his silent study, turned to face the front again. There was little traffic on I-5. That would change in the next half-hour, but for the moment the roads were as clear as they ever got.
But to take advantage of clear roads, she thought, you’ve got to know where you’re going.
As if overhearing her thoughts, Modal spoke up. "So, what now?"
"I don’t know," she confessed. "I’ve got to do something."
"Why not do what I suggested?" the elf said. "Drop out of sight. Slip the border, and just keep your head down till the drek stops flying."
It was an attractive idea, but … She shook her head. "I can’t."
"Why the frag not?" he demanded. "Because of the bloody corp war?" He snorted. "Who named you as responsible for the whole bloody world? And anyway, what good can you do if you get the chop?"
She sighed. "That’s part of it," she admitted, "but just a small part. You say I should take my retirement in installments, right? Well, what kind of retirement is running for my life? Knowing that every fragging megacorp in Seattle—and the rest of the world as well—wants to wring my brain out? No matter how low a profile I keep, no matter how good my security, how soon before somebody scores? What are the odds I’ll last a month? Two months? A year? Sooner or later my luck will just run out." She shook her head. "I couldn’t handle just wait-ing for it. Could you?"
Sly could see Modal still wanted to argue, but he didn’t have a logical comeback. He drove in silence for a few minutes. Then, "So what did the toff have to say?" he asked. "Argybargy, or whoever?"
"Agarwal."
"Whoever."
"He said I’ve got two choices," Sly explained. "One is to destroy the file—"
"Sounds good to me," Modal cut in.
"—and prove to everyone that I destroyed it," she finished. "Doesn’t sound so good anymore, does it?"
"Not bloody likely," the elf conceded. "How do you prove something like that? What’s the second choice?"
"Disseminate it, make sure everyone gets the information. That way nobody gets an advantage. There’s nothing to go to war about and no percentage in scragging us."
Modal nodded slowly as he thought it over. "I like that one better," he mused. "Did he say how?"
She shook her head. "Any ideas?" she asked him with a wry smile.
"Hmmm." Again Modal was silent for a time. "You’ve got to make sure everyone gets the data at the same time," he said finally, thinking out loud. "If you tell corp A before you tell corp B, it’s a bloody certainty corp A will try to geek you before you can tell anybody else.
"And there’s something else," he added pensively. "It’s like destroying the file: you have to make sure everyone knows what you’ve done. Every corp has to know that all the rest got the same paydata, right? That’s the only way to persuade them there’s no margin in coming after you."
"You’re saying I can’t do it privately," Sly pointed out. "My only choice is to do it openly, publicly."
"I guess that’s what I’m saying." Modal paused. "So that answers your question, doesn’t it? You’ve got to post the data. Post it publicly, on some kind of electronic bulletin board system. A BBS."
A BBS. Yes, that was logical. "But which BBS?" she asked. "All the big ones are owned, directly or indirectly, by some megacorp. As soon as I post something like this—assuming I can even log on—the system operator’s going to snatch the data and erase my posting. It’ll be like giving the data directly to one corporation, the one that owns the BBS."
"What about Shadowland?" Modal asked.
Shadowland. That was the name of the most famous clearinghouse for "black" or "shadow" information in North America. Its services included bulletin boards that contained the most astounding variety of dirt on governments, corps, and individuals (some of it even true); on-line, real-time "conferences" where deckers and others argued over just about anything; "virtual" meeting places where deckers could conduct business safely; and much more. The governments of North America—particularly the more secretive ones like the Pueblo Corporate Council and Tir Tairngire—hated Shadowland with a passion, as did the megacorps. The shadows were full of rumors concerning attempts to compromise or crash the system. According to conventional wisdom, the only reason that Shadowland still existed was that its central data core—its hub, known as the Denver Data Haven—was located somewhere in the contested territory of Denver. So edgy were all the governments that had divided up the city under the Treaty of Denver that none could organize a campaign to ferret out and eliminate the Shadowland service. From that standpoint, Modal’s suggestion made a lot of sense. But … .
"But what corp runs Shadowland?" she asked. "Huh?" Modal grunted in shock. "Shadowland’s independent, everyone knows that."
"Sometimes I get suspicious about things that ‘everyone knows,’" Sly said quietly. "What is Shadowland? It covers the continent, right? Headquarters in the Denver Data Haven—wherever the frag that is—but it’s got local ‘floating’ servers in every major city in North America. Right?" Modal nodded, troubled. "And all those servers connect back to the Denver hub, right?"
"What are you getting at?" Despite his emotion-deadening drugs, Modal sounded surly, as though Sly’s questions were starting to undermine some cherished belief. And maybe that’s just what I’m doing, Sly realized.
"Nobody’s ever compromised those data channels. Isn’t that what everybody says? Nobody’s ever found the links between the floating servers and the hub; nobody’s ever broken them. No government, no corp." She could hear the intensity in her own voice, recognized that the ideas she was pursuing disturbed her as much as they did Modal. "Secure channels—that many of them, and that secure … Doesn’t that require one frag of a lot of resources for a scroffy bunch of shadowrunners?"
Modal didn’t answer at once. But when he did, his voice was totally under control, its usual emotionless self. "So what are you saying?" he asked.
"I’m asking, who runs Shadowland? Wouldn’t controlling it secretly be a real coup for some megacorp? Total control over one of the biggest communication resources for the shadow community in North America. And, who knows, maybe even the rest of the world. The corp can monitor everything that’s going on out of the light. It can spread whatever information—or disinformation—it wants. It can eliminate speculations that harm its interests. It can manipulate every fragging shadowrunner who depends on Shadowland for anything."
Modal whistled tunelessly. "That is one twisted bloody concept, mate," he said at last. "Do you really believe it?"
She shrugged. "I don’t know," she admitted. "But it makes sense, doesn’t it?"
"Too much bloody sense," Modal agreed.
"And even if I’m wrong," Sly went on, pursuing the logic to its conclusion, "I still don’t think I can trust the data to Shadowland. So far, nobody’s crashed the Shadowland hub, mainly because it hasn’t been worth the cost to do it. But now … Do you see what I’m getting at?"
Grudgingly, Modal nodded. "Now that we’re looking at a corp war, all bets are off."
"Let’s say Mitsuhama’s the first corp to spot the posting on Shadowland," Sly said. "They download the data … and suddenly it’s in their best interest to make sure nobody else gets it—no matter what the cost. They’ve got to take down Shadowland. So what if they have to use up ninety percent of their private army and blow up half of Denver to do it. If it guarantees they’re the only ones with the lost tech, it’s all worthwhile, isn’t it?" "It wouldn’t be that easy … "
"Wouldn’t it?" Sly demanded. "Shadowland has serious resources, but compared to the entire, worldwide resources of Mitsuhama Computer Technologies? And its subsidiaries? And whatever other companies it’s got its hooks into? Come on."
"All right," the elf conceded after a few more klicks had hummed under the Dynamit’s wheels. "Shadowland’s out. So what else? I still think the BBS is the only way to go. So pick a private BBS with the clout to fight off a major megacorp."
"Yeah, right," Sly snorted.
"I don’t know," Modal mused. "What about a government system? Mitsuhama’s tough, but I’d like to see them try to scrap it out with the UCAS government."
"The governments want the lost tech, too."
"Huh?" That shocked Modal, she could see.
"Why not?" She repeated what Agarwal had told her about the federal teams operating in the sprawl.
When she was finished, he sighed. "Every time we turn around, the bloody box is smaller. So the governments are out. What about systems that the megacorps wouldn’t want to crash, for their own reasons?"
"What reasons?" Sly demanded. "Name one."
"The Zurich-Orbital Gemeinschaft Bank." The voice came from the back seat.
Sly turned, stared at the kid who called himself Falcon. No longer lost in his own thoughts, apparently he’d been listening and coming up with his own conclusions.
"What about the bank?" she asked.
"It’s where the corps keep their money, right?" the ganger said. "What corp’s going to blow up its own bankroll?"
Sly was silent for a few moments. The kid probably thinks the Z-O Gemeinschaft’s just one big vault full of gold, she thought, but it doesn’t work that way. High-level banking’s not about money as such, or gold. It’s about information. Agarwal had taken pains to explain this basic truth to her. The Z-O Gemeinschaft was just a bunch of big computers, a massive exchange for financial information.
But the kid’s idea still makes sense, doesn’t it? she thought. Any financial transaction is just an exchange of data. But you’ve got to have a safe channel to exchange that data. That’s why the Gemeinschaft’s important. Falcon was right. The Gemeinschaft was much too important for any corp to trash it, or even threaten it. All she had to do was get the data from the encrypted file into the Gemeinschaft’s information system.
All. All? The Gemeinschaft was a bank. And not just any bank, it was the megacorps’ bank. What kind of security would it have on its datafiles, on its communication channels, on every node in the system? Black ice all the way, no doubt about it. Killer black ice—the best that almost unimaginable sums of money could buy.
"You okay, Sharon Louise?" Modal had slowed the car, was watching her with some semblance of concern.
She was shivering, her hands were shaking, and her skin felt cold.
"Are you okay?" the elf asked again.
"I’m all right," she said, trying to keep her voice calm and controlled. Trying to force the fears to the back of her mind. "I’m just thinking, that’s all." She took a slow, deep breath, let it out quietly, imagining the tension leaving her body with the air. Better.
"The Gemeinschaft’s a no-go," she pronounced firmly. "Too much security. No decker would ever be able to penetrate it." She saw Falcon slump with disappointment. "Good idea, though."
Then another thought struck her. "Not the bank," she mused, "but what about something associated with it? What about something else that’s in Zurich-Orbital?"
"You’re not talking about the Corporate Court…. "
She patted Modal on the shoulder. "But think about it," she said, enthusiasm growing. "For one thing, what corp is actually going to make a move against the Corporate Court?"
"They’re already ignoring the Court," the elf pointed out.
"Ignoring it and acting directly against it are two different things," Sly reminded him. "And it’s in the same orbital habitat as the Gemeinschaft Bank. Who knows, maybe they even share computer resources. Nobody would dare slot with the Court, because they might crash the bank."
"And there won’t be as much security, maybe," Falcon added from the back seat.
"That might be the way to go," Sly concluded. The kid was right. Unless the Court was totally paranoid—possible, but not certain—a decker would have a better chance of penetrating that system than the bank… . And living to talk about it afterward.
Modal looked sour. "You’re assuming the Court has some kind of BBS," he reminded her.
"It makes sense that they would," she said.
"You’ve got to make sure."
Sly nodded, then gave it some thought for a few minutes.
"Head for Puyallup," she told Modal.
Theresa Smeland’s apartment was only a few blocks from The Armadillo, on 123rd Street East, half a block off Intercity 161. Sly had never been there before, but she knew that Smeland owned the entire upper floor of the small building, while the ground level was occupied by an electronics supply shop.
In her mind, Sly had always pictured a clean, well-maintained building—maybe one of the few heritage buildings that the corrupt Puyallup municipal council had actually bothered to preserve. As Modal stopped the Dynamit outside, however, she drastically revised her estimate of Smeland’s finances.
The building looked like pure drek. The pseudo-stone facade was cracked and coming away in chunks. The acidic hard rains had discolored the walls and awning of the electronics store, turning both a gray-blue reminiscent of corpses. As for the store itself, it had definitely seen better days. The windows were cracked and starred, the security bars rusting and pulling loose from the walls under their own weight. Beside the closed door, no doubt locked this early in the morning, was a small sign reading, For Service Push Buzzer. Beneath it was the spot where the buzzer had presumably been mounted before someone had thoughtfully stolen it.
At the far left side of the building was another narrower doorway, with a door made of heavy, quite possibly bulletproof, metal. That had to be the way to Smeland’s place.
Sly climbed out of the Saab, hesitating at Modal’s questioning look. "Come on," she told them, "both of you."
She walked up to the metal door, looked for a buzzer or bell or maybe an intercom. Nothing. But, as she took another step closer, a small red light flicked to life above the door. Proximity sensor, she guessed, triggering a vid camera, plus maybe other systems as well. It was a good thing she’d called ahead using the Dynamit’s phone. (A potential risk if the car had already been reported stolen, of course, but a calculated one.) She smiled up at where she thought the camera probably was.
"I see Modal finally found you." Theresa Smeland’s voice sounded—tinny and electronic—from above the door.
Sly glanced back over her shoulder, saw the elf and the Amerindian standing behind her. She smiled up at the camera. "It’s a long story, T.S.," she said. "Can I bring them up?"
Smeland hesitated a moment, then assented. With a click, the metal door opened.
Sly stepped through, saw a staircase ahead of her. The walls on either side looked to be made of reinforced ballistic composite, and the stairs were narrow enough that the extended shoulders of her jacket brushed both sides. At the top of the staircase was another reinforced metal door, but no landing, and the stairs themselves were steep. Which meant that anybody who wanted to smash down the door would have nowhere safe to stand. Certainly, a minigrenade or a rocket launcher would make short work of the upstairs door, but Sly was certain the staircase area itself would have security systems in place to take care of anyone who would try to bring such a weapon into the building. (Weapon detectors and gas systems? Almost certainly. Automatic gunports designed to hose down the stairway? Quite possibly.) There wasn’t much doubt that Smeland was making her home as safe as humanly possible.
With Modal and Falcon close behind her, Sly climbed the stairs. Before she reached the top, she heard another click, and the upstairs door swung open. She stepped through into a tiny anteroom, facing yet another door. Then that, too, opened.
Standing in the doorway was Theresa Smeland, wearing a pale blue floor-length housecoat. She looked tired, which Sly thought was probably because she’d closed the club only a few hours ago, but alert. She smiled a greeting at Sly, stepped back to let her three visitors enter the apartment.
Never judge a chip by its slipcover, was the first thought that passed through Sly’s mind. From the condition of the building’s facade, she’d expected Smeland’s place to be comfortable enough, but with most of the decor designed to cover up the building’s structural shortcomings.
Dead wrong. Everything—the furniture, the carpeting, the lighting, the works of art on the walls—was absolutely top-of-the-line. The decor didn’t seem to follow any formal school of design, at least not one that Sly was aware of—neither nuevo-industrial, or East African, or semi-gothic. But everything fit—there wasn’t any better way of saying it—contributing to a single, congruous whole.
Smeland chuckled throatily. "Like it, Sly?"
Sly shook her head slowly. "The club’s more of a money-spinner than I thought."
"This didn’t come from the club," Smeland explained. "This was personal. I did a favor for … for a chummer of an old comrade," she said carefully, "and this is what he did for me in return."
"Too bad about the building," Modal threw in.
"Oh, the building’s structurally sound, better than most in the neighborhood. When work’s necessary I get it done, but I decided not to do anything about the way it looks." Smeland shrugged. "Why draw attention? What B and E gang’s going to hit a place that looks like it’ll fall down if they talk too loud?"
"There’s that," Modal conceded. "May I?" He waved toward one of the room’s silk-upholstered armchairs. "It’s been a long, tiring night."
Smeland nodded. "Sit down, all of you."
Sly watched as Smeland settled herself gracefully in an armchair, tucking her feet underneath her. Modal slumped down in another chair, instantly relaxed, while Falcon sat—rigid, nervous—on the couch. Sly picked a spot on the other end of the same couch, allowed herself a few moments to relish the opulence surrounding her.
Then she began, "I need your help, T.S."
Smeland nodded with a wry smile. "I kind of guessed that. I don’t get too many social calls this time of the morning. What do you need?"
Sly took a deep breath. "I need some information on the Corporate Court."
Smeland’s eyes opened wide. "In Zurich-Orbital?" she asked. "Since when have you been playing in the big leagues?’"
"It’s not by choice, believe me," Sly assured her friend.
"So, what do you want?" Smeland asked. "A personal meeting with the Supreme Justice? Printouts of Aztechnology’s balance sheet? Or do you want something really tricky?"
"Nothing that fancy," Sly assured her friend. "I just need to know if the Court has some kind of BBS—some system designed to disseminate information to all the megacorps."
"That’s all, huh?" Smeland snorted. "I’d guess there would have to be something like that. But you need to know for sure?"
Sly nodded. "And I need to know how to access it."
Smeland shot her a startled look. "You want to read the Corporate Court’s BBS, is that what you’re telling me?"
"I want to post something."
"What?" Smeland demanded. "Your resume, your brag-sheet? Are you looking for a fragging job, Sly?"
Sly just shook her head. She could see her friend was rattled. But she also knew Theresa would get her control back soon enough.
In fact, it happened within a few seconds. Smeland smiled, a little shamefacedly. "Sorry," she said quietly. "I’m just not used to working at this level, you get my drift?" She was silent for another half-minute or so, then said, "Relatively speaking, it shouldn’t be that tough."
"Relatively speaking," Sly echoed.
Smeland nodded. "Anything to do with the Corporate Court isn’t going to be a no-brainer, you know that, Sly. But I don’t think this will be impossible. What is it you want to upload?" Hastily she raised her hands, palms out. "Don’t tell me exactly, I don’t want to know. But is it a text file? Or something else?"
"Text only."
Sly could see Smeland relax a little. "That makes it easier," the ex-runner allowed. "Security on a BBS is always going to be tougher if you’re trying to upload an executable program code, because it can contain computer viruses. That’s not a danger with simple text files."
Sly nodded; she understood that. "So how does this work?" she asked, wording her questions exceedingly carefully. "What’s the best way of finding out, first, whether the Court has a BBS, and second, how to deck into it?"
"There’s only one way," Smeland stated firmly. "The Court’s got a system access node in the Matrix. You just crash into that SAN, and you scope out the Zurich-Orbital system"—she smiled grimly—"while making fragging sure you stay away from anything even peripherally related to the Gemeinschaft Bank. That’s up there, too, you know."
"We’ve discussed that," Sly said drily. She paused, getting her thoughts and her words in order. The next question was the key. "T.S.," she began, "I—"
But Smeland cut her off. "I know what you’re asking," she said sharply. "Am I willing to go in, right?"
"Not all the way." Sly felt cold, numb. She clenched her hands into fists in her lap to stop them from shaking. "I need you to run cover for me, T.S., that’s all. I’ll do the main penetration. I just …" She stopped for a moment, struggling to keep her voice calm and reasonable. "I just need an escort," she went on, "somebody to watch my back. I don’t think I can do this alone."
Smeland was staring at her, hard. "I’m surprised you can contemplate even doing it at all," she said honestly.
So am I, thought Sly. "Will you help me, T.S.?"
Sly watched as the older woman stood up, drifted to the unidirectionally polarized window that looked down into the street. She wanted to press her case, add more reasons why Smeland should help her out. But, tough as it was to hold her tongue, she recognized that her silence was the most effective persuader she had. She glanced over to Modal and Falcon. Both were watching Theresa, but neither seemed to feel the urge to say anything.
"It’s got to be important, right?" Smeland spoke quietly, almost to herself, without turning away from the window. "Otherwise you wouldn’t be doing this." She was quiet for another couple of minutes.
"All right," she said at last. "I’ll run cap for you. To the Z-O SAN, and along the uplink into the habitat’s local system. But no further, Sly. I’ll just lurk at the top of the uplink." She shrugged. "Most of the heavy ice to be cut should be in the SAN, and on both ends of the uplink, right? I’ll get you through that. Once you’re in, there shouldn’t be much ice … unless you trigger the Gemeinschaft Bank’s security. And if you do that, all I could do would be die with you."
Sly let a lungful of air hiss out, realizing only then that she’d been holding her breath. "That’s all I need, T.S.," she reassured her friend.
"When do you want to do this?" Smeland asked.
Sly wanted to say she didn’t want to do it at all, but what she did say was, "As soon as you can do it, T.S."
Theresa turned from the window. "How about now, then?" Her expression was grim. "I suppose you need a deck."
Sly ran her fingers over the cyberdeck Smeland had loaned her. She recognized the enclosure—a simple, straightforward Radio Shack box. But the electronics, the actual guts … The Shack wouldn’t have recognized any part of this. Custom work, all of it. And good custom work, too. Sly wondered if T.S. had built it.
Smeland had pulled her own deck out of its reinforced Anvil case, and had it across her lap as she sat, in half-lotus, on the floor. It was a custom job, too, Sly could see. The enclosure had come from a Fairlight Excalibur, but she could tell from the key layout and the port configuration on the rear plate that Smeland had made enough modifications to turn the unit into a virtually new deck.
Both decks were connected to a splitter box, and from there to a telecom jack in the wall. Sly stared at that connection. That was the way to the Matrix. The thought tolled in her head like a great bell. The Matrix … the Matrix … the Matrix … She picked up the deck’s "skull-plug"—the small F-DIN-style connection designed to be inserted into the user’s datajack. So innocuous-looking, and yet so dangerous. Through that tiny connection, a decker could project her consciousness into cyberspace. But, also through that connection, any of the multiple threats of the Matrix could worm their way directly into her brain. Sly was shaking again.
Out the corner of her eye, she saw Smeland watching her. "Sure you want to do this?" Theresa asked.
Those were the words, but Sly knew the real question was: Are you capable of doing this, or are you going to fold on me when the going gets tough? "I’m up for it," Sly said. Quickly, before she had time for second thoughts, she slipped the deck’s plug into her datajack, heard and felt it seat positively into the chrome-lipped socket.
She settled her fingers on the keys, powered the deck up. She felt the almost-subliminal tingle in her head as the link between brain and deck was energized. The link wasn’t active yet—no data was flowing, either way—but she could tell, without having to look at the deck’s small display, that it was positively established. She punched in a command for the deck to run a self-diagnostic, saw the columns of data superimpose themselves over her visual field. Unlike when she was actually in the Matrix, she could still see the "macro" world around her, but, being jacked in, the diagnostic data seemed more real, more immediate than the "real" world.
"Fast deck," she remarked to Smeland. "Good response."
"One of my protégés juiced it as a kind of practicum," Smeland said. "My payment for training her was that I got to keep the deck afterward."
Sly nodded. It was well-known in certain circles that Theresa Smeland frequently took promising young deckers under her wing, and taught them what they needed to know to survive in the biz. Shared with them the technical skill and the professional world view she’d developed over her long career. Some people claimed that Smeland had connections with organized crime, that she was a recruiter who turned over her most promising "protégés" to the Mafia dogs. But Sly had never seen the slightest bit of evidence to support this accusation.
"Do you want a practice run?" Smeland asked. "Just to get the old reflexes back? I’ve got a drek-hot Matrix simulation I can run on my telecom."
"No," Sly said, more sharply than she’d intended. "Let’s get going." Before I lose my nerve, she didn’t add—and, judging by Theresa’s understanding expression, didn’t have to.
"Fine," Smeland acknowledged. "Let’s do it." Sly took a deep breath, hit the Go key.
And the consensual hallucination that was the Matrix blossomed in her brain.
I’d forgotten how beautiful it is, was her first thought. So beautiful and so terrifying.
It was as if she hung in space, hundreds of meters above a sprawl of city lights. Above her was a blackness deeper than midnight, the blackness of infinite space. Here and there strange "stars" hung in the sky—system access nodes for the local telecommunications grid—and other constructs that blazed with the brilliant colors of lasers and neon. Below her, datalines—looking like crowded freeways turned into rivers of light—crisscrossed a landscape made up of countless glowing images and constructs. Some loomed large—the neon-green Mitsuhama pagoda, the Aztechnology pyramid, the Fuchi star—while others were just dots of color from this apparent "altitude." The tapestry of light faded off into the distance, eventually reaching a "vanishing point" on the electron horizon.
The icon that represented Theresa Smeland in the Matrix—a large, anthropomorphic armadillo with T.S.’s dark, intelligent eyes—blinked into existence beside her. For an instant, Sly wondered what her own icon looked like. Obviously not the familiar quicksilver dragon, the shape she had formerly used to run the Matrix. Now her icon would be whatever Smeland’s protégé had programmed into the deck’s master persona control program—its MPCP. Well, it didn’t really matter anyway. What a decker’s icon looked like didn’t make any difference to his or her performance—except, perhaps, psychologically.
"Ready to go?" It was Smeland’s voice, but sounding flat and anechoic. Sly knew that T.S. was sending her words electronically, directly into her brain, rather than speaking them out loud for Sly’s meat ears to pick them up.
She answered the same way. "I’m ready. Which node is it?"
The armadillo looked up, pointed with a forepaw. A bright red circle flashed into existence, ringing one of the brighter "stars" above. "That’s it," Smeland announced.
"So let’s do it."
Sly knew that, in reality—whatever reality was—she was sitting in Theresa Smeland’s apartment, tapping on the keyboard of a cyberdeck. But that wasn’t the way it felt. According to her sensorium—the sum-total of the sensory data received by her brain—she was hurtling upward into the black sky of the Matrix, faster than a semi-ballistic rocket plane. Her chest felt tight with the terrible thrill of it; her heart beat a triphammer rhythm in her ears.
The node that was their target grew larger, changed from a dimensionless spot of light into a rectangular slab about four times as wide and nine times as long as it was thick. The two large, flat faces looked like they were made of polished, blued steel like gunmetal. The smaller faces burned brilliant, laser-bright yellow. The massive construct, many dozens of times larger than the two deckers’ icons, spun in space, a complex motion as it rotated at different rates around its three axes. Along the construct’s edges, the burning yellow shifted in intensity, constantly flickering, hinting at the huge quantities of data flowing through this gateway to the telecom system.
Smeland’s armadillo icon was hurtling directly at one of the LTG SAN’s large faces, Sly close on her tail. Without slowing, they both plunged into the seemingly solid surface. The universe twisted in on itself, flipped inside out around Sly. She knew she’d experienced this shift hundreds of times before, but the last time had been five years ago, and the emotions forget. Fear knotted her stomach, squeezed a low moan from her throat. Then they were through, into a different section of the Matrix.
Just for a moment. Another transition, as they plunged through another system access node into the regional telecommunications grid—the "long-distance" trunks of the world’s telecom systems. Again the universe flipped and spun.
And they were out, rocketing over a black plane. A part of the Matrix without constructs? Sly wondered.
But no, there were constructs, just not many of them, and in unfamiliar locations. In the Matrix she was used to, the "ground" was covered with system constructs and datalines. In this strange "world," however, the constructs hung overhead. Maybe two dozen of them, no more, too distant for her to make out any details other than their colors. By the intensity of their light, she guessed at the immense power of the computers they represented.
She looked to the horizon, at first unable to see any dividing line between the "ground" and the "sky." But then her brain made sense of what she was seeing. There was a horizon, invisible, but defined by the massive, inconceivably distant constructs it partially occulted. They looked like fortresses, huge, blocky things, brutal in their simplicity of design, but, if this had been the "real" world and the horizon at its normal distance, those constructs would have been many times the size of the largest mountains.
"What are they?" From the tenor of her voice in her own ears, Sly knew she’d spoken out loud.
Smeland’s reply, direct into her mind, was calm, reassuring. "They’re major military systems, government systems, the UCAS Space Agency … the big boys."
"We’re not going near them, are we?"
Her friend’s chuckle sounded clearly in Sly’s mind. "Not a chance. Our destination’s just ahead."
With an effort, Sly tore her attention away from the massive, distant system constructs. Contrary to her initial impression, there were a few constructs on the "ground"—small, dimly illuminated, probably shielded as much as possible from prying eyes. Smeland’s armadillo icon was leading her directly toward one of these, a blue construct that looked like a radio telescope or large satellite dish.
"That’s it?" Sly asked, ringing the construct with a circle of light the way Smeland had done.
The armadillo nodded. "Doesn’t look like much, does it? But that’s the SAN leading to Zurich-Orbital." Smeland paused for a moment as they hurtled on. "Have you ever done a satellite uplink before?" she asked.
Sly shook her head, then quickly remembered Smeland wouldn’t be able to see the gesture. "No," she answered. "Anything I should watch out for?"
"Time lag’s the big thing," the decker answered. "Light speed delay. As little as a quarter of a second if we’ve got a direct line of sight from the satlink station to Zurich-Orbital. As much as half a second—or even more—if we have to sidelink to other satellites to make the connection."
Half a second? In the Matrix that was forever. "Okay … "
Smeland picked up on the hesitation in Sly’s voice. "It’s not that bad," she said reassuringly. "Both these decks have chips to compensate for the delay. It’s there, but you won’t notice it unless you get into a scrap. In cybercombat, no utility in the world’s going to help. You still won’t feel the time delay as a delay; it’s just that your reaction time will be for drek."
They began to slow as they neared the satlink system construct. It looked more like an impressionistic rendering of a satellite dish, Sly saw now, rather than the real thing. Its structural members glowed dimly with a deep blue verging on ultraviolet. Individual elements flickered as data passed through the system.
But there was something else there, as well. Small, dark spheres glided back and forth along some of the structural members, like beads on the wires of an abacus. When she watched individual beads, their motions seemed completely random. But when she expanded her attention to include the whole system, she couldn’t escape the feeling that there was some pattern to their movement. "What are they?" she asked.
"Ice," Smeland said flatly.
The word felt like a cold dagger, slipped deep into Sly’s abdomen. "Gray?" she whispered. "Or black?"
The armadillo shrugged. "I can’t tell from here." Smeland paused. "Do you want to go on?"
Black ice. Killer ice. Images flashed through Sly’s mind—memories of claustrophobia, of choking, of a cramping pain in her chest.
The last time I faced black ice, I died. It stopped my heart, suppressed my breathing … If somebody hadn’t jacked me out—immediately, without a second’s delay—I’d have flatlined for sure.
Five years old the memories were, but still as vivid as if it had been only yesterday. This is what I’ve got in common with Agarwal, she told herself. We both faced the gorgon and lived … but just. They’d both come away with their lives, and with the unshakable belief that they were living on borrowed time. That the next time they faced black ice, they would surely die.
Sly felt pressure on the back of her skull and neck, like somebody had placed a hand there and had begun to squeeze gently. She recognized the feeling. It was her body’s warning of the onset of a fugue—a pseudo-epileptic seizure, where her brain temporarily went into cold shutdown. She forced her body to relax, to breath slower and deeper, drawing in the life-giving oxygen her brain needed. Slowly the pressure on the back of her neck began to recede.
Smeland’s armadillo icon was watching her. "You okay?"
"I’m frosty," Sly answered brain-to-brain, knowing her voice would contradict her words all too clearly.
"Your call," Smeland said again. She turned back to the satlink construct. "Let’s see what we can do about getting past these buggers."
The armadillo opened its arms in a slow, sweeping gesture. Dozens of tiny, mirror-bright spheres appeared—icons representing some kind of masking utility, Sly thought—and drifted toward the construct.
The small beads that were the intrusion countermeasures programs changed their pattern of movement, speeding up so that they became blurs. The mirror spheres drifted closer.
And gradually, the ice beads slowed down, resumed their regular slow motion. Sly felt a strange tightness in her shoulders, knew that the muscles of her meat body were rigid with stress.
The masking utility seemed to have worked; the ice beads showed no unusual activity whatsoever. Side by side, the two icons moved closer to the system construct behind the screen of mirror spheres. Still nothing. They were close enough to reach out and touch the midnight-blue construct.
"Ready?" Smeland asked. And then she grunted, "Uh-oh."
Before Sly could respond, the ice beads picked up their pace again, flashing back and forth along the structural members of the construct. Faster and faster they moved. An electronic whine rose in pitch and intensity, climbing the frequency spectrum, driving into Sly’s ears like an icepick.
A dozen of the ice beads burst free from the construct, hurtled toward the two deckers.
Sly didn’t even have time to scream before they struck.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
0717 hours, November 14, 2053
Falcon was bored.
At first the concept of watching two deckers at work had fascinated him. Like everybody who’d ever watched the trideo, he knew something about the Matrix, but had never hung with anyone who dived brain-first into it for biz. He’d imagined it would be exciting, tense, with the dedicated decker hunched over her deck, while her friends kept nervous watch, wishing they could help but knowing they were unable to do so.
At least, that was the way it looked on the trid. But of course, on the trid there was always the tense soundtrack, the fast-paced camera cuts back and forth between the decker’s sweating face and the anxious expressions of her chummers.
In real life, without the cinematic tricks, it was just two women tapping away at keyboards. About as exciting as watching people in a word-processing pool, the ganger quickly decided.
Well, maybe not quite that bad. Now and again one of the women would grunt or mutter something to herself or to each other, Falcon wasn’t quite sure which. But an electrifying high-energy media extravaganza it wasn’t.
Modal seemed to have the right idea about how to handle things. The thin elf was slumped bonelessly in a chair, one leg dangling over the chair’s arm, fast asleep.
That’s what I should be doing, Falcon told himself. He was exhausted; his muscles ached, his skin was sore, and his eyes felt gritty.
How long since I’ve slept? he wondered. Not that long actually. He’d crashed out at Doc Dicer’s body shop, waking up at around twenty-one hundred hours the previous night. That meant he’d only been awake for—he checked his watch—a little more than nine hours.
A very busy nine hours, of course, which went at least some distance in explaining why he felt so drek-kicked.
He looked back at the two deckers. How long was this going to take?
Suddenly, shockingly, the two women jerked violently as though they’d been poked in the solar plexus. Sly fell back in her chair, mouth hanging open. Her eyes were half-open, but rolled so far back that Falcon could see nothing but the whites.
Smeland slumped over to the side, the thick carpet cushioning her deck as it slipped to the floor. The woman moved sluggishly. Her eyes were open, too, but definitely not focusing. Her mouth was working, and she was making garbled "whurr" noises.
So fast that Falcon didn’t even see him move, Modal was beside Sly’s chair, cradling her head gently in his hands. Falcon jumped from the couch, knelt beside Smeland.
The decker was starting to return to some semblance of consciousness. Her eyes were rolling wildly, but Falcon could tell she was at least trying to focus. No such attempts at control from Sly. She was out—dead?
Smeland covered her face with her hands, rubbed at her eyes. Then, with an obvious effort, she forced herself back to a sitting position. She looked like hell, Falcon thought, face pale and sheened with sweat, eyes blood-shot, chest heaving.
"What the bloody hell happened?" Modal demanded. His voice crackled with tension.
"Ishe," Smeland mumbled. Then, making a concerted attempt to articulate more clearly, she repeated, "Ice. Gray or black, I don’t know. We got dumped." She pulled the deck’s plug from her datajack, with a metallic snick that made Falcon’s skin crawl.
The ganger saw Modal peel back one of Sly’s eyelids with a thumb. "She’s not dumped," he snapped.
"Huh?" Smeland was trying to push herself to her feet, wasn’t making it. Falcon offered her an arm. She took it, steadied herself. "Not dumped?"
"That’s what I said. She’s acting like she’s still jacked in.,,
Smeland walked unsteadily over to Sly, looked into her face then down at the deck. "That’s not possible," she muttered.
"Well it’s bloody happening, isn’t it?" Modal grated. He reached for the optical fiber lead socketed into Sly’s datajack. "Shall I jack her out?"
"Wait a tick," Smeland said sharply. She punched a few commands into Sly’s cyberdeck, examined the display. Falcon looked over her shoulder, but the scrolling digits and symbols meant nothing him.
They obviously meant something to Smeland, though, and just as obviously she didn’t like it. She frowned, chewed on her lower lip.
"Shall I jack her out?" Modal repeated.
"No!" Smeland grabbed his wrist to reinforce her words.
"Why not?"
"She’s in a biofeedback loop with the deck," Smeland explained. Her voice had a quiver to it that Falcon hadn’t heard before.
"So it’s black ice that’s got her," Modal said. "Then I should jack her out."
"No," Smeland repeated. "Normally, yes. But not now. It’s the biofeedback that’s keeping her alive," she explained. "The ice—or whatever it is we hit—shut down her heartbeat and her breathing. And now it’s the only thing keeping her alive."
Modal shook his head. "I don’t understand."
"It’s like she’s hooked up to a respirator in a hospital," Smeland said. "Jacking her out is like unplugging the respirator. She’ll die."
"Then what do we do?" Falcon demanded.
"Nothing." Smeland’s voice was flat, almost emotionless. "Anything we try will just kill her. Whatever did this, it has to be doing it for a reason. When it’s finished, maybe it’ll let her go."
"And if it doesn’t?"
Smeland’s only answer to Modal’s question was a shrug.
Just fragging great, Falcon thought, looking down into Sly’s face. Her eyes were still half-open, the lids quivering. Pale skin was tightly stretched over her high cheekbones. She looked half-dead.
There was a sound from outside—a screech of brakes. Inhumanly fast, Modal was at the window, looking down into the street. "Oh, frag," he muttered.
Falcon joined him at the window. A large car had pulled up behind the stolen Dynamit. It disgorged several large figures—large figures bearing large weapons. Four of them, two trolls, two humans. And probably another four around back, Falcon thought, if this was the attack it looked like.
"T.S.," Modal said urgently, "how good’s your security?"
Smeland looked up from Sly’s deck. "Good enough to stop a small army," she answered. "Why?"
"I just hope that’s going to be enough," Falcon said quietly.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
0719 hours, November 14, 2053
Fear wrenched a scream from Sly’s lungs as the ice beads struck. But the scream sounded strange to her ears, as if it hadn’t happened anywhere but in her own head. The Matrix faded around her, leaving her in darkness. There was a wrenching pain in her chest, a terrible feeling of chilling numbness from her body. No! she screamed inwardly. Not again.
A moment of disorientation, as though she were tumbling wildly through space. She was still surrounded by darkness—no, not darkness, nothingness—and her other senses also seemed to have failed her. No sensations came from her body; the pain in her chest was gone as if it had never been, and she couldn’t hear or feel her heartbeat or her breathing. For an immeasurable time she tumbled through the void. Or maybe she wasn’t tumbling; maybe it was just her brain—starved of sensations—feeding her false stimuli to fill the nothingness.
I can jack out… . She tried to break the connection between her and cyberspace. But nothing changed.
Panic coursed through her. I can’t jack out! And then a chilling thought bubbled up from the deep recesses of her mind.
You can’t jack out from death… .
And then, as suddenly as it had vanished, sight returned.
At first, she thought that somehow she was outside the Matrix, magically transported, perhaps, to an environment that was, in its very familiarity, disturbing. Chilling.
She was standing in an executive office. Rich, neutral-tone carpet on the floor, sourceless lighting illuminating objets d’art on the windowless walls. The room was dominated by a large desk of dark wood, clear except for a pen and pencil set and what looked like a clock-calculator. Behind it was a comfortable-looking leather chair. It was the kind of office that might be found on the upper floors of any corporate or government edifice, anywhere on the continent—or in the world, for that matter.
The office door had to be behind her. Sly turned. No door.
And it was then Sly realized the true nature of where she was. As her point of view had moved, reality around her had broken down—momentarily, almost subliminally—into individual pixels, picture elements, revealing itself as only an illusion of reality. Only when she stopped, when she looked straight at something—the wall, an abstract painting, whatever—did it appear solid.
But not quite. Now that she knew what to look for, she could spot the individual pixels that made up every element of her environment. The resolution was incredible, much better than anything she’d ever seen in cyberspace, but it was all a program construct of some kind. Which meant she was still in the Matrix.
But how? This wasn’t the way things were supposed to work. When you got hit by black ice, you beat it in cybercombat, or you got dumped out of cyberspace back into the "real" world. Or you got killed. That was the way of things, the nature of black ice. Somehow, however, she’d found herself in a fourth option.
Was T.S. here, too? In an analog of this place? Or was Smeland dumped, possibly flatlined?
Just what the frag was going on?
She heard a sound, like that of a man clearing his throat, but with the flat, anechoic tone that told her the "sound" had been injected directly into her sensorium through her datajack. She turned back to the desk.
The high-backed swivel chair was no longer empty. Sitting there was a man of medium height, with short-cropped gray hair and icy gray eyes. For a moment she tried to guess his age, confused by the conflicting clues of his hair color and the absence of wrinkles around his eyes, then gave up the effort as meaningless.
He isn’t real, she recognized, noticing that the resolution in this portion of the Matrix, incredible though it might be, wasn’t quite up to defining individual hairs on the man’s head. Another construct. A decker’s icon.
She remembered the time and effort she’d put into "sculpting" her own icon when she was a working decker. Remembered the programming effort and the computing horsepower required to animate a construct with a resolution orders of magnitude worse than what she was looking at now. This kind of animation took huge amounts of programming and processing resources. Where am I? she thought desperately.
The man—the construct, Sly had to remind herself—regarded her steadily. He seemed to be waiting for her to start the conversation. But she wouldn’t oblige him.
Finally he nodded and said, "You are Sharon Louise Young." His voice was strong, the voice of a young man. But, she had to remind herself, since nothing here was actually "real," that didn’t tell her anything she could depend on.
Again the man waited. "That’s me," Sly said at last. "And you are …?"
"Jurgensen, Thor. Lieutenant, CSF, UCAS Armed Forces." He smiled ironically. "I think we can dispense with the serial number."
UCAS Armed Forces. Sly remembered the massive constructs beyond the horizon of cyberspace, the data fortresses larger than the largest mountains. She felt as if a chill wind was blowing right through her.
"CSF, what’s that?" she asked, although she thought she already knew.
"Cyberspace Special Forces," Jurgensen answered, confirming her guess. He leaned forward, intertwined the fingers of both hands on the desk in front of him. "You have some information, Ms. Young," he said quietly. "We would like you to hand it over to us."
"What information?"
Jurgensen shook his head. "Don’t insult my intelligence," he said. "I assure you I don’t underestimate yours. You know exactly what I mean. The datafile you … acquired from Yamatetsu Seattle. The datafile describing the corporation’s research into the interception and manipulation of fiber-optic data transmission. The ‘lost tech,’ to use the common argot. We know you have it. We also know that various other … um, factions … . have tried to relieve you of it."
"So now it’s your turn, is that it?"
The decker construct chuckled dryly. "If you like," he conceded with a shrug. "There’s a difference, though. My colleagues and I wish to give you the chance to voluntarily hand the information over to us."
"Why should I?" Sly demanded.
Jurgensen shrugged. "Various reasons," he answered calmly, then began ticking off points on his fingers. "One, enlightened self-interest. Who could protect you from the other factions better than the military?
"Two, bringing the megacorporations back under the control of the civilian government. You’ve worked for and against the zaibatsus, Ms. Young. You know how far they can go, how much they can get away with, without the slightest fear of governmental action. With the information you acquired, we can … um, bring the megacorporations to heel, to some extent, at least, and return to the electorate some semblance of control of their own lives.
"And three, patriotism." Jurgensen grimaced wryly. "I know, it’s an outmoded term, an unfashionable concept. But it’s still worth considering. Countries on this continent and around the world are in competition—for resources, for markets. They compete through trade controls and tariffs, through technological and industrial efficiency, and through more … obscure … means. Though nobody would expect you to buy into the old fallacy of ‘my country, right or wrong,’ we do hope, Ms. Young, that you’ll consider the personal advantages of being a citizen of a competitively successful country."
"That’s it?" she asked after a moment. "That’s your pitch?"
"That’s it," Jurgensen confirmed. "Consider it, please."
"Now?"
The lieutenant spread his hands, palms up. "Why not?" he asked reasonably. "I can guarantee you won’t be interrupted or disturbed."
In other words, you’re not going to let me go until you get what you want. "I don’t have what you want with me," she told the military decker.
Jurgensen shrugged. "Tell me where in the Matrix it is," he said. "I’ll send a smart frame to get it."
A smart frame—a semi-autonomous program construct. That told her they weren’t going to let her out of here, even if she gave them what they wanted.
So what? she suddenly asked herself. Maybe Jurgensen was right. He made a reasonable case for an alternative she hadn’t really examined before. If I can’t destroy the data, and if I can’t make sure everyone gets it simultaneously, I can always choose the best person to give it to—the lesser of all available evils. Minimize the disruption, the danger.
And then depend on the faction I choose to protect me from the rest.
How well did the UCAS government fit the bill? The concept of bringing the megacorps under some degree of control was definitely attractive. Ever since the Shiawase Decision granted extraterritoriality to multinational corps back in 2001, the civil government had lost most of its influence. The governments handle all the drek jobs the corps don’t want, Sly thought, and that’s it. It’s the megacorps that call all the shots.
And what about that nationalism drek? Null program … .
Or maybe it wasn’t. Sly had never kept a close eye on international affairs—except as they directly impacted the shadows, of course—but she couldn’t help but pick up rumblings here and there about what was happening on the international front. There was continuous squabbling between the UCAS and the Salish-Shidhe nation about the status of Seattle. Some hotheads on the tribal council wanted to usurp control of the city. And, since that would deny the UCAS its last port on the Pacific Coast—and its sole gateway to Japan and Korea—the boys and girls in D.C. were scrabbling for a way to stop that from happening.
And then there were the ongoing border "disputes" between UCAS and both the Sioux Nation and the Confederate American States. Despite the federal government’s vociferous claims to the contrary, the fed seemed to entertain some pretty fragging extensive territorial ambitions. The way things stood at the moment, however, not much ever came of them. The contenders seemed too evenly matched in capabilities.
But that’d change right fast if UCAS got hold of the lost tech, wouldn’t it’? With that kind of advantage, wouldn’t the federal government be tempted to step up the—what did Jurgensen call it?—the "obscure means" of competition between nations? And how destabilizing would that be to the political climate of North America?
Corp war or conventional war? Is that what I’m looking at here?
Jurgensen was watching Sly steadily. "Where is the information, Ms. Young?" he asked quietly.
Maybe the best thing she could do at the moment was explore the parameters of her choices. "What if I don’t want to tell you? Are you going to threaten me?"
"Threats?" The decker construct’s eyes opened wide as if the idea hadn’t occurred to him. "You mean, like this?"
Suddenly, Jurgensen was flanked by two hulking figures, figures out of nightmare. Sly jumped back with a cry of alarm.
The creatures, or whatever they were, stood almost three meters tall—if scale meant anything here—their deformed heads brushing the ceiling. They were roughly humanoid in shape, but were not flesh and blood. Instead, they seemed to be pure darkness, coalesced into physical form. They were regions of nothingness, of non-existence, precisely bounded but with no surface, no texture, no features. They had no visible eyes, yet Sly could sense that they were aware of her, studying her, scrutinizing her, evaluating her as an opponent or as prey.
"What are they?" she asked. She heard the fear in her own voice. Why did you ask, Sly? You know what they are.
Jurgensen glanced to his left and right at the two massive figures. "They’re ice, what else? Our latest revision of ‘golem class’ black IC, driven by high-level expert system code." He smiled coldly. "So, you see, I could threaten you. The golems could hurt you seriously—without killing you, of course—and you wouldn’t be able to jack out to escape them."
He paused. "But that’s simply too brutish," he went on more gently. "I’d much prefer that you didn’t force me to take that course." He looked at the two ice constructs again. "Do you think we’ll be needing them?"
Sly couldn’t bring herself to speak, just shook her head rapidly. Jurgensen smiled, and the two nightmare figures vanished. The knot in Sly’s gut seemed to loosen infinitesimally.
"Answer my question, please," Jurgensen continued. "Where in the Matrix is the information?"
"It’s not in the Matrix," she answered, lying smoothly. "It’s in an isolated system, a fully shielded system."
"Tempest-shielded?" Jurgensen asked, naming the military designation for a system completely isolated from all electromagnetic tampering.
Sly nodded. "And it’s keyed to my retina print," she added. "If anybody else tries to access it, the data’s erased."
The military decker was silent for a moment. "Why don’t I believe you?" he asked finally.
Sly just shrugged.
"If it is in the Matrix, I can find it."
You’re bluffing, Sly thought. The optical memory chip containing the datafile was installed in the chip slot of the cyberdeck Smeland had loaned her. If you could find it, if you could trace back into my deck from wherever the frag we are, you’d already have it. She fought to keep a triumphant smile off her face, glad that the resolution of her icon wouldn’t be enough for Jurgensen to read her expression.
Jurgensen drummed his fingers on the desktop. Sly thought she understood his dilemma. You’ve got some very real restrictions, haven’t you? You can keep me here, stop me from jacking out. But
if you do, that means I can’t get you what you want.
Unless Jurgensen could trace her physical location, send a team over and capture her meat body as effectively as he’d caught her consciousness. But could he do that? And if he could, why hadn’t he done so already?
"Look," she said, "I’ll make you a deal. You get the data, I get protection. But I’m physically in Everett, the data’s in Fort Lewis. I’ve got to go get it. Which means you’ve got to let me go." She held her breath. I’m in Puyallup, not Everett—my meat body, at least. Will he pick up on the lie?
Jurgensen was silent for almost a full minute, almost as though he was consciously drawing out the tension. But then he nodded.
"How do I get back … here?" she asked.
"The easiest way is to try to reach Zurich-Orbital," the military decker told her. "We’re watching all access routes. You’ll automatically get diverted here." 
"I’ll be back," she lied. "Now, can I …?"
"You can jack out."
Again, Sly tried to break the connection. This time it worked. She felt the momentary disorientation as her real sensorium replaced the construct that was cyberspace.
And suddenly she found herself in a world that seemed to be blowing itself apart… .
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
0727 hours, November 14, 2053
Falcon ducked as another burst of gunfire from the street blew out what little glass was left in the window. He wanted to run, to get out of this trap. But run where? The Smeland woman probably had some secret back way out—Falcon certainly would if it were his place—but she hadn’t told anybody about it.
According to her, they couldn’t move Sly, though Falcon didn’t fully understand why. Something about Sly being linked to the Matrix and that she’d die if anybody jacked her out. That meant they didn’t have any choice. If they wanted to keep the attackers from getting to Sly, they had to do it here. They’d done the best they could to shelter her from stray gunfire, laying her down on the floor between the heavy couch and a wall, but their options were limited by the length of the cable connecting Sly’s cyberdeck to the splitter box and from there to the wall outlet. Falcon had asked if they couldn’t unplug the deck from the wall but keep Sly jacked into the deck, but both Modal and Smeland had looked at him like he was an idiot. Just asking, he’d thought bitterly at the time.
He also wondered why the frag Smeland and Modal were still hanging. Modal he could almost understand; apparently he and Sly had some kind of history together, though it was hard to understand how someone as vibrant as Sly could have feelings for a person as cold and emotionless as the black elf. And vice versa.
And what about Smeland? Sure, she and Sly had been chummers. But you don’t put your life on the line for every chummer, do you?
And then there was him … He couldn’t bail out, which relieved him of making any decision. If there was a back way out, Falcon didn’t know about it, and the front door wasn’t an option. But, he found himself wondering, even if there was another way out, would I take it?
Falcon crouched down beside Sly, looked into her pale, drawn face. No change. If it weren’t for the rhythmic movement of her breast, he’d have written her off as flatlined.
He twitched reflexively as Modal squeezed off another high-velocity greeting to the gunmen in the street. The elf was moving like a chipped jack rabbit, popping up at one window for a quick shot, then ducking down again before anybody could return fire. Repeating the process at another window. Sticking his own head up for a look-see didn’t seem like the healthiest thing to do, so Falcon didn’t know if the elf was scoring. At the very least Modal’s shots would be forcing some of the attackers to keep their heads down.
The fire from the street had taken out all the glass, leaving the windows perfect targets for grenades. At first the ganger hadn’t understood why nobody took advantage of the opportunity. One frag grenade lobbed into the room from down below would have splattered all of them, at no risk to the attackers.
But then he’d realized that’s not what the raiders, whoever they were, wanted at all. The odds were that they wanted to take Sly alive, and keep her alive long enough to squeeze from her the location of the datafile on the lost tech. So that meant no grenades. It also meant that when the attackers finally made it up the stairs and through the front door they’d be very careful about confirming targets before opening fire. That might make all the difference in the world for Falcon, Modal, and Smeland, who would have no problem identifying anybody coming in from outside as a bad guy. The attackers, meanwhile, would have to hold their fire long enough to figure out who was who, which would cost them.
As it was, though, nobody had made it up the stairs. Smeland sat cross-legged in a corner, jacked into her cyberdeck, directly controlling the security systems that protected her home. Early on in the assault, Falcon had heard the muffled boom as the attackers blew open the street-level door. Smeland, already jacked in, had drawn her lips back from her teeth in a grimace that was as much snarl as smile … .
And that’s when the firing had begun, the terrible rip of ultra-high-speed autofire, from just outside the upper door. It had gone on and on—for five seconds at least, much longer than it would take to empty any normal weapon’s magazine. The noise of the extended burst had been almost loud enough to mask the horrible screams from the stairwell. Almost.
"Frag me," Modal muttered. "Gun port?"
But Smeland didn’t answer him.
The autofire weapon, which she was apparently controlling, had opened up twice more since then, presumably clearing the stairway of anyone trying to reach the upper level.
Falcon saw Modal pop up again, fire off a couple of shots from his heavy pistol, then drop back into cover. Automatic fire from the street stitched the window frame and the opposite wall. "Where the frag’s Lone Star?" the elf demanded of nobody in particular. "They should be here by now."
To Falcon it seemed that the strange, almost tentative firefight had been going on for hours. Glancing at his watch, he was astonished to see that only eight minutes had passed.
But eight minutes could be a fragging long time. The elf had a point: where was the Star? Normally a patrol car would be on the scene of gunfire within a couple of minutes, usually backed up all too soon by an armored Citymaster or maybe a helicopter gunship. Why not now? Unless it was because these slags had the clout to tell Lone Star to keep out of it? And with that kind of influence, they had to have other resources as well. Like maybe a mage or shaman on call. The way Falcon figured it, the only reason he and Modal weren’t already being chewed up by a spellworm was that the attackers had known—before they made their assault—that Sly and company had no magical assets. But now that the assault was stalled, he could picture somebody yammering into a radio, whistling up someone to remedy that oversight. And when that spellworm arrived, then the drek would really hit the fan.
Smeland cursed viciously, jerked the deck’s lead from her datajack.
"What is it?" Falcon asked.
"They found the last of my sensors and took it out," she snarled. "I’m blind."
Modal looked over at her. "That means they’ll be coming."
She nodded. "I’ve got one last surprise, but I’m going to have to guess on the timing." She shrugged. "And who knows if it’ll be enough."
"Explosives in the stairs?" the elf guessed.
"Flechette grenades in the ceiling."
"Ouch," Modal said.
"If I blow them while somebody’s actually there. After that …" Smeland shrugged expressively.
Something slammed hard into the door at the top of the stairs. Falcon saw the heavy metal shake with the impact, almost tearing loose from the hinges. He looked expectantly at Smeland.
From somewhere the woman had acquired a small machine pistol. But she wasn’t paying it any attention. Instead, she was focusing on the door, her finger poised over a key on the cyberdeck.
Do it! Falcon wanted to shout.
"Not yet," she muttered.
A fusillade of bullets slammed into the door, but did no harm. It would take a lot more than that to penetrate so much metal, Falcon knew, but it was certainly the prelude to a renewed assault. The ganger checked the load of the machine pistol he’d picked up from the dead corporator in the Sheraton room. Fourteen rounds. That’d have to do; he didn’t have any spare clips.
Another burst struck the door while a massive volley from multiple weapons came in simultaneously through the windows. Falcon ducked low as ricochets whined around him.
"Holy frag…. " It was Sly’s voice.
Falcon spun. The runner’s eyes were open, and she was struggling to focus. With a shaking hand, she reached up and tugged the plug free from her datajack. She started to sit up, but Modal was instantly beside her, pushing her down. "Keep your bloody head down if you don’t want it shot off," he growled.
"What’s happening?"
"Later," the elf told her, "if there is a later." He turned to Smeland. "Where’s the back door?"
The decker keyed a quick command into her cyberdeck. With a click and a whir, a section of the wall near one corner swung open like a door. "There’s a ladder, then a concealed door to the alley."
"T. S., you go first," Modal ordered. "Get out, and just keep on going. You’re next, Sharon Louise. And you"—he stabbed a finger at Falcon—"you get her down and out right fragging quick. I’ll cover."
Falcon could see that Sly wanted to protest, but he grabbed her shoulder and started dragging her to her feet. "Move," he snapped. Almost as an afterthought, he snatched up the cyberdeck, tucked it under his arm.
Smeland’s finger punched down on a key, and the room rang with multiple explosions from the stairway. Explosions, and more screams. A rain of splinters spattered off the metal door. Falcon cringed, imagining the whirling storm of metal darts filling the stairwell, flaying flesh from bone.
While the overpressure from the grenades was still echoing from the walls, Smeland darted through the concealed door. Falcon followed, dragging Sly through the door.
There was a small anteroom, a circular hole in the floor leading down to a similar room on ground level. Smeland was already at the bottom of the metal ladder, beckoning for them to hurry.
"Go," Falcon told Sly. "Move it!"
The runner still looked partially stunned—dump shock, wasn’t that what deckers called it?—but she still moved fast. She swung halfway down the ladder, then dropped the last meter and a half to the floor.
His turn. "Catch." He dropped the cyberdeck down to Sly, didn’t wait to see whether she caught it safely. He grabbed the sides of the ladder, pushed his feet against the outsides of the vertical bars, then let himself slide down. As he hit the bottom, Falcon heard another explosion and the chatter of gunfire from the room above.
Something suddenly blocked the light, plummeting toward him. Falcon flung himself back, just in time to avoid Modal. The elf had decided to jump down, not even bothering with the ladder. "Get the frag out of here!" he screamed. To punctuate his words, the elf raised his pistol, emptied the clip up the ladder. A shriek from above confirmed his marksmanship.
Smeland was opening a door in the wall facing the ladder. Sly was right behind her, Falcon ready to follow the two women out. He looked back over his shoulder at Modal. In the gray light of dawn flooding in from outside, he saw blood pumping from a gaping wound in the left side of the elf’s neck.
Smeland darted through the door, Sly close on her heels. Falcon hesitated. Modal had ejected the spent magazine from his pistol, was trying to fish a replacement out of his pocket. But his left arm was virtually useless, seeming to refuse the orders his brain was sending to it. He’s dying, Falcon realized. Now he’s dying, too.
"Modal!" he shouted. When the elf turned, Falcon tossed him the machine pistol. Modal dropped his own gun, plucking the new weapon out of the air with his good right hand. Turning, he triggered a short burst up the ladder. No cry this time, but Falcon could hear the bullets slamming into flesh and bone.
"Come on!" It was Smeland’s voice, from outside. Falcon turned and ran, Modal close behind.
Emerging into a wide alley, he was startled to see sitting there a big old Ford, vintage twenty-thirties, its engine running. Smeland was behind the wheel, Sly beside her. The back door was open.
Falcon flung himself into the big rear seat, then reached out to help the wounded Modal in after him.
But Modal had turned back to face the building, machine pistol raised.
The elf’s instincts were right on. An instant later, a figure appeared in the doorway, a heavy shotgun braced against his hip.
Modal fired first, a long burst that blew the figure’s throat open and turned his face to a pulpy mass. Already dead, the attacker’s final spasm made his finger clench around his weapon’s trigger. The big shotgun roared.
The blast caught Modal full in the chest, hammered him back into the car. He remained upright for an instant, then slumped to the ground.
"Frag!" Falcon scrambled across the car seat, leaned out and grabbed the elf under both arms to drag him bodily into the Ford. He couldn’t reach the door to shut it, but who gave a frag anyway? "Boot it!" he screamed at Smeland. With a squeal of tires, the car took off, the acceleration throwing Falcon against the seat.
From behind them he heard a yell, the words lost as they sped away. From ahead came gunshots. Something slammed into the metalwork of the car, but whether it was a bullet or a gunman who didn’t get out of the way fast enough Falcon couldn’t be sure. Sly returned fire, the reports of her big revolver punishingly loud inside the car. Then the immediate emergency seemed to be over. The ganger debated doing something about the door. But then Smeland threw the car into a screeching left turn, and the door slammed shut under its own weight.
"How is he?" Sly had turned and was leaning over the back of the passenger seat.
Falcon didn’t have to reply; she could see the answer as well as he could. The elf’s entire chest was a mass of blood and torn flesh. He’d been wearing a padded jacket, perhaps armored enough to stop rounds from a light submachine gun. But against a blast from an assault shotgun—at less than ten meters? Not a fragging chance. The elf might as well have been wearing a T-shirt for all the protection the jacket gave him. He was dead, Falcon knew, if not now then soon. And whatever time he had left wasn’t a blessing.
It turned out that Modal was still alive. The elf’s chest heaved. He coughed, blowing pink spray from his lips. Falcon wanted to turn away, wanted to vomit, but with an ultimate effort of will, he controlled both impulses.
Sly knew. The ganger could tell from her face. She reached down, grabbed the elf’s hand, squeezed it hard.
Modal’s eyes flickered open, focused on Sly’s face. "How is it, Sharon Louise?" he asked. He coughed again, bright arterial blood leaking from his mouth.
Falcon could see Sly blinking back tears. "Good," she said huskily. "Good."
"I’m not afraid, Sharon Louise." Modal’s voice had a terrible bubbling tone to it. "I’m not afraid, and I’m not sad. I should be, don’t you think? Isn’t that part of it, after all?" He took a breath as if to say something else. But a sharp spasm convulsed his body, and the air hissed wordlessly from his lungs.
That’s two. The thought was enough to chill Falcon to the marrow. Two people dead, dying in my arms like the old fragging cliché. How many more before this is fragging over?
 







 
 
 
 
Part three
Out of the Bucket
 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
0850 hours, November 14, 2053
They were alone now, just Sly and the kid Falcon. T. S. had offered to help her out, to see her through this, more for old times’ sake than anything. Though Theresa had tried to hide it, Sly knew she was relieved when Sly refused the offer.
Smeland had driven her to a particularly unpleasant part of south Redmond, where she claimed to have a good place to hole up until things settled down … if they ever did. When T. S. pulled up at the curb, Sly was searching for the words to ask the last big favor she needed from her chummer. Fortunately for her, T. S. beat her to it.
"You can have the car," Theresa said quietly. "It’ll be hot. Whoever those gunners were will have the tag number. They’ll get the word out, but it should be able to get you far enough to boost another ride.
"And I can handle … him," she said, indicating Modal with a jerk of her head. "I’ve got friends who can take care of it."
Sly nodded wordlessly, not knowing what she would have done with the body. She wouldn’t have wanted to just dump Modal’s lifeless form, but what other choice would she have had? She was relieved when Smeland solved the problem for her.
Smeland’s destination turned out to be an ork "hall," an old store that had been "remodeled" into communal housing. Theresa had gone into the building, to emerge a couple of minutes later accompanied by three burly male orks. All three were wearing gang-style leathers, but Sly didn’t recognize the colors. (He probably knows, she thought, with a glance at Falcon, but didn’t bother to ask.)
The orks opened the back door and dragged Modal’s carcass out. Totally unconcerned about the other people on the street, mostly orks, the biggest of the three had slung the elf’s bloody body over his shoulder, then carried it into the hall. Sly was looking around nervously, waiting for some bystander to react, to interfere, maybe to run off to call Lone Star. But, if anything, the general reaction was complacency, if not utter boredom. And that, she thought, is about the scariest comment on the Barrens that anyone could make.
Another of the orks had climbed into the back seat with a towel to wipe away the worst of the blood. After tossing the soaked cloth out to his chummers, he spread another piece of fabric—almost like a dropcloth—over the stains.
And that had been that. He bared his chipped fangs at Sly in a quick grin, then he and his "stymates" disappeared back inside the hall.
To Sly’s mixed disappointment and relief, Smeland had not reappeared. No goodbyes, no temptation to tell T. S. something that might get her greased. Sly gestured for the kid to join her in the front seat, then got behind the wheel and pulled away. She rolled down a window, hoping the wind of their speed would dilute the cloying smell of blood and death.
She knew they had to ditch the car, ditch it and steal another one.
But then what? The question was doubly chilling because she didn’t have a good answer. Hole up and wait for everything to blow over?
But it wouldn’t blow over, would it? The corp war would start. And eventually, someone would track down Sharon Louise Young, torture her until they knew everything she did, and then kill her. Sooner or later it would happen, no matter how deep into the shadows she tried to hide. Sooner or later someone would get lucky … . and probably sooner rather than later. So what other options did she have?
She glanced down at the cyberdeck lying on the front seat beside Falcon. The kid had rescued it from Smeland’s place while Sly had been in a daze of dump shock. And a fragging good thing he had. The optical chip containing the lost tech datafile was in the deck’s chip slot.
Maybe I should cut a deal with Jurgensen, she reflected. Some of his arguments made sense. The UCAS military definitely had the resources to protect her from the corps. If they stuck by their agreements, she amended silently. And if they don’t geek me themselves, just to keep the fact that they’ve got the tech secret.
Trust. It all came down to trust. How far did she trust Jurgensen? Did she trust him to keep his word? To keep her alive? To use the tech in ways that didn’t destabilize the whole fragging continent?
No, she thought, with a pang of physical pain. I don’t trust him. How can I?
So what did that leave? Hadn’t she just eliminated all her alternatives?
Sly shook her head slightly, struggled to enforce a brittle sense of calm. Deal with the immediate, she told herself, worry about the eventual later. At the moment, the immediate involved getting another vehicle.
And Falcon. She turned to the Amerindian. "Where do you want me to drop you?" she asked
His head jerked around. "Huh?"
"I’ll drop you off somewhere," she said patiently. "Where?"
He was silent for a moment, but she could almost feel his racing thoughts. "No," the kid said at last, his voice little more than a whisper. There was fear in his eyes as he looked into her face, but his expression was set, determined. "Nowhere."
Sly wanted to rage at him, but forced herself to speak calmly. "This isn’t your game."
"Maybe it is."
"Why?"
Sly watched his face, saw from his expression that he had an answer. She could also see just as clearly that he was struggling hard to formulate it in words she could understand—that he could understand. She didn’t push, but didn’t give him an easy out either. Let him figure it out, she told herself.
After more than a minute, he shrugged. "It’s my choice," he said quietly, evenly. "It’s my life, I can do with it what I want."
"It’s my life, too, chummer."
He nodded in acknowledgment. "If you want to get rid of me, you make the call, you say so. But unless you’ve got a good reason, I want to stay in."
It was her turn to think it through. She pulled the Ford over to the side of the road, put the car in neutral. She stared into the young Amerind’s face, into his eyes, but she couldn’t read this kid. There was fear there, but it was mixed with many other emotions. Plenty of determination too.
"What are you going to do?" he asked her.
That was the question, wasn’t it? "I don’t know yet," Sly admitted. "What do you think I should do?"
"Get out of the plex," he answered immediately. "All this corp drek is limited to Seattle, to the UCAS, isn’t it?
"For the moment."
"So get out," he repeated. "Slip the border, go someplace quieter. Give yourself time—give us time—to figure out our next move. And if you’re planning to handle it with this"—he patted the cyberdeck—"you can do it from anywhere, right? So why be a fish in a bucket when you can get out of the fragging bucket?"
From the expression on the kid’s face, a tinge of embarrassment overlaying his earnestness, she knew the analogy wasn’t his, was probably something he’d heard on the trideo. But it hit home all the same.
Why not get out of the bucket?
"Where would you go?" she asked slowly.
"Sioux Nation." Again he answered at once, as if he’d figured it all out some time ago. "Fewer corps, less drek going on behind the scenes. The Council of Chiefs keeps tight control over that kind of thing."
That’s not what I’ve heard, Sly thought. But … . "You’ve been there, then?"
Again that tinge of embarrassment crossed the kid’s face. "No," he admitted unwillingly, "but I know about it. It’s a good place."
Maybe. She couldn’t be sure how much of the Amerindian’s enthusiasm was based on fact and how much on sentimental fantasies.
But there was still something in his suggestion. Getting out of the plex—out of the bucket—did sound like a good idea. The obvious choice was the Salish-Shidhe Council, because it involved crossing only one border. Wasn’t avoiding needless complexity one of the first rules of any operation?
Still, S-S might not be the best choice. No matter how vociferously the intertribal council denied it, events in Seattle had a big effect on what went down in S-S territory. As the corp war continued to heat up, the news would leak into the Salish-Shidhe nation first. It was highly likely that any megacorps with a presence in S-S were already maneuvering as actively as they were in downtown Seattle.
So where else? Tir Tairngire? Forget it. The corps had almost no presence in the elven nation; the elves wouldn’t let them in, pure and simple. But the same territorial paranoia and isolationism that kept the megacorps out meant that the Tir borders were even harder to penetrate than those of the Pueblo Corporate Council—and that was saying something. What difference would it make to her if she got geeked by a corp hit team or a Tir border patrol? Dead was dead.
Tsimshian? Strange things were happening up there. Both the shadow buzz and the newsfaxes agreed on that. Apparently some faction—the Haida National Liberation Army or some such overblown drek—was trying to overthrow the government—again. Jumping into the middle of civil unrest and retaliatory repression didn’t seem like such a swift move.
So that left the Sioux and Ute nations, if she wanted to deal with the minimum number of illegal border crossings. To be honest, Sly didn’t know enough about either place to make an intelligent choice. So why not go with the kid’s hunch?
"Where in Sioux would you go?" she asked.
"Cheyenne, I guess. It’s the capital, the biggest city." He grinned—a real grin, not something faked to cover his fear. "More shadows to hide in, right?"
What the frag, anyway? "Why not," she said, a statement rather than a question.
"I’m coming along, right?" he asked urgently.
Who else could she turn to for help? No one. Sly nodded. "Why not?"
Sly stopped the car in the alley behind Agarwal’s house, beside the wide ramp leading down to the ex-decker’s garage/workshop. She killed the engine, started to get out.
"Why are we stopping here?" Falcon asked.
"We need another car," she explained.
"We can get one here?"
She smiled at the kid’s doubting tone. "You better believe it," she told him. "And if we’re lucky we can get some fake datawork to pass us through the border checkpoints." She swung out of the car. "Wait here, I’ll be back…. " Her voice trailed off.
"What is it?"
She stared at the back of the old church. The rear door was open a crack. A cold tingle of apprehension shot through her. She reached under her coat, patted the butt of her revolver in its holster. "Stay here," she told him.
"Frag that." The Amerindian clambered out of the car, flipping the safety off the machine pistol he carried. He slung the strap of Smeland’s cyberdeck over his shoulder.
For a moment she considered ordering him to stay with the car. But what authority did she have anyway? As much as he wanted to give her, no more. So why push it over something that didn’t really matter? And anyway, an extra gun couldn’t hurt.
She led the way up the steps to the door. They stopped for a moment while she listened.
Nothing from inside the building. With the toe of her boot she swung the door open slowly, let it bump against the wall. Drawing her pistol, she stepped inside.
From what Sly knew of Agarwal’s security system, her weight on the floor should have triggered some kind of alarm even if the door were open. That implied that all the interlocking systems were probably down. Which, in turn, implied that either Agarwal had turned them off personally, or that whoever had left the door open had managed to defeat some of the most intense security in the plex. Not a reassuring thought.
She stopped again to listen. More silence.
The house felt empty, lifeless. Her apprehension grew, turning to a twisting knot in her belly. Gesturing for Falcon to follow, Sly crept deeper into the house, looking for Agarwal.
She found him in his study, but he was dead, undeniably and messily so. He was sitting upright in his high-backed desk chair, upright because long velcro straps had secured him in that position. One strap around his waist, another around his neck so he couldn’t slump forward. One around each forearm, holding them to the chair’s arms. Another around his legs, bending them back under the chair and securing them around the swivel pedestal. Someone had cut away his clothes—and then cut away more than just his clothes. His face was slack, expressionless, white as parchment. His eyes were open, because two of the things they’d cut away were his eyelids. Like twisted claws, his hands gripped the ends of the chair arms, the knuckles white as ivory. Under the chair was a plastic drop cloth that someone had spread to catch the blood—and more than blood—that had fallen from their work. It was a meaningless, macabre touch of neatness.
Agarwal had lingered. Sly didn’t know how she knew, but she did. They had been professionals, skilled in their craft. He hadn’t died quickly.
She closed her eyes, looked away.
Heard a sound behind her. Spun, revolver coming up. It was Falcon, of course, the sound a choking gag. The youth’s eyes bulged, his face almost as white as Agarwal’s. He dropped his machine pistol, turned aside. Noisily spewed the contents of his stomach onto Agarwal’s expensive carpet.
She turned back to her friend, her mentor. I’m sorry. She mouthed the words silently. So sorry.
I did this. I didn’t wield the knife, the pliers, the probes. But I did this to you just the same. Because I came to you for help, before I knew the magnitude, the importance, of the game I’d got myself into.
"Who?" Falcon’s voice was a croak, the word forced through a tight, hoarse throat.
"I don’t know."
The kid wiped his mouth with a sleeve, spat to clear his mouth.
"They’re not watching the place," Sly said. If they were, she thought, we’d be dead. Or worse.
"Why not?" he demanded.
"I don’t know."
He spat again. "We’ve got to go. Maybe they’ll be back."
"Yes."
But she didn’t move. She couldn’t leave Agarwal. Not like this. She had to do something… .
"We’ve got to go," Falcon said again.
He was right, she knew. There wasn’t anything Sly could do for her friend now.
She forced herself to speak. "Downstairs," she told him. "We’ll take one of his cars."
He hesitated.
"Come on," she said, pulling the kid by the arm. "He won’t be needing them anymore."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
0942 hours, November 14, 2053
Falcon stared in stupefaction at the rows of cars. They were beautiful. He’d never seen anything like them. He ran a hand, tentatively, almost tenderly, along the hood line of a 9-series BMW. Thirty years old—twice as old as him—but it looked like it had just rolled off the assembly line. Any one of these would be worth more money than his whole family would see in their whole lifetime. And there were, what, a dozen of them? He shook his head in awe at all this high-speed engineering in one place.
But they didn’t save their owner, did they?
He felt rather than heard Sly come up behind him.
She was taking the death of the old slag really hard. No surprise there, of course. It had trashed Falcon out, too, and he hadn’t even known the bugger. Bad enough to see anyone who’d gone that way, let alone if he was a chummer.
But even though Sly was emotionally drek-kicked, she still seemed to be tracking okay. Her face was pale, her eyes haunted, but it looked like she was still with it. She had a set of car keys in her hand, a bulky-looking portable computer under her arm.
"What’s that for?" he asked, pointing at the computer. "We’ve got this." He patted the cyberdeck slung over his shoulder.
"We still need passes to get over the border." Her voice sounded flat, emotionless. "I think I can rig something up with this."
He nodded. He hadn’t really thought about the actual logistics of slipping the border. When he’d envisioned himself ducking out of the plex and heading southeast into Sioux, the daydreams had never included any details of border posts, immigration, and all that associated drek. He’d just done it. But this was reality, not daydreams. "Good thinking," he said.
She threaded her way through the nearest cars, heading for a low-slung monster near the big up-and-over doors. Unlocked the driver’s door.
He examined the car as she stashed the computer in the luggage space behind the front seat. It was almost five meters from bumper to bumper, he guessed, and not much more than a meter high, the top of the Targa-style roof only coming up to his belly. The strangely contoured hood hinted at a beefy power plant. It looked blindingly fast, even standing still. He kicked at one of the fat tires. "What is it?" he asked.
"It’s a Callaway Twin Turbo," Sly answered dully. "A modified Corvette, built in nineteen-ninety-one. It’s …" She hesitated, and he heard her swallow hard. "He told me all about it, but I don’t remember what he said. Get in."
Falcon nodded. He walked around the sleek machine and opened the passenger door. The seats were low, almost like fighter plane combat couches he’d seen on the trid. There was no rear seat—and no room for one—just a small, carpeted space behind the two front buckets. He stashed Smeland’s cyberdeck there, trying to arrange it so it wouldn’t rattle around too much. Then he slipped inside, the seat almost wrapping around him, supporting him from the sides as well as the back. He shut the door.
Sly was sliding into the driver’s seat, arranging her long legs under the steering wheel. She shut her door, too, with a solid thud-click.
He looked around the car’s interior, staring in unabashed amazement at the wraparound dash, the complex stereo mounted in the center above the gearshift. (A six-speed gearbox, he noted.) They built this in nineteen ninety-one? he thought in wonder. Tech wasn’t this advanced sixty years ago, it couldn’t have been. Could it? He remembered Nightwalker’s comments about how technological advance had been slowed by the crash of twenty-nine. Maybe it could… .
He saw Sly looking with befuddlement at the instrumentation, the steering wheel, the stick shift. Craning down to look at the pedals.
"What’s the matter?" he asked.
"No rigger controls," she muttered, almost to herself.
Well, of course not, not in 1991. "So?" he asked.
Then he looked at the datajack in her forehead and understood. She couldn’t drive something that was manual.
"Want me to handle it?"
She looked across at him, doubt in her eyes. For a moment, he felt a flare of anger. She’s still thinking I’m a kid, he realized, just a fragging kid.
"You can drive something like this?" she asked skeptically.
"This? Null perspiration, chummer." His anger injected a touch of scorn into his voice.
She hesitated.
"It’s me or nothing, isn’t it?" he added, more reasonably.
Another moment of hesitation. Then she nodded. "Do it."
They changed places. The driver’s seat was even lower than the passenger side, the pedals way forward, right against the fire wall. Falcon searched for the seat adjustment, found the small panel of buttons. With a little jockeying around, he set the right position, tilted the wheel down so it almost touched the tops of his thighs. Then, shooting Sly a smile expressing more confidence than he actually felt, he reached forward and turned the key. It was a twin turbo. Even sixty years old this thing was probably a rocket.
The engine caught at once, a low, full-throated rumble. The instruments came alive, the gas gauge creeping up until the needle sat steadily on the F. At least I don’t have to worry about that.
He blipped the throttle, watching the needle on the tach jump responsively. A six-grand tach, with the red line plainly marked at fifty-five hundred rpm. The speed was marked in miles per hour, graduated up to 210. He ran the conversion in his head. That was what, three hundred twenty-five klicks? No, more. Probably full of drek. But then he glanced at the big turbo boost gauge, the six-speed stick. ’Ninety-one? Wasn’t that before most of the heavy emission-control legislation came down? Maybe it wasn’t drek after all.
He depressed the clutch, which was smooth as silk, and tested the throw of the shift. The gearbox was tight, precise, much better than anything he’d ever driven. He was starting to doubt whether he could handle this thing at all.
But then he forced the doubts out of his mind. Like he’d said, it was him or nothing. "What about the door?" he said.
Sly reached up to a small box clipped to the sun visor, pushed the button on it. The big door directly in front of the car silently rose.
Checking the gearbox pattern on the shift knob one last time, Falcon slipped the car into first. He gave the engine a little gas, watched the tach needle rise to about fifteen hundred revs. Then—carefully, almost gingerly—he began to let the clutch out, paying attention to exactly where it began to catch. Smoothly, the big car pulled out and cruised up the ramp to street level.
The Callaway was a pure joy to drive. Now that he’d gotten the feel of the pedals, Falcon’s fear of the big engine had turned to unadulterated admiration. The torque was incredible. Even though he knew the car would be much happier cruising faster than safe city speed, the application of power was smooth and well-mannered enough that he never had the feeling the vehicle was trying to get away from him. For the first couple of blocks, he kept one eye on the boost gauge, nervous that he’d accidentally rev high enough for the turbos to kick in. But then the car started to feel like an extension of his own body, of his will. He didn’t think it was going to do anything that would surprise him.
He glanced over at Sly, glad to see she’d released her white-knuckled grip on the door handle. "Where to?" he asked casually.
"The east route," she answered after a moment. "Highway Ninety. But go around Council Island," she added quickly.
He snorted. "I can figure that out for myself."
She reached behind the driver’s seat to pull out the computer she’d acquired from the dead man’s place. Set it on her lap and opened out the keyboard. Then, as if second thoughts had hit her, she shot a doubtful look at Falcon.
He grinned broadly. "Chill, Sly," he told her. "You do what you got to. The wheels are totally under control."
As if responding to the confidence—real, this time—in his voice, she nodded with a quick smile. Then she busied herself powering up the computer and unrolling the fiber-optic lead.
Let her play with her toy, Falcon thought, still grinning like a bandit, and I’ll play with mine.
Highway 90, but bypassing Council Island. The quickest way was north on I-5, across the Highway 520 floating bridge, and then south on Route 405. All freeways. Which was just fine with Falcon.
He cruised the Callaway south along Broadway, then hung a right on Madison, heading southwest toward I-5. As he pulled up the on-ramp, he saw that the freeway traffic was relatively light. His grin broadened. Why not? He pushed down the gas pedal.
Even though he was watching the boost gauge and anticipating the extra power, the sudden added thrust as the twin turbos kicked in caught him by surprise. The big rear tires chirped, and the car surged forward, throwing Falcon and Sly back in their seats. The car wobbled alarmingly for an instant before Falcon got her back under complete control. Sly yelped in fright.
"Null persp, chummer," he crowed as he threw the Callaway up through the gears. "Just seeing what this baby can do." He could feel her eyes on him, but didn’t take his gaze from the road and traffic ahead. "I could get used to this." He took the car up to 115 mph—more than 180 klicks!—before he backed her off to a more moderate speed. The machine felt as smooth and steady, as much under precise control at speed as it did cruising at fifty klicks on back streets.
Yeah, he could really get used to this.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
1400 hours, November 14, 2053
I feel like drek, Sly thought. I need to sleep.
She reached down, played with the buttons controlling the power passenger seat. Tilted the back a little further down, adjusted the lumbar support slightly.
The seat was comfortable, as comfortable as any car seat could be after six hours of solid driving. And the low, steady hum of the engine, the thrum of the tires on the road, should have been soporific, but Sly couldn’t drop off even though she was physically and emotionally exhausted.
She’d come close a couple of times, drowsing off, but as her thoughts began to range free, beyond her conscious control, the terrible images came back. Modal blowing bloody foam with his last breaths. The horribly abused body of Agarwal. She’d jolted awake, her muscles rigid, like she’d been hit by a taser dart.
They were out of Seattle, out of the UCAS. Shouldn’t that make a difference? But of course it didn’t.
Crossing the border into the Salish-Shidhe lands had made for a few tense minutes. Sly had been pretty sure that the data she’d manufactured on Agarwal’s portable computer and then downloaded into the optical chips of two credsticks would pass all but the most intensive scrutiny. But being pretty sure and knowing were two very different things. While Falcon—now traveling under the name of David Falstaff—handed the two credsticks to the alert Border Patrol guards, she’d felt serious fear twisting her insides. If they didn’t accept the false identities and passports for David Falstaff and Cynthia Yurogowski, they’d hold Sly and Falcon until they dug up their real names. And when those real names come over the Matrix, who else might be taking an interest?
But all had gone well. The Border Patrol officer had slotted the credsticks one by one into the reader on his belt, scanning the information they contained via the connection to his datajack. He’d asked a couple of routine questions—reason for travel (even though that was, by law, included on the travel permits), home address (ditto)—but Falcon had answered them smoothly enough. (He fragging well should have, after the way she’d drilled him.) Then, just when she thought they were through, the patrol slot had wanted to talk about the fragging car.
Sly forced herself to relax. That was all past now. After the border guard had asked a couple of technodweebtype questions about displacement and horsepower, to which Falcon invented answers on the spot, he’d simply waved the Callaway through and gone on to the next vehicle.
There’d been almost no traffic on Highway 90 as they began to climb into the Cascade Mountains, driving through what used to be the Snoqualmie National Forest. The sky was heavy with grayish-black clouds, but the rain was holding off.
Though the road was wet, the only real snow was in the dispirited-looking patches on the grass verges of the highway. That was unusual for the Cascades in mid-November, Sly knew. Seattle never got even the slightest touch of snow anymore—thanks to its "industrial micro-climate" and localized greenhouse effect—but the mountains often got several meters. The roads through the high passes like Snoqualmie were often closed, particularly since many of the tribal factions making up the Salish-Shidhe council seemed to consider snow plows to be "inappropriate technology." The unseasonable weather was a piece of luck for which Sly was grateful. A relatively light car like the Callaway would probably not handle snow very well.
The forest-clad mountains of the Cascade Range rose around them. Because of the restricted view, it was easy to forget that Snoqualmie Pass was at an altitude of more than a thousand meters, and that the peaks surrounding them were up another thousand meters higher than that. Every now and again, Sly caught a glimpse of Mount Rainier rising like a giant, head and shoulders taller than the flanking mountains. Rainier had lost its actual peak in 2014 when the land had responded to Daniel Howling Coyote and his Great Ghost Dance, but it was still more than four thousand meters tall.
Except for short-term business trips like the one that had taken her to Tokyo, Sly had never left Seattle, never even visited the Cascades lying only a few hours east of the sprawl. She’d always imagined them to be like the Rockies, huge, majestic, rugged peaks of bare rock and snow, which she’d seen once when biz had taken her to Banff and Lake Louise, further north in what used to be the border between Alberta and British Columbia. (It was the preserve of Dunkelzahn the great dragon, although that august personage had had nothing to do with her run—thank whatever gods there happened to be.) She’d loved the Rockies, found them beautiful, overawing, even terrifying in a way.
She remembered being driven along Highway 1, heading roughly north from Banff to Lake Louise. To the left of the highway was a seemingly unbroken row of shattered-looking peaks, clawing at the underbellies of the low clouds. She recalled one in particular—Mount Rundle?—a massive upthrust of rock with a perfectly flat upper surface, angled upward at about forty-five degrees. At the time she’d thought it looked like a paving stone, one section of a roadway to the gods, smashed and driven upward by an unimaginable force. At the left and southern end, it terminated in a jagged cornice, from which the steady wind blew a long pennon of snow that had made her think of tatters of cloud-stuff hooked on the sharp rock. She was sure that, volcanically and geologically speaking, the Banff area had probably been "dead" millennia before mankind first appeared on the scene. But the area still possessed an aura of newness, of immediacy, of violent forces currently—but not permanently—held in check.
These Cascade peaks seemed older, more weathered, softened somehow by their covering of trees.
She glanced over at Falcon. If the kid was feeling any strain from driving or from the border crossing or from anything else, it didn’t show in his face or posture. He looked relaxed, even had a smile on his face as he steered the powerful car around the tight corners of the pass road.
"When you’re tired, tell me and we’ll stop," she said.
He nodded.
Shifting around until she found the most comfortable position, Sly closed her eyes and tried to sleep. To her surprise, it worked.
The coastal mountains were long behind them, replaced by the arid semi-desert of southeastern Salish-Shidhe. They’d left the clouds behind with the mountains, and the early evening sky was a clear and infinite blue. Here, too, there was no sign of snow, and Sly knew that meant the climatic changes weren’t limited to the Seattle area. The way it used to be, when she was a kid, November would always have meant snow around Sunnyside and the Columbia River. At the very least, the ground should have been iron-hard with frost.
But here it was, well past seventeen hundred hours, with the sun sinking toward the horizon, and the temperature was still well above freezing. Maybe even as warm as ten degrees Celsius. Sly wondered idly if the Salish-Shidhe lands might have maintained the archaic Fahrenheit system, which would have made it about fifty degrees. Unseasonably warm no matter what system you were using. The temperature would probably drop like a rock after dark, but Sly still doubted they’d have to deal with any snow.
They’d needed to gas up soon after hitting the plains, which had made Sly somewhat nervous. Most service stations dispensed only methanol and natural gas because petrochem vehicles weren’t all that common, particularly in the tribal lands. To make it worse, Falcon was convinced that the Callaway needed high-octane unleaded, a specific type of gasoline that might not be available everywhere.
As it turned out, they needn’t have worried. They were still on Highway 90 at this time, the major connector between the Salish-Shidhe Council and the Algonkian-Manitou Council nation. As such, it probably had more traffic—and more long-haul petrochem vehicles—than any other route within a thousand kilometers. The first service station they’d pulled into had the fuel the Twin Turbo needed. (At an outrageous price, of course, but what choice had they but to pay the going rate.)
Not long after, they’d turned south on Route 82 and tooled through Yakima. The map that Sly had picked up at the gas station—a hard copy map, printed on real paper—helped them refine their route. The trick was to keep their average speed up by staying on the old interstates as much as possible, but to avoid getting detoured into either A-M Council or Tir Tairngire territory. (Granted, the former was nowhere near as serious as the latter, but the fewer border crossings they had to make, the better she’d like it.)
They would follow Route 82 south over the Columbia River until it hit Route 84. (According to the map, the meeting of the two highways wasn’t more than a klick from the Tir Tairngire border. That was closer than either Sly or Falcon really wanted to get, but any other route would have added hours to the journey.) Then it was southeast on 84—but bypassing Boise if possible—and on to the Sioux border at Pocatello. From there, the only available major road would dip down into the Ute Nation, so they had to take to the "blue highways"—the secondary roads—until they could pick up Highway 80 at Rock Spurs. From there it would be a straight shot roughly east, through Laramie, until they hit Cheyenne.
And what then? Sly wondered. Was this journey really taking her closer to a solution, or was it just an elaborate way of avoiding the issues?
No, she scolded herself sharply. She mustn’t think like that.
She looked over at Falcon. "Can’t we go any faster?" she asked…
His only answer was a grin as he pushed down on the accelerator.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
0010 hours, November 15, 2053
The drek-eating motel was too close to the drek-eating highway, and Falcon’s drek-eating bed was too close to the drek-eating window!
Every time one of those big, long-haul trucks thundered by, he thought the clamorous roar of the engine was going to shake his teeth loose. And then the shock wave as those countless tons of metal hurtled through the night would slam into the window and wall, making them shake as though a grenade had gone off outside. And we’re supposed to sleep through this? Falcon groused inwardly
He glared over at the other bed, where Sly lay curled up in fetal position. For a moment, he was almost angry enough to boot her bed as hard as he could. If he wasn’t getting any sleep, why the frag should she? They’d tossed a coin for who got which bed, but it had been her fragging coin, and she who’d fragging tossed it!
But then the anger faded away. Did he really think it would make a difference being only a few steps further away from the highway? Get real, he told himself.
Maybe they shouldn’t have stopped at all. When Sly had pointed out the motel sign ahead, he’d been tired enough to think it was a good idea. In retrospect, though, the whole thing was turning out to be a royal pain in the butt.
The Crystal Springs Resort. He snorted. Resort? Last resort was more like it. And the only springs he’d encountered were the ones that creaked whenever he shifted his weight on the bed. The old slag at the front desk hadn’t even glanced at the personal data scrolling across his computer screen when Sly slotted their credsticks to pay for the room. (They’d kept their new identities—David Falstaff and Cynthia Yurogowski—but Sly had changed things so they both hailed from Bellingham now.) Falcon thanked the spirits they both looked Amerindian—or sort of. People were less likely to question them.
People like the desk man, for one, but his leer told Falcon what he thought about why a woman would be getting a motel room with a guy half her age. That had stirred up an interesting mess of emotions, of course.
Part of him wanted to punch the slot’s lights out; another part had kinda wished he were right.
He wasn’t, of course. They’d tossed for the beds, then settled down for a couple of hours sleep.
That was when the first of the trucks had passed by.
Thinking about it logically, Falcon was glad they’d decided to stop. His first encounter with one of the huge multi-trailer "road trains" had fragging near scared the wits out of him. He’d been blasting along at the Callaway’s comfortable cruising speed of about two hundred klicks per hour, the road ahead looking totally empty. Of course, that had been judging by the lack of headlights from oncoming vehicles. (At two hundred klicks per hour, he was overdriving the car’s own headlights; if there’d been anything on the road that didn’t have its own lights, he’d probably have hit it before his brain even registered seeing it.) For an instant, Falcon thought he’d seen a constellation of tiny lights up ahead, but dismissed it as no more than a mild hallucination. Then a great, roaring mass of metal loomed up in the oncoming lane. It blasted by before he could even react, leaving the Callaway bucking wildly in the thing’s slipstream. With a chuckle he remembered how that had awakened Sly from her slumber mighty pronto. (The thing was gone, just a couple of small red lights in the rearview mirror before she’d even finished her first yell.)
Maybe ten minutes later he was ready for the next one. Letting up on the gas, he slowed the car down to less than a hundred-fifty klicks per hour so he’d have more chance to see it. This time he spotted it a couple hundred meters away. It was moving without headlights, blacked out except for an array of tiny running lights indicating its dimensions. He’d been able to make out more of the details as it hurtled by.
Falcon thought he recognized the tractor as a Nordkapp-Conestoga Bergen. With five huge, self-powered trailers in tow, it formed a massive, concatenated convoy almost a hundred meters from bumper to bumper. It was probably going at about a hundred-twenty klicks per hour, which would make the closing speed something like two hundred-seventy klicks. No wonder the Callaway had bucked like a plane trying to fly through a tornado.
Why the frag are they running without headlights? Falcon raged inwardly. Fragging idiots!
It was only then that the details of what he’d seen actually registered. Instead of windows, the big Bergen had the standard slit-like windshield, way the frag up there above the road. No driver could have seen where the hell he was going, what was on the road ahead while seated in that monstrous solid wall of metal. Then he remembered the strange, lumpy devices mounted all over the front of the tractor. And finally he’d understood.
Truckers in Seattle and the rest of UCAS were bitching like hell about these things. The trid reports hadn’t made much impression at the time, but now it all came back to him. It seemed that some of the Native American Nations were experimenting with something the Australians had adopted for long-haul freight shipments through the Outback. Totally automated trucks using autopilots with expert systems and limited artificial intelligence that operated entirely via massive sensor suites mounted on the truck bodies. Blasting through the night without a single living person on board. Running without headlights because the sensors saw better in the dark than a meat driver would under noonday sunlight. Much more dependable, because autopilots didn’t drink or do drugs or chips while on the job; didn’t fall asleep; and—most important—didn’t go on strike for higher wages or better working conditions.
Falcon found himself wondering just how effective those autopilots were. What if I’d drifted over the center line? he thought. Would the big truck have dodged the Callaway? Would it have hit the brakes? Or would it have just blasted on through, turning the Twin Turbo into metal confetti? Quite possibly the latter, he decided. Considering the difference in mass, a head-on crash would total any oncoming car, but probably wouldn’t leave more than a scratch on the tractor. And the cost of touching up the paint job was probably less than the cost of any delay. The thought was chilling.
Another road train rocketed by, shaking the motel to its foundations. Not a living thing on the freeway, but the freight still moved.
"How did you know?"
He jumped at the voice, looked over at Sly. She was still lying in her fetal position, face toward the far wall. "Huh?" he asked.
She rolled over, sat up, resting her head against the stained and scratched headboard. "In the Sheraton. How did you know about the raid?"
It was the same question he’d been asking himself all the while he’d herded the Callaway through the night. Sly had been dozing in the passenger seat, leaving him alone with his thoughts. He shrugged. "I heard something," he said uncomfortably.
"What did you hear? Somebody cocking a weapon? What?"
He hesitated. If he told her the truth, would she think he was losing it? Then he wondered if maybe he was. "I heard a voice," he said slowly.
She shook her head in dissatisfaction. "We heard that, too," she reminded him. "He said, ‘Room service’."
"No. I mean, I heard that too. But …" His voice trailed off.
She didn’t press him, just watched him steadily. The light from the motel’s neon sign leaked in through the badly fitted blinds on the front window, tracing straight lines of yellow-red across the room, across the beds. Her eyes reflected the light, making her look like some kind of fire-eyed creature from a horror trid.
He tried again. "I heard … I heard my own voice, but it was in my head. I didn’t hear it with my ears. My own voice … It said, ‘Danger.’ And I knew. I knew it was a setup."
To his surprise—and relief—Sly didn’t call him a liar, didn’t say he was a deluded idiot. She just nodded slowly. "Are you a mage, Falcon? A shaman?" she asked quietly.
He shook his head, chuckled wryly. "No," he replied. Not yet.
And then he hesitated. Did he know the answer? What was it really like when the totems called? Did you hear it as an outside voice? Or was it your own voice you heard? Was he now treading the path of the shamans, only he didn’t know it? He shrugged, pushing the thought aside. He’d worry about that when this was all over. If it would ever be all over.
"Were you born in Seattle, Falcon?" Sly asked. Her voice was soft, relaxed. She seemed still half-asleep, calm and unworried for the first time since he’d met her. Her face was smooth, unlined. It made her look much younger.
"Purity," he answered, "out in the Barrens."
"I know Purity," she said. "What about your family? Are they alive?"
"My mother is, I know that."
"Still in Purity?" He nodded. "Why’d you leave?"
He was silent for a while, remembering. Remembering the woman who’d raised him and his brothers, who’d taken care of them, who’d worked herself to a nub, prematurely old, to try to give them what they needed, to give them a better chance than she’d ever had. Remembering the guilt he’d felt when he first realized just how much it was costing her to feed another mouth, to provide for another person. "I needed to get away," he said at last, disgusted by the note of suppressed emotion in his voice—the sound of weakness. "I just wanted my own life, you know?"
He lay there tense, waiting for her to probe for more information, to open up painful topics, to bring up painful thoughts, with her questions. But she remained silent. He looked over at her. There was a gentle smile on her face, a smile of sadness. Of understanding.
"Your father?" she asked gently.
He shrugged again. "He … he went away when I was young." To his surprise, it didn’t hurt as much to say it as he’d expected. "He was a shadowrunner."
"Did you know him?"
"No. He went away when I was six, and he wasn’t around much before then. But my mother talked about him a lot."
"What happened to him?"
"I don’t know," Falcon answered honestly. "Mom—my mother—doesn’t either. She said he went on a run but just never came back. She told us it was some big thing, a run on some major corp. She thought maybe he picked up too much heat and went underground to keep from bringing that kind of grief down on his family. She said when the heat was off, when the corps weren’t gunning for him anymore, he’d come back to us. Take us away from the plex. That’s what she said."
He waited for the next question—Do you believe that?—but
she didn’t ask it. Just watched him quietly, nodded.
So do I believe it? he asked himself. Did I ever believe it?
At one time, yes, of course. When you’re young enough, you always believe your mother, don’t you? When she tells you about Santa Claus, about the tooth fairy, about the Easter fragging Bunny. And about your dad the high-class runner making the big score against the corps.
So, was Rick Falk—who’d also used the street handle Falcon—hiding out in the lap of luxury somewhere? Waiting for the perfect time to come back to Purity—probably in a Rolls Royce Phaeton limo—to whisk his family away to a life they could never have dreamed? Was he thinking—every day and every night—of the wife and kids he left behind?
What were the fragging odds, huh? His dad had died nine years ago, that was the truth. He went up against a big corp, and the corp swatted him the way Falcon might swat a fragging mosquito. That was the truth.
Like father, like son?
"I’m tired," he told Sly, then rolled over and closed his eyes. Another road train hurtled by, its engine noise and shock wave seeming to shake the entire fabric of reality.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
1945 hours, November 15, 2053
The city of Cheyenne, Sioux Nation, was larger than Sly had expected, but much smaller than Seattle, of course. The downtown core was about the same size, but the outlying areas were less extensive. No great, sprawling suburbs, decaying and going to hell in a handcart. As they cruised in on Route 80, then taken the Central Avenue off-ramp into downtown, she’d seen hints that there probably had once been the spread-out bedroom communities, the rows of car dealerships and fast-food restaurants, the strip malls and the bowling alleys. But all that had been before the genocide campaign, before the Great Ghost Dance and the Treaty of Denver. Now the Native Americans had torn down all those signs of "whiteskin oppression," and the land had returned to its natural state. Scrub grass and trees had grown over the remains of the razed buildings and their foundations.
The downtown itself was something of a contradiction. The buildings were tall, competently built, and much better designed than those of Seattle. There was a kind of coherence to the look of the city, a kind of totality, with each edifice playing its part. Instead of resembling some kind of architectural dog’s breakfast, the individual structures meshed with one another, creating a sense of unity. Sly found it strange, and wondered if this was how cities were meant to be.
They’d cruised right through the core and out the other side. The city had a busy, bustling feel, its roads and sidewalks crowded. But somehow it didn’t have the same kind of keyed-up, frenetic, on-the-edge feel that marked Seattle. Or Tokyo, for that matter.
They’d driven past the Cheyenne Municipal Airport, ducked onto Route 25 heading north. And there they’d found a place to set up a base of operations. A small motel just off the highway to the west, right on the edge of a massive military airbase. It used to be called Warren Air Force Base or something like that, Sly recalled, dredging that bit of trivia from the depths of her memory. Now, according to the big signs near the main gate, it was simply Council Air Base ("Peace through Vigilant Strength").
The motel was the Plains Rest, a two-story ferrocrete building constructed in a U-shape around a tree-shaded swimming pool. Most of its trade probably came from traveling businessmen who needed a place to flop near the airport but not too far out of town.
Checking in had been no problem. The woman at the front desk had been more alert than the slag at the Crystal Springs, actually reading the personal data from their credsticks when the computer monitor displayed it. The fake IDs and other documentation had stood up to her scrutiny, however. With that shed handed over the passcard to room 25D, a "housekeeping suite" with a minuscule kitchen alcove, overlooking the pool.
Now Sly sat at the small table, plugging Smeland’s cyberdeck into the phone jack, and powering up the system. Falcon was sprawled on one of the big double beds, playing with the controls for the massage system. He rolled his head from side to side, obviously trying to work a kink out of his neck.
"What now?" he asked.
Good question, Sly thought. "I’m just going to deck in and see what’s buzzing in the Matrix," she told him, trying to keep the nervousness from her voice. "Keep an eye on me while I’m gone, okay?"
He nodded, patted the machine pistol he’d set on the bedside table. "Watch yourself," he told her quietly.
Yeah, watch myself. She snugged the brain plug into her datajack. Hesitated for a moment. I’m not going in deep, she reminded herself. Just a surface scan. There’s no ice on public datanets. Nothing to sweat over. Then, before she could have any second thoughts, she hit the Go key.
Half an hour later Sly unplugged the lead from her datajack, sat back in the uncomfortable chair and stretched. More creaks and clicks from her back. Drek, she was getting too old for this.
Falcon was watching her from the bed. "What gives?"
"Nothing," she said, extending the stretch a touch more, wincing from the pain of misused tendons. "We’re in the clear. No wants or warrants out for Sharon Young or Dennis Falk. Or for Cynthia Yurogowski or David Falstaff either, for that matter."
The kid looked surprised. "You expected there to be?" he asked in disbelief. "The UCAS and Sioux are too busy drekking around on each other’s borders to have any kind of cooperation."
She nodded. "Yeah, I know. Officially, no extradition treaty, only limited diplomatic relations. But I was worried about unofficial cooperation. As in some Seattle-based megacorp makes a big donation to the Sioux Policemen’s Benevolent Fund—contingent on them scooping up those desperadoes Young and Falk, of course."
"They could do that?"
She wanted to chuckle at his naivété, but didn’t let her amusement show. "They could do that," she replied levelly. "The fact that they didn’t probably means they don’t know we’re here."
"Probably,"
he echoed.
"Sometimes that’s as good as it gets."
He was silent for a few moments. "How long’s that going to last?" he asked casually. Only his eyes betrayed the intensity of his concern.
"Before they track us here?" She shrugged eloquently. "Probably not long. At some point somebody’s going to notice that one of Agarwal’s cars is gone, and then trace us through the borders."
"We should have stolen some other plates."
Now she did chuckle. "What good would that do?" she asked. "How many 1991 Callaway Twin Turbos do you think are out there?"
He sank back into morose silence. Sly left him to his thoughts.
"So what do we do now?" he asked eventually. And, as always, that was the big question.
Sly knew what she wanted to do, which was head for the Caribbean League and leave the corps to frag each other blind. Maybe that was the only way out. Let the rest of the world go to hell in its own way, and hope no one decided to nuke Barbados… .
But the old problem still remained. She might decide to opt out of the whole thing, but how could she convince everyone who was after her of that fact? She couldn’t. Which meant there was still only one way out, no matter how much she hated to even think about it.
"Are you going to try Zurich-Orbital again?"
She clenched her fists hard to stop the sudden shakes. Turned away, pretended to busy herself coiling up the cyberdeck’s fiber-optic lead. "No," she said when she thought she had her reactions under control. "No, I don’t think it’s time for that yet." She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, watching his response.
He just shrugged, but she thought she saw a hint of something—understanding, maybe?—in his eyes. "The Matrix is your game," he said reasonably. "Your call."
Neither spoke for a few minutes. I’ve got to tell him the truth, she thought at last. I owe him that much.
"I’m scared, Falcon," she blurted out. "I’m scared of going back into the Matrix."
"Why?"
She looked away. "Five years ago, I fragged up. I fragged up really bad. Some black ice got me. It didn’t kill me, but it came this close to frying my brain. It took years for the damage to heal.
"The physical damage," she stressed. "The psychological damage? A lot of it’s still there. I’m convinced …" She stopped, consciously slowed down the pace of her words. "I’m convinced, deep down convinced, that the next time I hit black ice it’s going to kill me. End of story. "
"You went into the grid before," the ganger pointed out.
"With T. S. running top cover, yes." She suppressed another shudder. "And even then … " She forced herself to stop picturing the hulking shapes, the black ice constructs, flanking Jurgensen.
She paused. Falcon didn’t say anything, just watched her steadily. Did he understand any of this? she wondered.
"I know I’m going to have to go back and take another shot at Zurich-Orbital," she said slowly, her own words chilling her to the core. "I don’t have any other options. But I’m not ready yet.
"I need more equipment—some utilities for the deck. And maybe a phase loop recourser, some other toys." She paused, added quietly, "And I need to psych myself up for it. Do you understand?" She looked over at him.
He was still sprawled casually on the bed, but something about: the line of his body had changed. His eyes were on her, steady, appraising. And comprehending. Accepting. "Your call," he said.
Then suddenly, as if trying to shake off an unpleasant thought, he rolled off the bed. "You do what you got to do," he said firmly. "But I gotta move, Sly. If I stay here I’ll go squirrelly for sure."
She smiled in understanding. How long since she was like that, all energy and need to do something? Ten years? More? It didn’t feel like it. "Take the car if you want," she said. "But be careful, okay?"
He shot her a rebel smile. "Hey, careful’s my middle name. "
Yeah, right.
He grabbed the keys from the table, headed for the door. "Don’t wait up, huh?" He paused. "And be careful yourself." And then he was gone.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
2200 hours, November 15, 2053
Falcon walked slowly, enjoying the feel of the nighttime city around him. He’d parked the Callaway in a pay lot off Twenty-third Street, near the corner of Pershing Boulevard. Paying in advance with his credstick—David Falstaff’s credstick, to be precise—he’d discovered something he’d never known about the Sioux Nation.
They still used hard currency for some things. Not just credit transferred electronically, but real, honest-to-god currency. Coins made of metallicized plastic, bills of coated mylar. The actual base currency was the familiar nuyen, like just about everywhere else on the continent. But it seemed that most minor transactions—like paying for parking and probably bribes—were conducted using coins and bills. When Falcon had pulled out his credstick, the parking attendant, a big slag with a dyed Mohawk cut, had gotten a mite testy. Falcon played the dumb tourist trip to the hilt, claiming he was fresh into the nation from Salish-Shidhe lands, quickly apologizing for his ignorance. In a flash of brilliance, he asked the attendant if he could rack up a larger bill on his credstick and take the change in coin. After a minute or so of bitching and whining, the slag had agreed, charging him a hundred nuyen for a five-nuyen parking fee, and handing him eighty-five nuyen in assorted coins and bills. (The extra ten nuyen was, of course, a "transaction fee," required by law.) With the coins an unaccustomed weight in his pocket, Falcon strolled away from the freelance entrepreneur, and started to cruise.
Pershing Boulevard seemed to be "the strip" in Cheyenne. Near the intersection with Twenty-third were some big, government-type buildings, including one that was billed as the Sioux National Theater. But further west along Pershing, more toward the center of town, the buildings were smaller and a little seedier. Lots of taverns and clubs, many with signs advertising LIVE NUDE ON STAGE, and others with more elaborate holo displays showing in almost clinical detail the attractions featured within.
At first lie noticed that almost everyone he passed was an Amerindian. Most were wearing clothes that wouldn’t look out of place on the streets of Seattle. But every now and again he’d spot someone in traditional deerskin breechcloths, leggings, beaded moccasins. The most common hairstyle was what most people in Seattle called the Mohawk—a fringe of hair down the center of the head, with both sides shaved.
A memory nagged at Falcon, something he’d read in that book by H. T. Langland. This style was never worn by the real Mohawks, he recalled, but by the Creek and some other tribes. According to Langland, the traditional Mohawks had traditionally shaved the tops of their heads, leaving a fringe around the sides and back. At the corner of Pershing and Logan he spotted someone with that shaved-top style: a big slag in a uniform that fairly screamed "cop," and with a huge fragging gun that looked almost a meter long in the holster on his belt. He hurried on by, averting his eyes, feeling the cop’s gaze leaving cold trails down his back.
Strolling down another street of girlie bars, Falcon wondered what he was doing out here. The truth of the matter was what he’d told Sly: he had to get out or in another hour he’d have been chewing up the place. Besides, getting a feel for the city was worth something.
And what about Sly? Part of him was glad she’d confided in him, told him what was slotting her up. But another part didn’t want to know that Sharon Louise Young, the competent, experienced, professional shadowrunner, needed to psych herself up to face something that scared her, just the way Dennis Falk had to. Firmly he put both thoughts aside. Worry about that drek later, he told himself.
He paused outside a particularly seedy-looking dive. Either it didn’t have a name or else just didn’t bother to advertise it. Its sole claim to fame, according to the holo outside, seemed to be a duo act, featuring two startlingly endowed blonde Anglos who apparently had a strange penchant for vegetables, flutes, and Ping-Pong balls.
He drifted inside, only to be stopped at the door by the bouncer from hell—an Amerindian troll whose asymmetrical head brushed the high ceiling of the entrance—way as he demanded some ID. Falcon slotted his credstick, silently grateful for Sly’s decision to make David Falstaff twenty-one years old, handed over a crumpled five-nuyen bill for the cover charge, and jandered inside.
The salad show was in full swing, the two blondes on stage looking cosmically bored by the whole production. There were a couple of vacant seats down in "gynecology row" bordering the raised stage, but he chose a small corner table near the rear, giving him a more strategic view of the whole establishment. When the waiter came by, Falcon ordered a shot and a beer, then continued splitting his attention between the show and the audience.
The place was busy but not packed. The guys down in gynecology row were paying rapt attention to the goings-on not two meters in front of their noses, but the rest of the crowd seemed more concerned with their own biz. The feel of the place reminded him of Superdad’s, a real hole out in Redmond that catered about equally to blue-collar voyeurs and to street operators looking for a safe meet. With a quickening of interest, Falcon scanned the faces of the crowd a little more intently. If this was like Superdad’s, a good percentage of the "audience" would actually be shadowrunners, trying to score some biz. (How active is Cheyenne’s shadow community? he wondered. Then wondered some more about how to find out. Go up and ask someone? Excuse me, sir, but are you a shadowrunner? Are you planning anything illegal in the near future?)
When his drink order arrived, he paid with a fistful of coins. The waiter watched with exaggerated patience as Falcon had to hold up the individual coins to the stage lighting to read the denominations. Then, with a mutter of, "Tourists," the slag wandered off.
"Hoi there, honey. New to town, huh?"
Falcon turned. There was a woman standing behind him. Short and pleasantly rounded in all the right places, with frizzed auburn hair. She wore a short, low-cut dress in emerald green, off the shoulders, prevented from coming all the way off only by a generous expanse of bosom. Subtle face paint, in colors that accentuated both her hair and the color of the dress she almost wasn’t wearing. Broad smile on a face that looked only a couple of years older than Falcon’s. Bright green eyes, steady and appraising, that made him up his estimate of her age by more than a decade.
"Feel up to buying a lady a drink, huh?" she asked. Her voice had a musical southern lilt to it.
"Uh …" Falcon hesitated for a slow five-count. Then, "Why not?"
She pulled up a chair, settled herself comfortably close to him. Crossed her legs, showing a goodly expanse of pale thigh. Another Anglo, he couldn’t help but notice. Falcon started to wave for the waiter, but the woman put a surprisingly large hand on his arm. "I’ll get it, honey." And then she whistled between her teeth, painfully loud near his ear. When the waiter looked over, she pointed to the table. The waiter nodded and headed toward the bar. "Sammy knows what I drink," she explained needlessly. I bet he does, Falcon thought.
They waited in silence until the waiter delivered her drink—a fruity-looking thing with a small paper parasol standing in it. She watched as Falcon fumbled with the bills, paid the waiter the ten nuyen he demanded. Only when Sammy had departed did she speak again.
"Have you got a name, sugar?"
"David Falstaff," he answered. "And you?"
"Bobby Jo Dupuis." She pronounced it "Doo pwee,"
the second syllable pitched a major seventh above the first, and almost piercing enough to make his fingernails split. "Good ol’ Bobby Jo." She laid a hand on his arm again, squeezed gently. "So, where you from?"
"Bellingham," he answered, "up in Salish-Shidhe." The woman’s hand on his arm made him a little uncomfortable, but he was too embarrassed to move it.
"Going to be in town long?"
"Maybe. "
"Business or pleasure?" She began to massage his arm gently.
"Biz," he answered quickly. Then he hesitated. Maybe this was a chance to find out something useful about the shadows of Cheyenne. "I guess how long I stay in town depends on whether I find something to make it worth my while, you know what I mean? Something to keep me here." He shrugged, tried to sound nonchalant. "That’s kind of why I came in here. Am I in the right place to find something that’s going to keep me busy?"
She squealed with laughter. "Sugar, you sure as hell found yourself the right place. And you found yourself the right person, too. Good ol’ Bobby Jo’s sure enough the girl for you if you want to keep yourself real busy, you get my drift?"
This was definitely not going the way Falcon had expected.
"Ya know," the woman went on conversationally, "I really like this place, but … well, maybe it’s not the best place for conversation, you know? Like, for two people to really get to know each other." She began to stroke his calf with the side of her foot. "You got a place around here where we could, you know, talk, sugar?" she purred.
A sudden feeling of panic bubbled up inside Falcon’s chest. He looked around wildly for some way out, for some kind of help.
And that was when his eyes lit on a familiar face. On the far side of the room, a big man with broad, bulging shoulders was making his way through the crowd toward the front door. Apparently he’d just emerged from some back room behind the stage. He wasn’t looking around him, apparently hadn’t spotted Falcon. Frag it, Falcon thought, it’s Knife-Edge. The leader of the Amerindian runners who’d tried to ambush Sly, the ones with whom Nightwalker had been working in the sprawl.
Falcon snapped his head around, away from the big runner. Ducked down low toward the table, grabbed his untouched shot glass and sucked back the contents. He tried not to choke at the fire in his throat. Keeping his hand, holding the glass, in front of his face, he watched Knife-Edge from the corner of his eye. The big man still didn’t look around him, just worked his way through the crowd to the door, then disappeared outside.
Falcon jumped as Bobby Jo squeezed his leg, high up on his thigh. "Honey, you look like you done seen a ghost."
Not quite, he thought, remembering how the hidden sniper’s shot—the one that had blown Benbo’s chest apart—had cored Knife-Edge front to back. I wish he was a ghost… .
The runner was gone, the door swinging shut behind him. Falcon jumped to his feet. Bobby Jo, thrown off-balance because of her crossed legs, teetered for a moment, eyes wide, grabbing at the table to keep herself from pitching to the floor. "Hey!" she squealed in a teeth-hurting soprano.
"Sorry, Bobby Jo," he mumbled. "Gotta go."
Falcon hurried toward the front door, heard the woman hissing viciously behind him, "Pudlicker! Pudlicking hoopfragging pansy kid …" Then, thankfully, he was out into the night, the cold breeze blowing away the alcohol fumes, leaving his head clear.
Knife-Edge was already half a block away, heading east on Pershing, back toward Twenty-third Street. The big runner was walking quickly, but Falcon thought he could detect a trace of a limp. (Only a trace? After the hit he took? There had to be healing magic involved.) The ganger started after him, trying to look casual while also using knots of pedestrians to shield him from view in case Knife-Edge should glance over his shoulder.
It wasn’t as easy as it looked on the trid, he decided, after catching the third hard elbow in the ribs when he accidentally bumped a passerby. Trying to keep concealed was slowing him down, and the large figure of Knife-Edge was already almost a block ahead. At this rate, Falcon would lose him before they’d gone another two blocks. What the frag should he do?
Knife-Edge didn’t seem to be watching for tails. Since leaving the bar, Falcon hadn’t seen him glance over his shoulder once, and the angles were wrong for the runner to use store windows and other tricks. After thinking about it for a moment, he changed his tactics, closing the distance until he was only about a half-block behind his quarry. At that range, it probably didn’t matter that he wasn’t sheltering behind pedestrians. If Knife-Edge ever did glance back, what were the chances he’d recognize one face in the crowd at a distance of fifty meters? Not good, he figured. On the other hand, Knife-Edge’s size and his distinctive gait—thanks to the unknown sniper—made it unlikely that Falcon would lose sight of him.
They passed the Sioux National Theater again. A performance had apparently just ended, and a flood of men and women looking much better-dressed than the pedestrians further west on Pershing were crowding the sidewalk, signaling for taxis or retrieving their own cars from valets. For a single, tense moment, Falcon thought he’d lost Knife-Edge. He pushed through the crowd, winning some curses and another elbow in the ribs. Where is he? Falcon thought, then spotted his prey again. He wasn’t more than forty meters ahead, still heading east.
On the other side of Twenty-third Street, the number of pedestrians began to diminish. A mixed blessing: the odds of losing Knife-Edge were greatly decreased, while the chance that the runner would spot his shadow were increased. Falcon backed off as far as he dared, pretending to look in a store display until Knife-Edge had opened the gap by another twenty or so meters.
As the traffic on the sidewalk changed, so did the buildings that flanked it. The grotty bars were replaced by high-tone stores and boutiques, all closed at this time of night. Then, as Falcon hit a cross-street called Windmill Road, the buildings changed again to become tall office complexes mixed together with what looked like governmental structures. He glanced over at a large building across the street. Bureau of Justice, read the big brass letters beside the door. Yep, he thought, we’re into government-land. He swung his gaze back to the figure of Knife-Edge ahead of him.
And couldn’t spot him. The runner had vanished. For a moment Falcon panicked.
Then he saw the large figure. The samurai had left the sidewalk, was climbing a shallow flight of steps to the door of a blocky-looking office building just ahead. Two large bushes flanked the bottom of the stairway, which explained why Falcon had momentarily lost sight of the man. He dropped to one knee, pretended to busy himself adjusting the velcro fastener of his runner, while actually keeping his eyes on his quarry.
Knife-Edge stopped at the door, reached into his pocket and extracted something too small for Falcon to see. With whatever it was in his hand, he reached out to the door. Then, with the other hand he pulled the door open. A passcard, Falcon thought, what else? The big man stepped into the building, the door shutting behind him, and that was that.
Falcon didn’t move immediately, still "adjusting" the shoe’s fastener. He couldn’t imagine what he was supposed to do now. All Falcon knew was an overwhelmingly important need to find out where Knife-Edge was going and what he was doing in Cheyenne. But how could he do that? He saw the runner disappear into an office building, sure, but how many businesses would you find in the average office building?
Was there any way of narrowing it down? It was obvious Falcon couldn’t get into the building itself if Knife-Edge needed a passcard… .
Maybe it would help to learn to which floor the runner had gone. Which would require looking in through the glass front door of the building, watching the indicator over the elevator.
Which meant he had to hurry. Falcon jumped to his feet and ran, stopping only when he reached the large bush at the bottom of the stairs. Cautiously, he looked around the bush.
Yes, this was the perfect vantage point. He could see into the lobby, and had an uninterrupted view of the bank of elevators. Even better, it looked like an elevator car hadn’t yet responded to Knife-Edge’s call. The big runner was standing there, waiting, his back to the front door and to Falcon. The ganger checked: yes, there were indicators over each of the elevator doors, and yes, they were big enough for him to read from this distance.
What building was this anyway? He glanced away for a moment, checked the logo and the big letters mounted over the door.
The logo was a stylized intertwining of the letters O, M, and I, the words explicating what those letters meant.
Sioux Nation Office of Military Intelligence, they read. Office of Military Intelligence. Oh holy frag…. For a single instant, Falcon stood frozen there.
An instant too long. As if cued by some kind of instinct, Knife-Edge glanced back over his shoulder for the first time.
Falcon felt the runner’s gaze on him, saw his eyes widen in recognition. Saw the man’s hand come up holding something. No, not a gun: a tiny radio. Saw him start to speak into it.
And suddenly Falcon was unfrozen, could move again. Move he did. He turned and sprinted back the way he’d come, back toward the crowds and the tacky neon and the girlie bars and Bobby Jo Dupuis. Away from the Office of Military Intelligence and the runner who wasn’t a runner after all and the official, uniformed skull-crushers he must have at his beck and call.
He heard something behind him, the crash of boots on concrete. Running footsteps—heavy running footsteps. He risked a quick look over his shoulder.
And wished he hadn’t. There were four of them after him, Mohawked trolls in semi-military uniforms, heavy-duty handguns out. Where’d they come from? Falcon wondered. Had they been fragging summoned? But of course it didn’t matter where they’d come from. They weren’t more than twenty-five meters behind him, armed to the tusks, and coming like bats out of fragging hell. "Stop!" one of them roared. "Stop or we shoot!"
In your dreams, I’ll stop. Falcon poured on the speed.
A gun boomed behind him, then a bullet smashed off the sidewalk at his feet. Fragments of concrete flayed his legs through his trousers. Warning shot? he wondered. Or trying to wing me? It didn’t matter anyway, he realized. With Knife-Edge back there, capture was as good as death, wasn’t it? Something went whirr-thup past his ear, the gunshot itself sounding an instant later.
Ahead he saw a narrow passageway between two boutiques. He took the corner at maximum speed, scrabbling for traction and almost losing it. Then accelerating for all he was worth down the narrow, echoing lane.
He had to get out of here now, he realized. With the unbroken walls on either side of him—ferrocrete, construction composite, or maybe something even more resilient—any bullets shot down the alleyway would ricochet wildly back and forth. Which, of course, increased the chance that they’d strike something valuable—namely, Dennis Falk a.k.a. David Falstaff.
Behind him, the parallel walls amplified the thundering bootsteps of his pursuers. Two guns spoke simultaneously, the bullets whining off into the darkness. Neither shot was close enough for him to feel or hear the passage of the actual round. But that wouldn’t last, he knew. All the odds were with the trolls behind him, and nobody lasted long betting against the house.
But what were his options? Judging from the sounds, he thought he was opening up the gap. The troll guards were like greased hell on the straightaways, their long legs eating up the ground. But when it came to any kind of maneuvering, even their strength couldn’t overcome their bodies’ almost ludicrous inertia. When Falcon had taken the turn into the alley, he’d extended his lead by at least ten meters, maybe a lot more, which the trolls were currently regaining with every step they took.
So, was he supposed to turn now, try and gun them all down, the way the hero does it in a trideo show? Forget it! That might work on the trid, but in the past three days Falcon had learned a lot about just how much relationship the trid had to real life. Slim and none. If he stopped, if he tried to return fire, he might crease one or two of the trolls—if he was real lucky—before they reduced him to a cloud of airborne blood droplets and a smear of tissue on the ground. No, thank you.
A wider opening to the right. Without even looking, he blasted around the corner at full bore.
Another alley, wider, stretching off into the distance. This one was wide enough for trucks to drive down to collect garbage from the dumpsters that sat like sleeping beasts every block or two.
For a moment, Falcon could easily have convinced himself he was back in Seattle, back in the part of the sprawl he called home. The Kingdome would be that way, the Renraku Arcology over there.
And then, suddenly, time seemed to telescope, to collapse on itself. He wasn’t in Cheyenne. The span of time that had taken him from Seattle to here might never have existed. He was back in the alleys of Seattle, with a pack of trolls on his tail, trolls who wanted to kill him. Sure, part of his brain knew they were military sec-guards. But, by the spirits and totems, they might as well have been the Disassemblers dogging him near the docks. For some reason, the sense of familiarity energized his body, gave him the juice to run even harder.
The way he’d lost the Disassemblers that time was by wearing them down. In any straight race he would lose. So the trick was to throw a couple of cuts and turns into it.
To his left, he saw another opening, another alley. He almost laughed out loud as he cut hard left, every muscle in his body cooperating like parts of some perfect racing machine. Two more bullets went spang! off the concrete around him, but he didn’t slow down. The trolls were already fifteen meters further back. Another opening yawned, this time to his right. As he rounded the corner, this time he did laugh out loud. Another fifteen meters.
He didn’t know how long the chase went on, soon losing track of his direction or of how far back the pursuers were. He knew from the echoes of their pounding boots and once in a while the sound of a shot that they were still on him, but nothing got anywhere near him anymore. He was glad for the sounds of pursuit; without that to cue from, his random cuts and turns through the back streets and alleys of Cheyenne might accidentally have taken him straight back into their faces.
And then it didn’t matter how long he’d been running. All that mattered was how much longer the chase would go on. The cold air was tearing at his throat, searing his lungs. The muscles of his legs burned like fire.
That was the difference between these slags and the Disassemblers, he thought, listening to the steady sounds of pursuit. These guys were in shape.
Maybe in better shape than Falcon. He might be opening the gap, but that was purely because of the speed differential. The further he ran, the more convinced he became that they’d be on him the moment he stopped. They’d be on him and they’d kill him. Or worse, he thought, remembering what was left of Agarwal.
He hurled himself around another corner, almost plowing full-speed into an open dumpster. He skidded to a stop.
Why not?
He vaulted into the dumpster, sinking calf-deep into the noisome contents. Reaching up, he dragged the heavy lid down. Unlike the ones in Seattle, these hinges weren’t rusty; the lid was going to close all the way. Working quickly, he jammed something under the metal top, leaving an opening almost a hand’s-breadth wide. Then he crouched low, put his eye to the gap, and waited.
What the frag am I doing? he thought suddenly, the answer hitting him as hard as one of those speeding road trains he’d passed on the nighttime highways. The realization was terrifying. He was acting as though his pursuers were the Disassemblers, him trying to repeat the same trick that had saved his hoop back in Seattle.
But these slags weren’t the Disassemblers. They were trained fragging security guards, probably military-trained. And he thought he was going to shake them off as easily as some chipped-out homeboy trolls from the docks?
Falcon reached up, set his palms against the heavy metal lid, prepared to push it open. This fragging stupid detour had cost him too many seconds, too many meters. If he was really lucky, he’d be out of the dumpster with the same lead he’d started with outside the OMI building.
But he wasn’t lucky. Before he could lift the lid a centimeter, the sound of boots against the concrete became louder, clearer. In panic, he peeked through the gap he’d left.
The trolls had rounded the corner, were no more than a few steps from his hiding place. All were breathing hard, but none looked trashed. Falcon guessed that, if necessary, they could keep up the chase as long as he could.
But they won’t have to, will they? He ducked as low as he could and still watch the outside. He struggled to keep his labored breathing quiet.
The leader of the trolls didn’t waste his breath in speech. In the dim light, his hand flashed through a quick sequence of complex gestures. They didn’t mean anything to Falcon, but they were obviously expressive to his comrades. One nodded.
Then, to Falcon’s horror, the troll walked straight to the dumpster. Reaching out with a hand the size of Falcon’s head, he grabbed the edge of the metal lid.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
2312 hours, November 15, 2053
Sly checked her watch. It had been a hard couple of hours. After Falcon left, she’d gone back into the Matrix, staying out of areas that probably had serious security, yet digging a little deeper than the first time.
It was an axiom of shadow work that the best way to find something hidden was not to look for it directly. Instead, you watched other things that might be affected by the item you were after. You looked for unusual reactions, strange perturbations that were not logical. And when you found the perturbations, the chance was good that what you were actually seeing was the effect your hidden target had on things around it. If you looked in enough areas, cataloged enough perturbations, you could often mentally calculate the exact location of your original subject. Someone had once told Sly that this technique came from astronomy, and was responsible for the discovery of one of the outer planets—Pluto, she thought it was. Astronomers had measured strange perturbations in the orbits of other planets, and postulated that they were caused by the gravity of another, as yet undiscovered, world. They calculated where that new world would have to be to cause the measured effects, pointed their telescopes to that part of the sky, and bingo.
Sly had done very much the same thing, but instead of planetary orbits, she examined the activities of local corporations, specific types of news reports, and activity on public computer bulletin board systems. She looked for patterns analogous to the slight wobbles in a planet’s motion that the astronomers had noted, and she found them. What they told her was that something large and very influential was operating beneath the surface of Cheyenne business activity.
A large and active shadow community. It couldn’t be anything else.
Where did the runners come from? she wondered curiously. Did they learn their chops here or were they imports? How many of the Seattle runners who’d dropped out of sight and who she’d assumed were flatlined had actually pulled a quick fade and reappeared in Cheyenne?
Once she had a sense of the size and activity of the shadow community, it wasn’t too hard to plug in to it, at least peripherally. Large electronic credit transfers to various sources gave her the LTG number of a local "salvage consultant" and part-time fixer named Tammy. And from her, Sly purchased the LTG number for the local Shadowland server.
During her search, she’d come across something else, something she hadn’t been actively seeking, but interesting just the same. A name kept popping up, apparently the name of someone who was occasionally active in the Cheyenne shadows, an infrequent player but very influential when he did play. Montgomery. No first name, and no further details. Could that be Dirk Montgomery? Buzz on the streets of Seattle said Dirk had made a really big score—the, score, the Big One that every runner dreamed of—and had slipped into the light to enjoy his spoils in retirement. If that was true, why was he still hustling? And why was he in Cheyenne?
She shrugged, then put those speculations aside as irrelevant. It was probably a different Montgomery anyway.
Sly toyed with the deck’s brain plug, glanced over at the bed where Falcon had been sprawled. To her surprise, she found herself wishing the kid were back. At least he would have been someone to talk things over with.
The idea of decking into the local Shadowland system frightened her, she had to admit, but she didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if shed be going up against any ice. (There was ice associated with Shadowland, of course, to protect it from corp and government deckers who’d like to close it down. But as long as she didn’t try anything drek-headed like commandeering the system or erasing important files, she wouldn’t even know the intrusion countermeasures were there.) It was just that Shadowland was symbolic. It represented her old life, the life of the shadow decker. The life that had almost killed her, that had slotted up her mind for more than a year, and that still caused her occasional nightmares.
Stupid, she told herself. Logically there was no more risk in logging onto Shadowland than in making a phone call. She’d already done something much more risky by trying to hack into Zurich-Orbital.
Yes, another part of her mind replied, but then you had Smeland running cover, didn’t you? This time there’s nobody to watch your back.
She shook her head. She knew that shed be able to find dozens of reasons—logical or emotional—why she shouldn’t do what she knew she had to. So the trick is, don’t think about it, she told herself. Quickly, before she could change her mind, she snugged the plug into her datajack and typed the first command string into the deck.
Erehwon, the place was called. It was a "virtual bar," something Sly had heard about but never experienced personally. Back when she’d been running the Matrix for a living, people had talked about creating "virtual meeting places" in the network. But if any such places had actually existed then, neither she nor anyone she’d known had ever visited one.
Of course, that was five years ago, an eternity when it came to technical developments. Virtual meeting places—forums, discussion groups, and so on—were commonplace, an accepted way of life. Instead of meeting physically around a conference table or using limited intermediaries like conference calls and two-way video, people with datajacks could meet virtually. All participants in a meet would project their persona icons into a selected locale in the Matrix, and then carry on their discussions there.
The advantages were obvious: no travel time or cost and total physical security (because the participants never had to leave their homes). Some technopsychologists were pointing at the phenomenon of virtual meetings as one of the most significant changes in human society since agriculture replaced early mankind’s hunter-gatherer existence. These psychs believed that the Matrix would eventually spawn "electronic tribes" and "virtual nations." Membership in a particular social group would no longer depend on physical location, but more on channels of communication. Just as "telecommuting" had changed the work place in the late nineteen-nineties because knowledge workers no longer had to live within commuting distance of—or even on the same continent as—their employer, so this would change other facets of societies (or so said the pundits). While most people in 2053 still thought of "groupness" and "nationhood" in a geographical, location-based sense, virtual meeting places were starting to break this concept down.
Even with the proliferation of virtual meeting places, Erehwon seemed to be unique. According to the buzz on the Shadowland bulletin boards, it was a virtual club. Deckers could project their icons into the network nodes that made up Erehwon and interact with anyone else who happened to be there. Biz went down, of course, but many deckers from around the world seemed to like just hanging there, conversing with other patrons and simply enjoying themselves.
The virtual club was crowded as Sly’s icon entered the node. She remained motionless for a moment, absorbing the scene around her.
According to the sensorium being fed into her datajack, she was standing in a smoky, low-ceilinged tavern. The resolution was good enough that, for a moment, she could almost believe it was real. But then she looked closer at the crowd.
The patrons of Erehwon reminded her of a group of video-game characters who’d taken a night off and gone out for a beer. The decker icons that filled the place ranged from the innocuous to the threatening to the whimsical, and from the most mundane to the most outré and bizarre. A neon samurai rubbed shoulders with an anthropomorphic hedgehog, while a two-headed dog engaged an alabaster angel and a black gargoyle in conversation. Resolution varied from icon to icon. In some the individual pixels were large, creating a coarse, "jaggy" appearance, and the animation was jerky and imprecise. In others, the rendering was so masterful that they resembled state-of-the-art cinematic computer animation, looking more real than reality itself. Making a quick tally in her mind, Sly estimated the current clientele at about thirty-five deckers.
To her right was a long oak bar, "the juice bar," one of the features that set Erehwon apart from other virtual locales. It was a Matrix construct, but it served a very real purpose. Deckers could send their icons up to the bar, where they could order "buzzers." In terms of icons, the drink icons appeared as beers, highballs, or shooters. In actuality, however, they represented small and simple utility programs that produced slight and temporary biofeedback loops in the minds of the deckers partaking. These loops produced various psychological effects—generally a mild euphoria—that partially mimicked the effects of alcohol. Although Sly had no intention of experimenting with buzzers tonight, she had to admit the concept was attractive. One could get the pleasant buzz of drinking without any hangover, and theoretically, simply abort the utility at any time to be instantly "sober" again.
She started to circulate. Even though nothing here was "real," and individuals’ icons could—if both wished it—pass through each other without interference, old habits died hard. She threaded her way through the crowd, careful not to bump anyone’s elbow or tread on anyone’s foot.
It took her a few subjective minutes to find the icon she was looking for. A bare-chested Amerindian warrior with the head of a pearl-white eagle, he was sitting at a small corner table. In front of him were three empty beer mugs, indicating that he’d been doing buzzers. He looked up as she approached.
"Moonhawk," she said.
The finely rendered icon blinked its eyes. "Do I know you? "
For a moment Sly wished she’d been able to visit Erehwon as her familiar quicksilver dragon icon. That icon had something of a rep, possibly even one that spread as far as Cheyenne. But of course she was limited to the icon in the MPCP of Smeland’s deck—a rather uninspired female ninja.
"No," she answered coolly. "But there are people in Cheyenne who know you. They say you’re good."
The eagle-headed warrior shrugged. "Good enough, maybe," he said laconically. "Who gave you my name?"
Sly smiled, shook her head. "That’s not the way they want to play it."
Moonhawk shrugged again. "So talk. What do you want? "
"Tools of the trade," she said. "Utilities. A couple of pieces of hardware."
"Why come to me?"
"Buzz says you’re the man."
"Maybe." Moonhawk studied her briefly. "Hypothetically speaking," he said after a moment, "if maybe I was able to help you out, you’ve got the nuyen?"
Now we get down to it, Sly thought. "Hypothetically"—she stressed the word ironically—"I’d have the nuyen." She ran a quick display utility that produced a wallet fat with banknotes. She waved the wallet-construct under Moonhawk’s nose, then made it vanish again.
"So, again hypothetically, what’re you looking for?" the fixer asked. "What utilities? What hardware?"
"For utilities, I want it all," Sly said firmly. "The full suite: combat, defense, sensor, masking."
Moonhawk chuckled. "You ain’t wanting much, are you? What’re you doing, refitting a whole slotting deck?"
That’s just what I’m doing, she thought, but only smiled.
"Any particular style?" the fixer queried. "You into music, colors, what’?"
"Doesn’t matter to me. You give them to me, I can use them. They’ve just got to be hot. Hypothetically speaking, of course."
Moonhawk snorted. "What hardware?"
"A phase loop recourser." When the fixer didn’t respond immediately, she added, "A PLR.—
The icon’s piercing eyes widened in surprise. "A who?" Then he laughed. "Chummer, you’re out of date. Way out of date. PLRs don’t do squat against the ice they’re writing now. Any black ice worth its name’s gonna go through a PLR like it wasn’t there." He laughed again, a harsh bark of cynical amusement.
Right then she was thankful that her icon wasn’t well enough rendered to show her embarrassment. "Then all I need is an off-line storage chip," she said, keeping her voice as level as possible. "Two hundred megapulses. And a microelectronics tool kit. And that’s it. "
"And that’s it," he echoed. "Well, omae, it’s your lucky day, considering we’ve just been talking hypothetically. I know a guy knows a guy who’s got some utilities he’d be willing to part with."
"They’ve got to be hot."
"Nova hot," Moonhawk assured her. "It’s all rating six and up"—he shot her a doubtful look—"if your deck can handle it. Class act all the way, all from IC Crusher Systemware. You do know ICCS, don’t you?"
She didn’t. Even the software companies had changed since her day, but nodded knowingly. "He’s got the hardware too?"
The fixer nodded. "You interested?"
"I’m interested," she confirmed.
"Okay then," Moonhawk said briskly, suddenly all business. "How soon you need them?"
Sly hesitated. The sooner I get the utilities, the sooner I don’t have any more excuses. She forced the thought away. "Soonest," she said firmly. "Tonight."
The hawk-headed icon hesitated. "Rush might cost extra. "
"Bulldrek," she told the fixer firmly. "If your friend of a friend’s got the stuff like he says he does, he’ll want to unload it as soon as possible so he can get his hands on the nuyen, right? And if he doesn’t have the stuff on hand, I’m going to go deal with a serious fixer. Do we understand each other, Moonhawk?"
The fixer glared at her for a long moment, then his expression cleared. He chuckled. "Okay, okay, hang easy. It was worth a try, right? Give me a tick and I’ll set up the meet."
The icon froze, like a single frame in a movie. Sly knew the fixer had suspended his Matrix connection while placing another call.
It didn’t take long. "You’ve got a meet," Moonhawk announced. "At oh-one-thirty. That soon enough for you? "
Sly nodded. "Where?"
"Reservoir Park, at the Roundhouse. Head east out of town, you’ll find it. The man’s name is Hal." He hesitated. "You sure you got the nuyen for this? Your shopping list is going to cost you a hundred-K nuyen and up."
"I’m good for it, Moonhawk." She paused, drew her ninja icon’s lips back from her teeth in what could almost be called a smile. "Your chummer better have the goods, slag. Or next time we meet it’s going to be in the flesh.
"Get my drift?" she said before jacking out.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
2320 hours, November 15, 2053
Falcon could smell the troll’s foul breath even over the reek of the dumpster as the sec-guard’s massive hand closed on the edge of the metal lid.
The young ganger ducked lower, heart pounding in his ears, stomach in knots. He thought wildly about firing a long burst from his pistol into the troll’s face the moment he opened the dumpster, but then what? There would still be three more of them.
With a creak, the heavy lid began to rise.
"Hey, you slots! Over here!" The taunting voice echoed from the concrete walls of the surrounding buildings. A male voice, young and dripping with scorn.
One of the troll guards cursed, and the lid banged down again. The chunk of garbage that Falcon had used to wedge the lid open was still in place, so it didn’t close all the way. Confused, he peered out through the narrow slit.
The trolls had turned away from the dumpster, were starting off in hot pursuit of a figure heading back the way Falcon had come. A familiar-looking figure with straight dark hair, leather jacket, and velcro-strapped runners. It could have been Falcon’s identical twin.
But there was something strange about the figure. Not just his appearance. He just doesn’t feel right, Falcon thought, then realized he was shivering, and not only from fear. Something crazy was going down here.
One of the trolls snapped off a couple of shots at the fleeing figure. From his angle of vision, Falcon thought the shots had gone true, but the figure showed no reaction. A mocking laugh rang out—not Falcon’s voice. Then the trolls were out of sight, the crash of their boot heels on the concrete soon fading.
Just what the flying frag was going on here?
Falcon pushed the lid open. He climbed out cautiously, dropping silently to the ground where he crouched in the shadow of the dumpster.
"It’s okay, they’re gone."
He spun at the voice sounding beside him. Dragged the machine pistol from his pocket, brought it to bear. The weapon’s sighting laser painted the face of a woman standing near another dumpster. She hadn’t been there a second ago, he told himself, I know it! She squinted her eyes against the glare of the laser, but made no other move.
She was Amerindian, with straight black hair gathered into a braid that hung halfway down her back. She wore what Falcon considered traditional Plains-tribe garb: a deerskin tunic over wrapped leggings and beaded moccasins on her feet. Feathers, beaded fetishes, and other talismans covered her clothing. Though she was small, almost tiny, something about her demeanor made Falcon feel more like she was looking down at him from some superior height. Frag that drek. I’m the one with the gun, he reminded himself.
He tried to guess her age, found it very difficult. Her hair was lustrous black without a trace of gray, her face unlined. And very attractive, he couldn’t help but notice. Judging from those clues, he’d have guessed her to be about twenty. But again he came back to her manner, her obvious self-possession. Taking that into account blew his estimate out of the water. She could be any age at all.
Realizing that he still held his gun levelled between her eyes, he didn’t lower the weapon, but backed off on the trigger so the sighting laser died. "Who are you?" he demanded.
"My name is Mary Windsong," the woman answered, her voice light, almost lilting. She dropped her gaze from his eyes to the weapon. "That isn’t necessary, you know," she added. "I don’t mean you any harm." Then she continued to merely watch him calmly.
Falcon felt his face begin to get hot. Was he blushing? He felt vaguely ludicrous, a big, tough shadowrunner pointing his heat at this unarmed, harmless-looking woman. "Sorry," he mumbled. He lowered the gun to waist-level, but didn’t put it away. It stayed in his hand, the gun barrel not quite pointing at her.
"You know my name," the woman said pointedly.
The ganger hesitated, then thought, What harm would it do? "Falcon," he said, then went silent before asking what he really wanted to know. "What the frag was that a minute ago? I saw … I saw me running away."
Mary Windsong laughed, and Falcon was forced to knock a few years off his original age estimate. She’s not much older than me, he realized.
"It was the best I could think up on short notice," she answered lightly. "I saw you duck into the trash, and I knew the OMI goons would look in there. So … just a simple illusion spell, but it did the trick."
"You’re a shaman, then?"
She nodded. "I follow the path of the totems," she acknowledged.
"Which totem?"
"I sing the songs of Dog."
Falcon wanted to pursue that line of questioning further, but first he had to know some other things. "Why did you help me?" he asked. "What’s in it for you?"
She shrugged. "Nothing, directly. But when I saw those OMI goons about to grab you"—she smiled broadly—"I figured, what the hell, eh?"
"What’s with OMI, anyway?" he wanted to know. "Who are they? What’s their game?"
Mary chuckled again. "You want I should give you a political science lesson right here and now?" she asked. "The trolls will have lost the illusion by now; they might be back any time."
Falcon hesitated. His first impulse was to get the frag out of there, to save his own hoop and let Mary go about her business. But, he had to admit, the young shaman probably had information that would be useful to him and Sly. Like, what was the connection between Knife-Edge and this OMI thing?
"Is there somewhere we can go and talk?" he asked.
The tavern was called The Buffalo Jump. A small, smoky place, no tables, just a long bar, scarred and carved here and there with initials and bits of graffiti. There were only five patrons present, not counting Falcon and Mary. Amerindians all, and every one a tough-looking hombre, much more interested in their beers than the other patrons.
Mary led Falcon to two rickety stools at the far end of the bar, away from the front window with its flickering beer signs. The bartender, a mountain of muscle with a face that looked like a boiled red fist, apparently knew Mary. He greeted her with a warm smile—or his best approximation of same—and brought them each a half-liter of beer. He then lumbered down to the other end of the bar, and continued his task of using a gray rag to redistribute the grime on the counter top.
The shaman took a healthy pull on her beer. Then, "You want to know about the OMI, right?" she said. "How much do you know about Sioux politics?"
Falcon shook his head. "Not enough."
She chuckled. "You got that straight, particularly if you’re on the bad side of the OMI.
"OMI’s military intelligence," she went on. "They’re supposed to work closely with the Sioux Special Forces—the Wildcats, you heard of them?"
Falcon nodded slowly. He’d heard stories about the Wildcats, the ultimate military hard cases, experts at black ops. A unit of heavily cybered warriors leavened with a platoon of shamanic commandos. "Real bad news, right? "
"Good understatement, chummer," she said. "OMI also works with the rest of the military doing threat estimates, intelligence on troop movement, other support functions like that. At least, that’s what they’re supposed to be doing.
"Couple of years back, OMI got a new director, a real hag from hell called Sheila Wolffriend, who everybody just calls ‘the Wolf.’ Well, the Wolf started building OMI into her own private little empire. More assets, more resources. Looser ties with the Wildcats and less supervision by the Sioux Military Council. Instead of merely using them to get information and provide support for the other forces, she started running her own black ops from time to time. People kicked and screamed at first, particularly the Wildcats; they expected her to frag up big time, leaving them to clean up the drek afterward. But Wolf didn’t just think she was good, she was good. All of her ops ran smooth as silk.
"The Wildcats approached the Military Council," Mary went on, " and tried to get OMI shut down. But the Council didn’t go along. They backed the Wolf, and even cut back on the Wildcats’ authority." Mary laughed softly. "A lot of people decided right then that the Wolf knew where some real important bodies were buried."
"Hey, wait a minute." Falcon held up a hand for silence. "How the frag do you know all this?"
"Where do you think OMI got its assets?" the shaman asked. "From the Wildcats? They’d like to see the Wolf burned at the stake. So where?"
Falcon thought for a moment, then smiled grimly. "From the shadows," he guessed.
"Right in one. She recruited some of Sioux’s hottest runners. So of course some of the background leaked out into the ‘shadow telegraph,’ you know what I mean?"
Falcon understood. The shadow telegraph was the underground grapevine that carried the buzz about almost everything that happened out of the light—if you knew how to tap into it. "So what happened then?"
Mary shrugged. "That’s when the telegraph kind of dried up. The Wolf’s got something pretty heavy going on. What some people are saying is that OMI wants to mount a big operation against the UCAS. Other people say they’ll be going after Pueblo. Me, I don’t know: either one sounds like pure suicide."
"Do you know any of the people the Wolf recruited?" Falcon asked.
"Some. Anybody in particular?"
As accurately as he could, Falcon described the runner who called himself Knife-Edge.
When he was finished, Mary shook her head. "No bells," she said. "But you could have been describing any number of players in Sioux."
Falcon nodded, finished off his beer. "Yeah. Well, thanks, Mary. I owe you one." He started to get off the bar stool.
"Hold it." She grabbed his forearm in a surprisingly strong grip. "I’ve answered your questions; maybe I’ve got some of my own."
He resettled himself on the stool. "Shoot."
"What totem do you follow?"
He grimaced. "None." Then added fiercely, "Yet." Mary looked perplexed. "No? But . ." Her voice trailed off.
"But what?"
"But I felt …" She paused, apparently trying to order her thoughts. "I felt the power of the spirits." "Huh? When?"
"When I cast the illusion of you running from the OMI guards. I felt the power in you, I felt you sense my song. "
He stared at her. He remembered his reaction at the sight of his magical double across the alley. He did sense something strange about it. It wasn’t right, he recalled. I felt it. Is that what she’s talking about?
"I felt … something," he said quietly.
"You sensed my song," she repeated firmly. "Only one who has heard the spirits could do that. But"—she looked puzzled again—"you say you don’t follow the path of the totems."
"I tried," he told her, then quickly explained about the book by H. T. Langland, about his attempts to hear the call of the spirits. "I …" He hesitated, embarrassed. "I was on a vision quest." He glared at her challengingly, daring her to laugh or contradict him.
But Mary Windsong didn’t do either. She just scrutinized his face. "A vision quest," she said slowly. "Yes." She paused again. "Do you want to complete your vision quest, Falcon? I think I might be able to help you."
He didn’t answer immediately, just stared at the young woman. Is she serious? he wondered. Or is she just stringing me along, taunting me because she does something I can’t?
But Mary’s face showed no hint of a mockery. She only sat there, calmly watching him, waiting for his answer. "How?" he asked huskily.
Mary shrugged—a little embarrassed, Falcon thought. "There are ways to … to aid a vision quest," she said. "Techniques some shamans have developed. You can help someone along, be their … their ‘spirit guide,’ I call it, but that’s not quite right."
"How does it work?"
She met his gaze, and he felt a tingle run through his body—almost an electric shock. "I’ll show you, if you like," she said quietly.
He hesitated. "Does that mean I have to follow your
totem?"
Mary shook her head. "Not necessarily … All the guide does is take you to the plane of the totems. Whatever happens after that"—she shrugged again—"that’s up to you and the totems, not me."
"But how does it work?" he asked again.
She was silent for a moment, seeming to order her thoughts. "Sometimes the totems are speaking to you," she said slowly, "but your own mental walls keep you from hearing. A spirit guide can help break down those walls—help you hear the voice of the totems—if the voices are there to be heard." 
"It’s safe?" he asked.
She smiled grimly. "Safer than some other techniques people use," she answered.
"So it’s safe," he pressed.
"I didn’t say that," Mary corrected him. "The technique itself is safe. But sometimes people use it to hear the call of the totems when the totems aren’t calling … . if that makes any sense. Then there can be … problems. Do you want to try it? It’s your decision. I can guide you, to the best of my abilities, but—"
"But if I’m wrong, if the totems aren’t calling … . what can it do to me?"
She looked at him steadily. "It can kill you," she said softly. "But I don’t think that’s a danger with you. I felt the Power in you, and I’m not usually wrong about these things."
Falcon stared at her. It sounded so enticing, so simple. Should he try it?
Walking the path of the shaman—it was what he’d always dreamed about. And here was this girl—this shaman—offering him a chance to realize that dream. She said I sensed her song, he thought. Did I? I sensed something. Do I risk it?
And what about Sly? Could he really make the decision in isolation? He and Sly were chummers, comrades.
If he died, she’d be alone. (And I’d be dead! he reminded himself.)
But what could he really do to help Sly anyway? She had to deck into Zurich-Orbital, and he couldn’t follow her into the Matrix. She didn’t need him to do what she had to do. If he failed—if he died—it wouldn’t affect her that much.
And if I succeed, I’ll be a shaman, Falcon thought. And as a shaman, I could help Sly a lot more after she’s made her Matrix run. Afterward, when things are winding down, I’d be able to help her more, wouldn’t I?
And I’d be a shaman.
He glanced at his watch. Midnight, or close enough. What had Sly said? That she needed to get some utilities and some tech toys before making her run on Zurich-Orbital. That would take some time, wouldn’t it? Time enough for me to do this… .
Turning to Mary, Falcon swallowed through a throat suddenly tight. "Let’s do it," he said hoarsely.
Mary led Falcon into The Buffalo Jump’s back room, an airless, windowless broom closet furnished in Early Squalor. Following Mary’s instructions, the ganger settled himself on the floor, forcing his legs into an approximation of the full-lotus position. The young shaman crouched facing him, placed a small metal bowl between them. Wordlessly, she opened the beaded pouch on her belt, pulled out various kinds of leaves and what looked like dried herbs, all wrapped in small swatches of velvet. Some she tossed right into the bowl, others she crushed between her palms before adding them to the mix. Sharp odors stung Falcon’s nose, caught in the back of his throat.
From the bag, Mary also extracted a small fetish with a feather tied to it by a slender leather thong. It was the skull of a tiny animal—a mouse probably, Falcon thought. She closed her eyes, passed the fetish over the bowl. Then she set it down on the floor, opened her eyes again.
Mary looked searchingly into his face. "Are you ready?" Her voice was quiet, but intense enough to give him chills.
Falcon only nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
"Close your eyes," she instructed. He did, a moment later feeling her palms cool against his cheeks. They smelled strongly of the herbs she’d crushed between them. "Breathe deeply," she said. Her palms were soft but firm, cool but alive with some kind of energy Falcon couldn’t have named. The feel of her flesh against his was reassuring, comforting.
Then the hands were gone. "Keep your eyes closed until I tell you to open them," Mary told him softly. He nodded, then heard a click, a quiet hiss. His nostrils filled with pungent smoke, probably from her burning the leaves and herbs.
"Breathe deeply."
He did so, drawing the warm smoke deep into his lungs. At first the membranes of his nose and throat burned and stung, but numbness quickly replaced the pain. The vapors seemed to fill his head; he could feel them billowing through his mind, mingling with his thoughts. Then Falcon felt as though he were pivoting slowly backward—just like being too drunk. He wanted to open his eyes, to stop the dizzying movement, but he kept them tightly shut.
"Breathe deeply," Mary repeated, her voice sounding so far away. "Breathe steadily."
He nodded. The sense of movement became more intense, yet less disorienting. He felt himself growing warmer, more comfortable and reassured, as if cocooned and sheltered from anything that could harm him. He felt his lips curve in a smile.
There was a sound in his ears, a quiet, musical humming. It was Mary, he realized. His fingertips and his lips began to tingle. Mary’s humming took on a faint ringing tone. Falcon took another deep breath… .
And the universe opened up around him. He heard himself gasp.
It was as if he could sense the infinity of creation all around him, with himself at the very center. A tiny, infinitesimally small point. Alone, vulnerable … inconsequential.
But then the universe turned inside out; he turned inside out. The infinity was still there, but now it was inside him. The universe was an infinitesimal point, within the infinity that was Dennis Falk. He gasped again in wonder.
"Don’t worry." Mary’s voice came to him softly. "I’ll be with you. There’s nothing to fear."
"What’s happening?" he asked.
"You’re walking the path of the totems," she said quietly. Her voice sounded even more distant, twisted and shifted out of all human timbre. Her last words seemed to echo around him, through him. "The totems, the totems, the totems, the totems … "
In sudden alarm Falcon opened his eyes.
But it wasn’t the grimy back room of the Buffalo Jump that he saw.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
0115 hours, November 16, 2053
So this was Reservoir Park. The cab driver had known right off when Sly told him her destination, so there was no risk she was in the wrong place.
The cab driver. At first it had irked her that Falcon hadn’t come back with the Callaway. But then she realized that she hadn’t given him any reason to think she’d be needing the car so soon. Besides, the Callaway was definitely an attention-grabber, definitely not appropriate for this meet. The cab had dropped her off on Deming Drive, half a klick from the park, and she’d walked the rest of the way.
Reservoir Park was a rolling expanse of grass several hundred meters across. A promontory projected out into the reservoir, which, presumably, provided drinking water for Cheyenne. A gentle breeze was blowing off the water, chill and refreshing. Sly imagined that the place was probably a riot of colors in spring and summer, with flowers spilling out of the many soil beds that surrounded the grassy area. At this time of year, however, the flower beds were empty, leaving only plots of bare soil.
Near the far end of the park, just south of the promontory, was a circular building maybe twenty meters in diameter. That had to be the Roundhouse Moonhawk had mentioned. Sly walked slowly toward it, loosening her heavy revolver in its holster.
Drawing closer, she could see that the Roundhouse didn’t have any walls as such, just pillars, probably ferrocrete, supporting a conical roof. For a moment she was puzzled, then realized it must have been designed as a shelter for picnickers in the event of a sudden rainstorm. She smiled wryly to herself. Maybe she’d been in the shadows too long. Sly had almost forgotten that normal people did things like go on picnics.
The Roundhouse was an excellent site for a meet, she had to admit. There were no other buildings, no bushes or trees nearby, nothing to conceal anyone who might wish to sneak up on her and her contact. The fact that she could see clearly into the Roundhouse once she got closer also greatly lessened the odds of a setup.
Sly checked her watch. Still more than ten minutes to go until the time of the meet. Cautiously, she did a full circuit of the Roundhouse, keeping about fifty meters out from the building, scouting the terrain for cover that someone might use to creep up on the meeting. Nothing. Nobody there and no way anyone could get within twenty meters without exposing himself. Satisfied, she crouched down near the bank of the reservoir and waited.
At exactly oh-one-thirty, a light came on inside the Roundhouse. Sly could see that it was from a camp-style battery lantern apparently resting on a table. In the yellow light, she also saw a small, slender figure standing in the center of the building. She waited a few minutes more, hoping to create some tension that would serve her interests in the negotiations. Only then did she slowly begin to move in.
The figure, presumably Hal, was turned north, away from the reservoir, in the direction of the main road leading here. Silent as a ghost, Sly approached from the opposite direction, from the reservoir side, able to observe her contact carefully as she did.
Hal appeared to be an elf, short for that metatype, but with the characteristic slender bone structure and slightly pointed ears. He wore blue jeans, a jean jacket, and motorcycle boots. His blond hair was short and subtly spiked on top, shoulder-length at the back. Slung over his shoulder on a padded strap was a metal case about the size of a briefcase. Sly smiled with approval. It looked like he’d brought her stuff.
She made it all the way to the edge of the Roundhouse’s concrete floor before Hal heard the first sound of her approach. He spun around in surprise, but didn’t reach for any concealed weapon. Sly stepped forward, holding her empty hands out from her body.
"I assume you’re Hal," she said.
The elf gave her a grim, ironic smile. "And I know who you are, Sly," he said.
That voice, she’d heard it before. But where?
And then she remembered. On the Seattle docks, just before the sniper had opened fire… .
Setup!
Simultaneously with that horrible realization, the figure facing her shimmered like a mirage, changed. Grew taller and broader, its face twisting into more familiar lines. Even the clothing changed from casual denims to a semi-military uniform. She recognized the face grinning down at her. Knife-Edge, the leader of the Amerindian runners who’d tried to kill her at the Hyundai terminal.
Instinctively she threw herself aside, hand clawing for the big Warhawk. Too late, she knew, too slow. Knife-Edge was unarmed. But as the illusion magic ended and the runner was assuming his true shape, her peripheral vision caught other figures flickering into view around her. Illusions and invisibility …
She hit the ground, rolled, bringing her gun up. Trying to bring it into line on Knife-Edge.
She saw one of the other figures, a skeletally thin Amerindian with feathers in his hair and assorted fetishes dangling from his belt, point his finger at her. She tried to roll aside, as if the finger were the barrel of a gun. The thin man’s lips moved.
Oblivion followed, hitting Sly like a missile.
Consciousness returned as suddenly as it had fled. No slow, drowsy transition, just a sharp demarcation separating nothingness from full awareness.
Sly kept her eyes closed, forced her body to remain perfectly still, not wanting anyone else to know she was awake. It gave her time to run a quick inventory of her physical sensations.
She was sitting upright in a padded, high-backed chair. Her hands were secured to the arms of the chair by tight bands around her wrists. Her ankles were tied together, and broad bands encircled her waist and chest, binding her body to the chair back. A padded headband was around her forehead, positioned just above her datajack, immobilizing her head. She didn’t need to try to know she couldn’t move a muscle.
A sickening rush of fear shot through her. This was exactly what they’d done to Agarwal. It took all the control she could muster not to buck and twist, fight against the bindings. She concentrated on her breathing, keeping it even, deep, and slow.
"Don’t bother." The voice sounded close to her ear, making her jump. "We know you’re awake."
For a moment she considered bluffing it out, but it was futile. Sly opened her eyes, looked around.
She was in a small, windowless room whose walls, floor, and ceiling were of bare concrete. Her chair, in the center of the room, was the only furniture. Three men stood around her. Two she recognized at once: Knife-Edge, still wearing his semi-military uniform, and the cadaverous, fetish-festooned shaman who’d put her out at the Roundhouse. The third figure was a small, weasely-looking woman who stood well away from the others, watching with a kind of emotion-less curiosity that made Sly very uncomfortable. Knife-Edge and the shaman both had pistols holstered on their belts; the woman was apparently unarmed.
Knife-Edge jandered up to Sly, crouched down in front of her until his eyes were on a level with hers. She tried to kick him, but her ankles were secured to the chair as well as to each other.
"I’m glad we can finally have a quiet discussion," the Amerindian said calmly. "This time without the risk of interruption."
"You should have been standing twenty centimeters to the left," Sly growled.
Knife-Edge touched his left side, where the sniper’s bullet had punched through his body. He smiled. "That might have made a difference to me," he admitted, "but not to you. Even with my spine shot in half, someone else would have eventually been having this discussion with you, you know." His cold smile faded. "Now, I think you should tell me where the data is. I know you don’t have it on you." He reached into his pocket, pulled out the passcard for the motel room.
"Hotels never put their names on their passcards anymore," he went on conversationally. "Normally I think that’s a good idea. It reduces thefts. But at the moment it’s very irritating. My guess is that the datachip we’re looking for is in this hotel room."
Sly smiled grimly. "Lots of hotels in Cheyenne, aren’t there, drekhead?"
"Which is why you’re going to tell us which one it is," he said quietly. "You’re also going to tell us where you’ve hidden the chip and how to get around any security provisions you’ve set up."
"Or you’re going to work me over the same way you did Agarwal, right?" She tried to keep her voice steady, but didn’t quite succeed.
Knife-Edge shook his head slowly. "That wasn’t us," he told her. "That was barbaric and primitive. Dangerous, too. There’s always the chance the subject will die before breaking. A weak heart, a brain aneurysm … so many things can go wrong. We’ve updated the procedure. The, um, persuasive benefits of torture without the physical risks." He chuckled, the sound sending a shudder through Sly’s body. "Why damage the physical body at all when we can directly access to the mind?" He reached out and gently touched Sly’s datajack with a fingertip.
Oh, Jesus fragging Christ … She flung herself against the straps that held her. Uselessly. They didn’t give a centimeter, just bit deeper into her flesh as she struggled against them. She couldn’t even tip over the chair she was strapped into.
Knife-Edge merely watched her dispassionately until she stopped, panting with exertion. He beckoned to the woman.
She approached, taking something from her pocket. A small black box not much bigger than her palm. Trailing from one end of it was a fiber-optic lead tipped with a brain plug. The woman took the plug, reached out to insert it into Sly’s datajack.
"No!" Sly screamed. She tried to turn her head, to pull it away from the plug. But the headband, too, was tight enough to prevent any movement. She could do nothing as the woman slipped the plug firmly into the datajack. Sly felt the click as it socketed into place. Waves of sickening fear and despair washed over her.
"You can tell us what we want to know at any time," Knife-Edge said. "Then we’ll turn off the box."
"And then you’ll kill me," Sly spat.
Knife-Edge stood, shrugged. "Why should we?" he asked reasonably. "There’s no percentage in it once we’ve got what we want."
"Liar!" she shouted.
Knife-Edge nodded to the weasel woman, headed for the single door. "Catch you later, Sly," he said tauntingly.
The woman pressed a button on the black box.
Images of defilement, degradation, and terror blossomed in Sly’s mind. And overlaying everything was wrenching, burning agony.
Sly couldn’t help herself. There was nothing to do but scream.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Falcon stood on a rolling plain covered with green grass and a profusion of wildflowers. The air smelled fresh and pure, untouched by man and his taint, as clean as it must have been when the world was new. A breeze stirred the grass, ruffled his hair, bringing him more distant scents of deep, old-growth forests.
How long have I been here? he wondered. A moment? My whole life? Forever, since the dawn of time? Deep within, he recognized that the true answer had something of all three.
The breeze brought him more than scents: the chuckle of a distant stream, a symphony of birdcalls … And, beyond them all, there was music. A low complex rhythm and melody. Strong and dignified, ringing with power. But joyful too, free and unchained. The music seemed to resonate within him, resounding with the fundamental frequencies of his bones, his nerves, setting up an echo in the very core of him. He could still hear it with his ears. But now he could also hear it with his heart. The music called to him, and he came.
He ran toward the distant source of it, ran faster than he’d ever run before, faster than any human could. Ran faster than the deer, swifter even than the eagle. There was no strain, no effort. His breathing was as slow and steady as if he were standing still, perfectly relaxed. But still he ran on, with every passing moment gaining more and more speed.
And running with him was someone else, effortlessly keeping pace. Mary Windsong.
And yet not Mary, not quite. There was something different about her appearance. Her hair looked more like the pelt of an animal, her nose and jaws more pronounced, almost resembling a snout. But the eyes were hers, as was the smile.
He bared his teeth in a wild, feral smile, and howled his joy to the infinite azure skies. "Why didn’t you tell me it would be like this?" he cried to the girl.
Her laughter was like bright mountain melt water dancing over stones. "Would you have believed me?" They ran on.
How long did they run, how far? The questions were meaningless here, Falcon knew. Here they experienced time, but were not of it. They were outside the world as he knew it. Maybe he should have been afraid, but with the wind in his hair and the music in his heart, fear was inconceivable.
Now he could see the forest rising ahead of him. Almost instantly they came to its edge, and were forced to slow down, to walk rather than run.
Sunlight lanced shifting golden beams through the leaves overhead as he and Mary Windsong walked along. He heard large animals moving on either side, invisible in the underbrush, flanking them as they moved. Again he probed his emotions for fear, found none. The animals aren’t stalking us, he realized, they’re escorting us.
The music still sounded, clearer and stronger now, its source somewhere ahead. After some immeasurable time, they reached a clearing, a great grassy opening in the midst of the forest. Falcon stepped into the open, hesitated when he saw that Mary had stopped, still standing within the trees.
"I can guide you no further," she replied to his unspoken question, "but you have no further need of my guidance. See?" She pointed. He looked in the direction she indicated.
The clearing was no longer empty as it had been a moment before. A large animal stood in the midst of the open space. A wolf, gray-black and with hackles of silver, watched Falcon steadily.
No, not a wolf, This was Wolf.
Now, for the first time, he felt fear. His stomach twisted, his pulse pounded in his head. I can’t do this… .
He looked back at Mary for help. She smiled reassuringly, nodded to him. Go ahead. He heard the words, her voice, inside his head.
The music was still there, around him, within him, still calling to him. How could he deny it? This is what I’ve wanted all my life… . Isn’t it? He swallowed hard, stepped forward.
The first step was the hardest. As he drew nearer to Wolf, his fear lifted, to be replaced once more with anticipation—just as intense, but enabling rather than incapacitating. The creatures that had traveled alongside through the forest now stepped forth into the sunlight. Timber wolves, huge but still smaller than Wolf. They kept their distance, watching Falcon respectfully, pacing him like an honor guard.
And then Wolf was before him, its great gray eyes steady. The music faded from Falcon’s ears, but continued to sound fully in his heart.
"Do you know me?" The words—clear and sharp as crystal—rang within Falcon’s mind. Wolf’s mouth didn’t move, but Falcon had no doubt whose mental "voice" he was hearing.
He swallowed again, forced words through a dry throat. "I know you." Only as he said it did he realize it was true. "I have always known you, just didn’t know that I knew."
"As I have known you." Wolf moved closer; Falcon felt its breath warm on his face. "My song is within you, Man. It has always been there, though you could not hear it. Now you can hear it, and you can choose to follow it.
"But if you do so choose, it will be difficult, sometimes the most difficult thing you have ever done. It may demand from you more than you feel willing to give. But never will it demand more than you can give.
"Will you follow it, Man?"
Emotions warred within Falcon. Fear, exaltation, sadness, anticipation. He was overwhelmed by the enormity of what Wolf said—even more by what Wolf left unsaid. But the song still rang within his breast, and he could no more have answered differently than he could have stopped breathing. "I will follow it."
"Then you have taken your first steps on the path of the shaman," Wolf told him. "You will embellish my song, you will make it your own, as does each one who hears it with the heart. Now, I would teach you some other songs—lesser songs, perhaps, but still songs of power."
Falcon bowed his head. There was nothing he could say, nothing he wanted to say.
And that was when the first scream sounded in his head. A woman’s scream, one of absolute agony, powerful enough almost to unseat his reason.
He spun, looked back at Mary. She still stood at the edge of the forest, watching him, the expression on her face confused now. The scream hadn’t been hers; she hadn’t even heard it.
It sounded again, louder, even more piercing. And this time he recognized whose voice it was.
Sly!
A third scream. He could feel her agony almost as if it were his own, feel her terror and her powerlessness. Could feel her calling for help. Calling to him?
He turned back to Wolf. The great creature seemed totally unmoved, as though not hearing the screams. "I would teach you songs," Wolf repeated.
"I can’t." The words were out of his mouth even before Falcon could think.
Wolf raised its eyebrows in a human expression of surprise.
Falcon rushed on. "I have to leave this place. A woman is … a woman needs me."
Wolf growled quietly, the first actual sound Falcon had heard from the creature. Its eyebrows drew together in a scowl. "You would leave?" Wolf asked. "You would scorn my teachings? Who is this woman to you?"
Maybe I should stay… . But he couldn’t, Falcon knew that.
He swallowed hard. "She is my friend," he said as forcefully as he could. "She is …" He paused; his eyes were drawn to the timber wolves flanking him.
"She is of my pack," he finished.
Wolf’s scowl faded. After a moment it spoke, its mental "voice" tinged with amusement … and approval. "Yes, of your pack. You follow my song perhaps better than you know. You have always followed it." Falcon had the strong impression he’d passed some kind of test.
Wolf sat back on its haunches. "Go, Man," it said gently. "There will be time later for you to learn more. For now, go in peace."
And, without any warning, reality seemed to burst into a million fragments, flying apart around him.
Falcon was standing on a nighttime city street, Mary beside him. Looking around, he saw people passing by, but not many. All were going about their own business, but it struck Falcon as strange that none spared him or Mary even a single glance.
There was something strange about the street, something strange about the buildings. Everything looked too clear, too sharp. He could see into all the pools of shadows, even the deepest where no light fell. He turned to Mary.
"Where are we?" he asked.
"Outside The Buffalo Jump," she answered slowly, "but we’re on the astral plane. Did you do that?"
Falcon shook his head slowly. He couldn’t have done it; he didn’t even know for sure what the astral plane was. "It was Wolf," he told her.
"Why?"
The terrible scream rang out again, shaking his mind to its foundations. That’s why, he realized. "Did you hear that?" he asked Mary.
"Hear what?"
So this is just for me, whatever this is.
Though Falcon knew he’d heard Sly’s scream with his mind, not with his ears, he thought he could sense the direction from which it came. He turned his head, scanning with senses he hadn’t known he had. It came from that direction.
"Come on," he urged Mary. He started to run, the shaman—the
other shaman—on
his heels.
Running here was almost like running on the plane of the totems. He was moving much faster than his legs could possibly pump, and there seemed to be no effort involved, no strain. Though Falcon didn’t know where the thought came from, the idea blossomed in his brain that his will was all that limited his speed here. He exercised that will, and his speed doubled, trebled.
At first he dodged around obstacles such as parked cars and buildings. But then, as an experiment, he ran directly at the wall of a building, passing right through it as though it wasn’t there. He cried with exultation.
Another scream, much closer now, much louder—and much more terrible. Somehow he knew from where it came. A small building up ahead, the dead neon sign identifying it as a machine shop. The doors and windows were boarded up.
That didn’t stop Falcon. With Mary close on his heels, he plunged into the building. Passing through the walls like a wraith, he found himself in a large, empty room. Dust and refuse were everywhere. No sign of life.
But—somehow—he could feel life below him. With nothing but an exercise of will, he passed through the floor.
Found himself in a bare concrete room. Two standing figures flanked a third, who sat in a high-backed chair. One was thin, almost skeletally so. Strange objects dangled from his clothing. Falcon saw those objects with some kind of double sight. He saw them as what they were—tiny amalgamations of wood, bone, and feathers—but also as what they represented—flickering, shifting concentrations of power.
He focused on the strange items for only a moment before his attention was drawn to the figure in the chair.
Writhing and twisting against the straps that bound her, face twisted into a rictus of agony, it was Sly. She screamed again, and this time Falcon could hear it both with his ears and with the strange internal sense that had led him straight to her. He realized only then that Mary Windsong was still with him. The young woman stared, aghast, at Falcon’s tortured friend.
The second figure standing there was a scrawny, soulless-looking woman. Reaching out to a black box connected to Sly’s datajack, the woman flicked a switch.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
0223 hours, November 16, 2053
God, let me die! Sly tried to scream the words, tried to beg for the release of death.
The agony thrummed and rang through every nerve fiber, burned through the marrow of each bone. Her head pounded with it, her stomach and bowels twisted with it. Sometimes it was formless. Other times it had a shape—trolls gang-raping her, tearing at her body; surgical instruments in the hands of a demented artist; fire consuming her from within; rats consuming her from without … . Each time she thought she had reached the boundaries of pain, thought she understood its limits, the form changed—so fast she couldn’t adapt.
All she could do was scream.
And then, the pain was gone. The terrible sensations stopped pouring into her mind, replaced with the very real sensations of her own body.
She was weak, weak as a baby or a woman who’d run a dozen marathons. Her muscles twitched and vibrated—an aftereffect of her convulsions, she guessed. Her clothes were drenched with sweat, her throat hoarse with screaming. She took a deep, shuddering breath.
"Falcon," she moaned.
But Falcon’s not here, another part of herself answered wearily. Why did you call for him?
She opened her eyes, looked up into the face of the soulless technician.
"Do you want to talk?" the woman said.
Sly tried to spit in her face, but her mouth was too dry. "Go frag yourself," she croaked.
The woman shrugged, totally unmoved. She reached up to flip the switch on the black box.
No! Panic ripped through Sly’s mind. I can’t take that again! She teetered on the edge of the abyss, on the margin of madness.
Falcon? Again, impossibly, she felt the young ganger’s presence, and it was that presence that brought her back from the brink.
As if it mattered. The woman’s finger touched the switch. Sly braced herself, a useless gesture.
"Huh?" The scrawny shaman gave a guttural grunt, seemed to stare at something that Sly couldn’t see. The technician jumped at the sound, her finger falling away from the switch.
And then, shockingly, fire blossomed in the small room, bursting forth from one of the fetishes festooning the shaman’s belt. Like a fireball it bloomed, washing over the technician, igniting her hair and clothing, turning her into a flailing, shrieking human torch. Sly screamed as the flame also licked over her, but somehow the fire did her no harm. She felt no pain, saw no blisters bloom. Neither her clothes, her flesh, nor her hair ignited. Nevertheless, she clenched her eyes tight shut.
The firestorm was over in an instant. Cautiously, Sly opened her eyes once more.
The woman was dead, sullen flames licking over her body. The shaman, though, seemed almost untouched. His clothes were scorched—particularly around the fetish that had detonated—and his exposed skin looked red, but he was not significantly injured. (Spell defense? Sly wondered groggily. Was it that saved me too?) He snarled in anger, closed his eyes, and slumped against the wall. Sly realized he must have gone astral to cope with some magical threat.
He was in trance for only a few seconds. Then his eyes opened wide, his face twisted in an expression of disbelief and horror. He lurched to his feet—clumsily, like a zombie from some low-budget horror trid—and took a stumbling step toward Sly. The runner recoiled from the terrifying rage in the thin man’s eyes. His mouth worked as though he were trying to speak, but only garbled moans and rumbles came out. A gobbet of saliva dribbled from the corner of his mouth.
This is part of the torture. The thought struck Sly suddenly. It isn’t real, it’s just another false scenario being fed into my brain. But regardless, she still struggled and strained against the straps binding her.
The shaman stopped beside her chair, reached out and released the velcro band around Sly’s left wrist. She snatched her hand back as soon as it was free, clenched it into a fist, readied to drive it into the man’s throat… .
With an immense effort, she forced herself to stop. He’s setting me free. For whatever reason, he’s letting me loose. She felt withdrawn, emotionally overwhelmed and totally confused.
Snarling wordlessly, the man freed her other hand, then bent down to release her ankles. While he did so, Sly undid the straps around her torso and the band around her head.
When he’d freed her feet, the shaman lurched back against the wall. His eyes rolled up in his head, and he slumped to the floor, whether dead or just unconscious, Sly couldn’t tell.
For a moment, she just sat there in the chair. Then she reached up and carefully unjacked the torture device from her skull. The moment the plug popped out of her datajack, she flung the black box against the concrete wall with a yell, flung it with every joule of energy left in her body. Laughed aloud as the plastic enclosure cracked, spraying broken circuit boards and fragments of integrated circuits across the floor.
She sat up, grabbed the chair arms and started to force herself to her feet.
But the world seemed to spin and tumble around her. With a groan, she sank back into the chair.
Sly felt like drek. Pure, unadulterated, pluperfect drek. Every muscle in her body ached; her joints felt loose; even her skin tingled and itched. Worst of all, though, was the feeling that her grasp on reality was shaky. Is this real? she asked herself. Did the shaman really free me? Or am I hallucinating?
Or—horrifying thought—was this only another part of the torture? What if she forced herself to her feet, left the echoing concrete room with its smell of burned meat, and ran outside into the night—only to have that feeling of freedom wrenched away? To open her eyes and find herself back in the chair, strapped in place, immobile. With the woman technician preparing the black box to feed another electronic fantasy—something even more soul-destroying—into her brain.
Sly couldn’t stand that. If it turned out that’s what was happening, she’d collapse right then. Surrender, give up the will to live.
And, yes, break. Tell them what they wanted to know. And didn’t that very fact—the realization that this technique would succeed—make it even more likely that this was a simsense fantasy?
She closed her eyes. This is how I can beat it, she told herself. If I never believe I’ve got my freedom, having it snatched away won’t frag me up. Who feels the loss of something they never had? She slowed her breathing, tried to relax her muscles.
She felt eyes on her—someone was watching her. Is this it? Is this when the tech turns off the simsense torture box? Despite her efforts at relaxation, Sly felt all her muscles tensing again. She opened her eyes.
Nobody was there. Well, nobody conscious, at least. The smoldering body of the tech still lay crumpled in the corner; the shaman still slumped against the wall, definitely unconscious or worse. Apart from them, the room was empty.
But frag it, she still felt the presence of somebody else there. Knew there was someone watching her. And, deep down, she also knew it wasn’t someone watching her through a spy-eye. There was someone near her, she could sense it. Someone standing next to her chair, even though she couldn’t see anyone.
A spectator—maybe Knife-Edge himself—under cover of an invisibility spell, like the back-up at the hosed Roundhouse meet? But no, she didn’t think so. She could sense a person’s proximity, but there was more to it than that. She knew this person. That’s how it felt, at least—there was definitely a sensation of familiarity.
"Falcon?" The word slipped from her dry lips before she could suppress it.
It couldn’t be… .
But—and now she was totally convinced—it was.
"Falcon? Are you there?"
How could this be part of the torture? They couldn’t know that Falcon was working with her, that he’d come to Cheyenne with her. That he was her comrade, her chummer. Could they?
Panic suddenly washed over her in a wave. Am I losing it? Is this what it’s like to go mad? She looked wildly around the room.
And yes, there was Falcon. Standing next to her, his face twisted with fear, with horror. And with concern. She reached out to him, tried to grab his arm.
But her hand went right through his body. For the first time she could see that the young ganger’s body was translucent, vaguely transparent. She could see through him, see the wall and the shaman’s body behind him.
I am going mad! She closed her eyes again, tears leaking out from under her closed lids. Ask me your questions, Knife-Edge. I’ll answer them. Just don’t let this continue.
"Sly."
It was Falcon’s voice … but not quite. There was something eerie about the sound, something … ethereal was the only word that fit. It was distant, too, as though he were speaking from a long way off, not from right next to her.
"Go away," she mumbled.
"Sly," Falcon said again, and this time she could hear the tension, the urgency in his voice. "Come on. You’ve got to get out of here, chummer."
She shook her head, closed her eyes. "You’re not real," she whispered.
"Knife-Edge might be coming back." The panic in the ganger’s voice contrasted with the peace she felt inside—the peace of fatalism, of surrender. "You’ve got to move."
"You’re not real," she repeated.
"Frag it, go! You want to die?"
"Why not?"
"Sly, you slitch!" he yelled, the voice echoing strangely around the concrete room. "Die on your own fragging time! Now move your fragging hoop!"
"You’re a ghost," she muttered.
"If I am, I’ll haunt you till the end of fragging time. Now get your pudlicking hoop out of that chair and move it!"
She shrugged to herself. Why not? It wasn’t going to do any good, of course. She’d get outside, and then the tech would turn off the simsense and she’d be back in the chair. But what the frag was the difference anyway? Listening to Falcon was just as bad—his voice reminding her that the only way she’d get any peace would be to tell Knife-Edge what he wanted to know. Reminding her that she’d be killing him too.
"Okay, okay…. " She forced herself to her feet again, clung to the chair while the world did its wild acrobatics around her. Clenched her jaw against the nausea that threatened to make her spew.
Took her first lurching step toward the door.
"That’s it, move," Falcon told her.
"Go frag yourself, ghost," she growled.
Took another step. Stumbled over the outstretched leg of the felled shaman, almost pitched headlong to the floor. Reached out a hand to steady herself, felt the cold of the metal door against her palm.
Okay, I’m at the door. Now what?
Open it, idiot. She reached down for the handle, grabbed it. Twisted.
It didn’t turn. Of course not, it’s locked. Pounded her fist against the door in frustration at the futility of everything.
"Turn it the other way, frag you!"
"Okay, okay," she mumbled. Turned the knob the other way.
And the door swung open. A narrow stairway ahead, leading up.
Three or four meters, maybe, to reach the top. The way she was feeling, it could just as easily have been a hundred klicks.
But he won’t leave me alone until I do it, will he? She started up the stairs, leaning against the concrete wall to keep herself upright.
It was almost too hard. Her muscles rebelled, her sense of balance swung like a compass needle next to an electromagnet. Her vision tunneled down to the size of a gun muzzle at arm’s length. The sound of her breathing in her own ears took on the same distant echoing as Falcon’s ghost-voice. I’m not going to make it.
But somehow she did. She almost fell when she raised her foot to stand on a step that wasn’t there. Leaning against the wall, her legs quivering under her, she breathed deeply until her field of vision widened again. Not all the way: it was still like looking down a tunnel, with flickering, pixelating lights around the dark periphery.
She looked around her. A small anteroom, doors to the right and left, the staircase behind her. "Which way?" she whispered.
"To your right." The ghost-Falcon was still with her, seeming to stand right beside her. "It’s not locked. Open it."
Only if you’ll leave me be afterward. She grabbed the doorknob, turned. The door swung open.
A rush of chill air washed over her, partially clearing her head for an instant. Outside. The streets of Cheyenne at night. Freedom? She paused.
"What are you waiting for?" the ghost-Falcon demanded, nearly hopping from foot to foot with impatience. It was almost funny. "Well?"
How could she answer him? That she was waiting for the tech to cut the simsense… . Now, when she could see freedom a meter in front of her? Or when she’d taken the first couple of steps out of the building? Which would cause her the most torment?
"Move!" ghost-Falcon screamed.
She moved. What else could she do but play this out, follow the script to the last page? She stepped out into the night, filled her lungs with the cold night air.
Sly had come to an alley in what looked like a light-industrial neighborhood. Warehouses, disused machine shops, across the alley a boarded-up foundry identified as Cheyenne Chain and Wire.
Which way? And did it matter?
She turned to the right, took her first step away from the building that had been her prison.
The illusion didn’t end; the tech didn’t turn off the simsense.
Another step, then another. Increasing tempo, faster and faster, until she was into a shambling run. The air hissing in and out stung her dry throat, but the pain felt good. Who knows? she thought. Maybe they’ll forget to turn the simsense off. Wasn’t a convincing illusion of freedom as good as the real thing, as long as it didn’t end? If you couldn’t tell reality from illusion, why favor one over the other? Maybe her whole life had been simsense She ran on.
Her lungs hurt, her legs felt like they were on fire. The impact of each step pounded up her legs, through her spine, into her brainpan. A rushing filled her ears. The tunnel—with its flickering walls—drew tighter. The size of two fists at arm’s length; one fist; a fingertip … .
And then there was nothing but blackness and drifting stars ahead of her. A phantasmagoric starfield.
With something like relief, Sly fell headlong into it.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
0310 hours, November 16, 2053
With a gasp, Falcon "fell" back into his body.
That was the only way he could describe it. One moment he was with Sly, running along beside her as she lurched down the back alley. The next he felt a kind of psychic wrench, then was back in his meat body, sprawled on the floor in the back room of The Buffalo Jump. He lay there for a moment, tingling all over. It felt like those times when you’re half-asleep and you dream you’re falling, but instead of hitting the ground you find yourself startlingly awake, staring at the ceiling, with strange sensations coursing up and down your nerves.
He turned his head. Mary was still in full lotus, swaying slightly. She still seemed to be … What, in a trance? Was that it? And then her eyes jolted open too. She stared at him. "What the frag just happened?" she asked quietly.
He forced himself to his feet—tested his sense of balance. The tingling was already fading. "I don’t know," he said. "This is your thing, not mine. I’ve never done it before."
"But …" She paused. On her face was a strange expression, something close to awe. "But what you did … "
"What did I do?"
"You tracked your friend from the astral," the young woman said slowly. "You
went to her. You slammed a spell into that shaman’s fetish…. "
"No!"
he yelped. "That was you."
She shook her head. "It was you. You cast a spell. Think back."
He tried to. He remembered seeing the room, seeing Sly strapped into the chair. The song of Wolf was still thrumming through his nerves, sinews, bones. He remembered the outrage, the horror, as he realized Sly was being tortured. And then … .
And then Wolf’s song had taken on a different tenor. No longer the quiet, steady power—like that of a slow-flowing river. It had changed, become angrier, fiercer—more like a storm-tossed sea. The song had filled him, overwhelmed him. He’d become one with the music, singing along with it.
And then the fireball had burst.
I cast a spell? Is that what a spell is?
"I did it?" he mumbled. Mary nodded. "What about … what about the shaman when he let Sly go?"
"That was me," Mary acknowledged. "A simple controlling manipulation. By that time I kind of understood what was going down.
"But then you manifested on the physical, didn’t you?" she went on. "You made yourself visible to her, and you spoke to her. Didn’t you?"
He nodded. "Shamans can do that, though, right?"
"Yes, but … drek, Falcon, they’ve got to learn to be able to do it. Everything you
did tonight … It’s like, it’s no big fragging deal to ride a bike, but what you did—it’s like some guy who’s never ridden before swinging onto a combat bike and doing trick riding stunts!" She shook her head in amazement. "We’ve got to talk about this."
"Later." He jumped to his feet. "Sly went down. We’ve got to find her. Where the frag was that?"
Mary paused for a moment. "That place we saw—Cheyenne Chain and Wire. I know it. It’s south of town, near I-80. Industrial area."
"Take me there," he said flatly, heading for the door. Mary hesitated for a moment, then, with a shrug, followed him out.
 
Falcon didn’t know how Mary had sweet-talked the bartender—Cahill, she said his name was—into lending her his bike, and right then he didn’t care. He sat on the back of the rumbling hog, his arms locked tight around the shaman’s waist.
She was a good driver, not aggressive, not into high speeds or anything flashy, but stable and steady. Safe. Right now Falcon would probably have wanted to trade a little safety for some more speed. He knew enough, though, not to be a back-seat driver.
It took only a few minutes to reach the industrial area. The feel of the place—abandoned buildings, industrial trash, scavengers in the alleys—was right, even though he didn’t recognize anything directly. Then Mary was cruising slowly past the front of Cheyenne Chain and Wire.
"She started off into the alley behind this building," Mary said.
"Which way did she go?" Falcon asked. "And how far?"
Mary shrugged. "I don’t know. We’ll just have to search." She turned the bike down the next street, cut into the alley behind the foundry.
A few minutes later—the minutes feeling like hours to Falcon—they found her. Face-down in a pile of refuse, a rat the size of a malnourished beagle sniffing at her. As Falcon ran up, the rat seemed to consider taking him on to protect what had to be enough food to last a month. But then the creature apparently decided discretion was the better part of valor, and made itself scarce.
Falcon crouched beside Sly, grabbed her wrist, felt for a pulse. It was there—fast, but not strong. Mary squatted next to him, laid a hand on the fallen woman’s shoulder. "How is she?" Falcon demanded.
"You could probably find out yourself," Mary said cryptically. But then she closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. After a moment she looked up. "Not good. Alive, but drek-kicked."
"Can you help her? Shamans can heal, can’t they?"
"I can help her," Mary acknowledged. She glanced around. "But this ain’t the best place." She hesitated. "We can carry three on the bike—just—but we can’t go fast and we can’t go far. Where do you want to take her?"
It was Falcon’s turn to pause. The motel was too far and perhaps too dangerous, but what other choice did he have? If Sly still wanted to go through with this drek about cracking into Zurich-Orbital—assuming she didn’t flatline, of course—she’d need her deck. Which was back at the motel. And the motel was much too far to take a wounded woman three-up on a bike.
"Can you wait here with her?" he asked. "I’ll take the bike and go get the car."
Mary nodded.
"They might come looking for her."
The shaman smiled. "If they do, they’ll find more than they bargained for. I’ll summon a city spirit. It can conceal and protect us while you’re gone."
"Good," Falcon said. "I’ll be back quick as I can." As he swung aboard the bike and peeled out of there, he heard Mary begin to sing a strange, rhythmic song.
He was expecting some kind of trouble. Somebody trying to stop him from returning with the car, loading Sly into it, and cruising back to the motel. Hell, he was almost looking forward to it. He was cranked up, out on the pointy end, ready to kick some hoop. His machine pistol was locked and loaded on the seat next to him, and he found himself humming the song of Wolf through his clenched teeth.
But nobody tried to slot with them. In fact nobody paid them the slightest heed. Even when he carried the limp figure of Sly from the car into the motel room. Somebody was walking through the parking lot during the whole procedure, but the slag didn’t even look their way. Falcon wondered if maybe Mary’s city spirit was still looking out for them. He set Sly gently down on the bed, while Mary locked the door behind them.
Sly looked like drek-face pale and drawn, skin almost yellow. While carrying her, he’d felt tremors shooting through her muscles. And her flesh was cold. Like Nightwalker when he died. With an effort, Falcon forced that memory away.
He turned to Mary. "Fix her up," he said gruffly. Then, more tentatively, "Please?"
He tried to watch and learn as Mary sat cross-legged on the bed beside Sly, ran her small hands gently over his chummer’s body, and began to sing.
But he couldn’t. He couldn’t sit still. He was filled with energy—energy to burn—and nothing to burn it on. So he paced and he fumed. He pictured Knife-Edge’s face twisting in agony as he pumped bullet after bullet into the Amerindian runner’s belly. Pictured him engulfed in flame, screaming as he burned like the woman in the torture room. Pictured him moaning in fear as his lifeblood ran into the gutter and he bled himself dry.
He couldn’t bear to look at his chummer’s pale face. She looked so young, so helpless, lying there. And that was perhaps the biggest crime of all that Knife-Edge had to atone for. He’d taken a confident, competent woman and turned her into this.
Why does it matter so much? he asked himself. I didn’t know her from squat a week ago. She shouldn’t mean anything to me.
But she did, of course. They were working together toward the same goal. They trusted each other, depended on each other. She is of my pack, he’d told Wolf. And that was the truth, simple and plain. He sat on the other bed, facing away from Mary and Sly. The Dog shaman’s song filled his ears, and dire imaginings filled his mind.
Finally Mary’s song faded away. He was scared to turn, to look. But he had to.
Sly still lay unmoving, but her color had returned to normal. Sitting next to her, Mary looked tired, her face sheened with sweat.
"Is she … ?" Falcon couldn’t finish the question. Mary just nodded.
Falcon came over and sat on the edge of the bed beside his chummers. He reached out, brushed a lock of hair back from Sly’s face. "Sly," he said softly.
And her eyes opened. For a moment they darted about wildly, clouded with terror. Then they fixed on his face.
She smiled. A tired, worn smile, but a smile just the same. "It was you," she said weakly. "It was real."
He didn’t trust himself to speak, just nodded. His eyes were watering, and he scuffed the back of his hand across them. It’s all this blasting around when I should be sleeping, he told himself.
"How are you feeling?" Mary asked.
Sly smiled up at the young woman. "Good," she said. "Better than I have any right to expect." She paused. "You were there too, weren’t you? I felt you." Mary nodded. Sly turned to Falcon. "How?"
It was Mary who answered. "Your chummer’s walking the path of the shamans," she said quietly. "He sings the song of Wolf."
Falcon saw Sly’s eyes widen, full of unspoken questions. Then she smiled. "Hidden depths, Falcon," she said. "Hidden depths." Cautiously, she pushed herself upright. "Anything else happen that I should know about?"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
0521 hours, November 16, 2053
At the suggestion of the young woman whose name Sly learned was Mary Windsong, they picked up and moved. Sly was pretty sure she hadn’t said anything to her torturers about the motel—if she had, the three of them would already have been blown to drek—but it didn’t make sense to take any chances they could avoid. Mary led the way, riding a hog much too big for her, her long braid trailing back in the wind. Falcon had driven the Callaway, Sly sitting in the passenger seat, her cyberdeck clutched protectively in her lap. They’d gone to some little tavern with the improbable name of The Buffalo Jump, then installed themselves in the tiny back room.
Sly was feeling better—almost back to normal, she had to admit. Sometimes she still felt tremors in her muscles, and sometimes when she shut her eyes—even if just for a moment—images from the simsense torture came back and she’d have to smother a scream. What would happen when she went to sleep? she wondered.
Both Falcon and Mary had been solicitous about her health. Maybe a little too solicitous, Sly thought at first, a tad grumpily. But then she realized that their concern wasn’t misplaced. She had gone through a frag of a lot, and still felt like a wet bag of drek, despite help from the Dog shaman’s magical attention&
A strange dynamic seemed to exist between Falcon and the Cheyenne woman, Sly had noticed. At first she thought it was sexual attraction—the ganger was handsome in an unpolished kind of way, and the diminutive girl cute the way Sly had always wanted to be as a kid. But then she recognized that there was more to it, maybe much more. They had something important in common, something that underlaid their entire lives. Sly wondered if it was because Falcon was now "walking the path of the shaman"—whatever that meant.
"What do you need?" Mary asked her as soon as they reached the tavern.
Sly’s first impulse had been to say something flippant like a liter of synthahol and thirty-six hours of sleep. But she put that thought aside at once. Knife-Edge was still after her. He’d gotten her once, and had no reason to stop trying. Holing up and waiting it out would be just plain dumb, she decided, particularly after Falcon told her what he’d learned about the Amerindian runner. The Office of Military Intelligence—no drek. That meant they were playing with the Sioux government, the military—maybe even the fragging Wildcats. No, holing up was not a good idea. This wasn’t going to just blow over. She had to do something, right now.
And, no matter how much it terrified her, she knew what that something was. Zurich-Orbital again. Sly had to try, even if it killed her. But then, of course, there was the problem of cyberdeck utilities. If she was feeling really militant, she could go "naked" into the Matrix, depending on her skills to whip up the programs she needed on the fly. Five years ago she might have considered it.
Now? No fragging way. Her conversation with Moonhawk—the fragging double-crossing drek-eater—had
convinced her that she was too out of date for that. Phase loop recoursers—PLRs—wouldn’t do squat against modern ice. What other unpleasant changes had she missed?
No, what she needed was all the edge she could get. And that meant up-to-the-minute varsity-league utilities.
Fortunately—and to her surprise—Mary had come to her aid when she’d mentioned the problem. The little shaman had some connections with the Cheyenne shadow community—including, it turned out, a couple of programmers and deckers. Mary took off with a list of the utilities and hardware Sly needed, returning less than an hour later with a collection of optical chips in a plastic chip carrier.
Frag, Sly thought as she loaded the last utility into the deck’s onboard memory, why couldn’t Falcon have met her a couple of hours sooner?
She set aside the last program chip, ran the deck through a quick self-diagnostic. The processor was having no problem running the utility code. The utilities themselves were almost implausibly sophisticated—at least, in comparison to what Sly had used five years ago. According to the deck’s internal bench marks, most clocked in at a hair over rating seven. One read out at nine, and one peaked at an unheard-of eleven. (What’s all this going to cost me? she wondered, then put the worry aside. Mary had given the stuff to her on credit, so if Sly got herself geeked, she wouldn’t have to sweat it. And if she made it, any price would be cheap.) With the speed increases Smeland had wired into the circuitry, the combination of wiz utilities plus beefy processor turned the deck into a real ice pick.
Satisfied, Sly sat back.
Falcon had been pacing nervously. Now he came to perch beside her, concern written all over his face. "Are you up to this, Sly?" he asked quietly. "You don’t want to wait? Like, give yourself some time to bounce back?"
She smiled at him, appreciating his apprehension on her behalf. She squeezed his arm reassuringly. "I’m up for it," she told him. "I’m ready." As ready as she would ever be. But how ready was that? "What other choices do we have?"
She watched him struggle with that, reviewing their options-sadly limited-in his mind. Eventually his shoulders slumped and he nodded. She knew how he was feeling. Helpless, impotent. There was nothing he could do to help Sly directly. She squeezed his arm again, trying to communicate a determination and confidence she really didn’t feel. Maybe this is it. She couldn’t force the thought from her mind. Sly used to think that the next time she faced black ice, she’d get flatlined. And now she was going up against the best. And maybe a military-class decker too. Would Jurgensen be waiting for her when she decked in? Count on it, she told herself.
Sly turned to Mary Windsong. "Can you watch me?" she asked. "Monitor me magically, or something? If you see something strange happening to my body …"
"If you start T-and-F-ing, you mean?" the young woman asked.
"T-and-what-ing?" Falcon demanded.
"Twitching and foaming," Mary explained. "Like if a decker hits some bad ice. Yeah, sure. You hit trouble, I’ll jack you out. I’ve covered for deckers before." She turned to Falcon. "It’s like watching a shaman’s meat body when he’s gone astral. Yeah, null persp, Sly. I’ll move fast."
Sly nodded. There was no more anyone could do to help. Maybe, if Mary was as quick as she thought she was, and if she was watching closely enough, she could jack Sly out before any black ice had time to fry her brain or stop her heart. But how much faster did black ice react these days? How long did it take killer ice to set up a lethal biofeedback loop?
She looked down at the deck, the plug-tipped fiber-optic lead coiled like a snake ready to strike. No more excuses, she told herself, no more procrastination. If I’m going, go. She picked up the brain plug, snugged it into her datajack. Felt the familiar tingling that told her the deck was on-line, ready to rock and roll.
She glanced up into Falcon’s worried eyes. Gave him and Mary a reassuring smile. "Well," she said softly, "here goes nothing." She checked the deck’s memory—utilities loaded, interfacing well with the MPCP and the persona programs. Ran another quick diagnostic, got a green board. No glitches, no anomalies. No more excuses.
"See you soon," she whispered, hitting the Go key with a sharp little tap.
She blew through the Cheyenne Matrix, danced across the datalines until she saw the LTG node high above the surreal city below her. Rocketed toward it, into it. Then the jump to the RTG, the universe folding around itself like an origami figure.
And, all too soon, she was hurtling toward the satellite link, the blue radio telescope construct on the dark plane. Instinctively, she looked around her for Theresa Smeland’s armadillo icon. Laughed wryly at her reaction. I’m alone this time, she reminded herself. No back-up. Just me.
She saw the beads of ice sliding back and forth along the structural members of the satlink construct. Saw them pick up their tempo as she approached. Okay, she thought, let’s see how wiz these utilities really are… .
Her samurai icon reached into a pouch on his belt, pulled out a tiny mask—like a harlequin’s mask—and slapped it to her face. A tingle went through her virtual body as the masking utility activated. For an instant she thought it had worked. The beads slowed down again, back to their normal level of activity. But then, as she came within contact range of the satlink construct, the beads flashed again to high-speed, alert mode. Before she had time to try another utility, a dozen of the beads burst free from the construct, slamming into her icon. Nothingness engulfed her.
And then she was in the office once more, the perfectly rendered corner of the Matrix created by the UCAS military. No doubt some node running on hideously powerful military mainframes.
Jurgensen the decker was sitting at the desk. He looked up with an expression of surprise as her icon materialized in front of him.
"Waiting for me, Jurgensen?" she asked. And then she hit the army decker with everything she had. Triggered a frame—an autonomous program construct—and hurled it at him. In keeping with her own icon, it was a low-resolution Japanese ronin, armed with a tetsubo glowing the brilliant red of a CO2 laser. As the frame leaped forward, swinging its studded mace, she triggered a "hog" virus—appearing in this node like a viciously barbed dart… She tossed it underhand at Jurgensen.
The army decker had responded quickly to the frame—too quickly?—holding a
macroplast riot shield up before him, blocking the ronin’s tetsubo blow. But that meant his attention wasn’t focused on Sly herself for a critical instant. The virus dart flew true, slipped past the riot shield, bit deep into the icon’s chest. Jurgensen howled in outrage as the virus code began to replicate in his cyberdeck, allocating the deck’s operating memory to itself, preventing it from being used for anything else. Unless the decker didn’t act fast to eliminate the virus, soon it would take over all unused memory, then start on the memory containing his own utilities, flushing them from the deck and eventually dumping him.
Of course, she knew, Jurgensen would act fast. She couldn’t trust to something as simple as a hog utility to take him down. But, at least, for a couple of clock ticks he’d be occupied. Clock ticks she could use herself.
She fired up her first attack utility, and a heavy crossbow appeared in the samurai’s hand. Aiming carefully, she triggered the bow, watched the bolt whistle past her autonomous frame, saw it slam into Jurgensen’s chest. A frag of a good hit. For an instant, the decker’s icon quivered, losing resolution. Keep on him, she told himself, don’t give him a chance to use a medic program. And don’t let him deal with the hog. The crossbow recocked itself, and she pumped another bolt into her opponent. Again his icon lost some of its resolution, but this time it didn’t return to its previous, pristine state. Hurt you bad! she crowed inwardly.
Jurgensen snarled in anger. His riot shield vanished, a snub-nosed submachine gun taking its place in his hands. He triggered a burst into the frame that was still attacking him, blowing gaping holes through the ronin. The frame attacked again, slamming its tetsubo into the decker’s head. But then, with a despairing, electronic screech, it pixelated and vanished. The SMG muzzle swung toward Sly.
She flung herself aside as bullets stitched the wall behind her. Simultaneously triggered one of the highest-rated utilities in her deck—a cutting-edge mirrors utility. As the code executed, her icon split in two—two identical samurai. The new icon—the mirror image—finked right, while she flung herself low into the shelter of Jurgensen’s own desk.
The army decker hesitated for a tick, trying to guess which was the real icon and which the image. Guessed wrong, and sprayed a long burst into the mirror construct. Giving Sly time to pop up and blast another crossbow bolt into him at point-blank range. Jurgensen howled, his icon pixelating like the frame ronin. Then he vanished—jacked out or dumped, Sly neither knew nor cared. She caught her breath, tried to slow her racing heart.
Just for an instant. And then what she’d been dreading—but, deep down, expecting—happened. Two nightmare figures, night-black and twisted out of true, loomed over her.
The golems. Golem-class black IC—according to Jurgensen, driven by a high-level expert system code. Smart—maybe as smart as a decker—fast and lethal. With brain-splitting roars, they lunged at her.
Sly backpedaled wildly. Her mirror image was still visible, but the golems were ignoring it, converging on her from two directions. She brought up her crossbow, pumped a bolt into the belly of the closest monster. No visible reaction.
What the frag do I do now? her mind gibbered wildly. Jack out, while I’ve got the chance? Give it up as a bad job? But that wasn’t even an option, was it? If she ever wanted a normal life, she had to win now, once and for all.
She danced back another step as the nearest golem swung at her with a fist bigger than her head. So sophisticated was the ice code that she "felt" the wind of the fist’s passage a centimeter from her face.
Another step back. Trigger a utility. Another step. Another utility.
The first—a modified "smoke" utility—filled the room with coruscating blue-white light, sheets and curtains of it, like heat lightning. Sly could still see the advancing golems clearly, but knew that the display was interfering with their perception of her. Not much help against something this sophisticated, but a whole lot better than nothing. The second utility surrounded her icon with an-other construct—a full suit of late-medieval plate mail.
And not an instant too soon. The golems were quicker than they looked. One had managed to close with her, slamming a massive fist into her chest. In the real world, the impact would have collapsed her rib cage, ruptured internal organs, possibly smashed her spine. But here, in the virtual reality of the Matrix, the blow crashed into her armor, making the metal ring like a gong. Still, the force was enough to stagger her, make her head ring like the armor. In the real world, she knew, her body had probably spasmed as the IC code had momentarily overridden control of her cyberdeck, dumping a damaging over-voltage through her datajack. Would Mary jack her out, or would she judge the damage minor and let Sly be?
The office didn’t vanish from around her, so Mary had obviously decided to hang back. One of the golems was confused by the "smoke" display, swinging wildly at the sheets of light that surrounded it. Not so the second. It advanced on Sly, more slowly now, as though taking time to analyze her armor and find its weak spots. She tried to dodge to the left, but a sweeping arm blocked that move. She backed up again, felt the office wall behind her. No more retreat. No more options.
There was only one thing she could do. A big risk—but what part of this run wasn’t a risk? She still had one utility left—a rating-eleven attack program. Maybe beefy enough to crash the golems, maybe not. But even pulling it out was a terrifying risk. It was experimental code, Mary had told her, nowhere near as "plug-and-play" as the other programs Sly had used up till now. Not only did it need almost all her deck’s resources—so much so that she’d have to abort everything she was already running to give the program what it needed—but she’d have to do some on-the-fly programming to tailor the code to its target and "lock it on." Which meant she wouldn’t even have the option of maneuvering, of dodging the golems’ blows; she’d just have to hang tough and take it.
And she wouldn’t have the option of jacking out if things got nasty.
An all-or-nothing play. Did she have the guts to go through with it?
Do I have any choice?
Before she could think about it any further, paralyze herself with indecision, Sly aborted the other utilities she had running. The mirror image, the heat lightning, even the suit of plate mail—all vanished. With a growl of triumph, the two golems converged on her.
The construct of the attack program appeared in her hands. A bulbous, space-opera laser rifle. She swung the barrel up, pointed it at the nearest golem. It was cumbersome, clumsy, incredibly difficult to aim. (Sly knew that, in reality, her meat body was slumped on a couch in the back room of a cavern, her fingers flying across the keys of her cyberdeck. The clumsiness of the laser rifle represented the difficulty she was having in tailoring the code of a virus program, tweaking it so it’d crash the code of the intrusion countermeasures that were trying to coopt control of her deck. But, like any decker, she’d buried that reality deep. It was so much faster, much more efficient, to think symbolically. But also much more terrifying.)
She squeezed the rifle’s trigger. With a loud pah of discharging capacitors, the weapon fired. A yellow-white bolt of energy burst from the muzzle, slammed into the torso of the nearest golem, punching a hole clean through it the size of Sly’s fist. The thing staggered back, howling. She squeezed the trigger again.
Nothing. The weapon had a recycle time—representing the time it took to modify the code for another assault on the ice. The high-pitched whine of recharging filled her ears.
The golem was hurt—maybe seriously—but it wasn’t going to back off. It lunged at her again while its comrade shambled to the side, trying to flank her.
The laser rifle beeped, and she triggered it again. The bolt took the attacking golem clean in its lack of face, tearing the head from its neck. The massive body collapsed to the ground, flickered, then vanished.
The second golem snarled, leaped at her. She couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything while the rifle recycled. A black fist slammed into the side of her head, smashing her to the ground. Her scream of pain seemed unimaginably distant in her own ears. The world blurred around her.
Through the crushing pain, she heard a beep. For an instant didn’t realize its significance. Then, just as the golem swung another blow—a killing blow, this time—she squeezed the trigger.
The energy bolt plowed into the monster’s belly, knocking it backward. It screamed its agony, flailing wildly at the hole torn in its torso.
But it didn’t go down.
Crumpled on the floor, the rifle—useless until it recharged—in her hands, Sly watched death approach. Looming three meters above her, the golem snarled down at her. Enjoying itself. Slowly raised a foot high, ready to slam it down and crush her skull.
Too slowly. The rifle beeped. Sly clamped down on the trigger.
The energy bolt ripped upward into the construct at a steep angle. Blasted into its groin, tearing up through its torso, exiting from the back of its neck. It teetered there for a moment, then toppled toward her. Pixelated and vanished an instant before it struck her.
Sly just lay there, gasping. The laser rifle felt crushingly heavy in her hands—meaning that the programming effort of keeping the utility code running was becoming too much. She let it deactivate, saw the construct flicker and disintegrate.
I did it… . The metabolic poisons of fear and exhaustion were flowing through her body, making her muscles feel leaden, and giving her a sick headache. With an Olympian effort, she forced herself to her feet. Looked around her. The office was empty.
But maybe not for long. She had to get out of here now.
She took a moment to run a medic program, to restore at least some of the damage the ice had inflicted on her persona programs. She ran the construct—a complex science-fictional "scanner"—over her body, felt at least a portion of her energy returning. Some of the damage she’d suffered had been real, she knew, affecting her meat body directly—surges in blood pressure had probably burst capillaries, strained heart valves. But she also knew that those things would heal with time.
Which, of course, she didn’t have now. She had to get out of this node—somehow—relocate back to the satlink. But how?
She started to initiate an analyze utility—hosed it the first time, had to try again. The utility’s construct appeared as a pair of goggles, which she slipped over her icon’s eyes. She started to scan the walls of the "office."
There it was, what she knew she had to find. A concealed "door," a rectangle of wall that shimmered when viewed through the goggles—a dataline leading out of this node. Another utility told her there was no security on the "door"—nothing to stop her from using it—but couldn’t tell her what was on the other side. Apparently, there was some kind of discontinuity that blocked the utility’s scan.
That was reassuring. She’d certainly experienced a discontinuity when she’d been shunted here. If she was lucky, this dataline would lead her back to the satlink. She took a deep breath, readied herself. And plunged through the doorway.
A moment of blackness, of vertigo and disorientation. And then the virtual reality reestablished itself around her.
Luck was with her. She was back at the satlink node. Actually within the construct this time. The blue structural elements formed a lattice around her. The beads of ice still shuttled up and down along the elements. Fear twisted her belly for an instant, but then she realized they weren’t paying any attention whatsoever to her icon. Why should they? she reasoned. I’m inside now; they’re looking for intruders coming from outside.
She looked around. The lattice-work parabolic dish of the satlink was above her, pointing up into the sky. When viewing the construct from without, she hadn’t seen anything extending from the dish, anything that could have been the dataline to Zurich-Orbital. Now, from her new vantage point, she couldn’t miss it. A faint, shimmering tube of sky-blue light, lancing into the heavens.
Z-O, here I come, she thought, then plunged into the dataline.
There was something … not right … about how Sly felt as she sped up the dataline. Some sense of … disconnection, though that didn’t quite describe it either. At first she thought it was a mental artifact, some kind of aftereffect of her combat with Jurgensen, with the golems. But then she realized it had to be the time delay that T. S. had mentioned. Depending on the geometry of the link—the number of sidelinks necessary to communicate with the Zurich-Orbital habitat—the light-speed lag could be three-quarters of a second, an eternity at computer speeds. She tried to imagine what it would be like without the compensator chip that T. S. said was installed in the deck, then gave up; this disconnected feeling was disturbing enough.
She’d expected there to be something distinctive about the system access node leading into the Zurich-Orbital system—something that reflected its importance. But there was nothing out of the ordinary. It was just another SAN, following the Universal Matrix Specification standards, appearing as a simple door in a shining silver wall.
Sly stopped outside the SAN, ran a selection of analyze programs on it. As she expected, the door was a glacier—almost solid ice. Nothing lethal that the utilities could detect, but enough barrier and trace ice to overload a less powerful node.
Nothing that Mary Windsong’s slick utilities—backed by the punch of Theresa Smeland’s deck—couldn’t sleaze their way past. The ice accepted Sly’s forged passcodes, and the door swung open. She slipped silently into the heart of the Zurich-Orbital computer system.
Through an SPU—a sub-processor unit—and into a CPU. Probably one of many, she guessed. Most modern systems were "massively parallel"—the term currently in vogue—with multiple CPUs, sharing the processing overhead of the system. Cloaked, so that any ice or deckers in the CPU wouldn’t spot her, she called up a system map.
Then, with stunning clarity she realized she’d reached her destination. She didn’t have to go any further. There was a public bulletin board system—well, "public" with respect to people who had access to the Corporate Court’s computer—to which all multinational corporations contributed. It comprised a single datastore connected to a dedicated SPU—which was, in turn, linked with the subordinate CPU where Sly was. All she had to do was upload Louis’ stolen datafile from her cyberdeck to the CPU. Order the CPU to transfer it to the SPU, along with an instruction to post it in a read-only section of the datastore. Simple.
Too simple, part of her mind yammered. But no. It took just a couple of clock ticks to write the appropriate code, to feed it into the CPU’s command stack. She watched an execution trace of the CPU’s activity, saw her command get processed normally. Saw the creation of the data packets containing the paydata plus the appropriate instructions to the SPU. A few cycles later, she ran a listing of new postings on the BBS and saw the still-encrypted data appear, with file attributes of READ-ONLY and PROTECTED.
It would still be possible, but incredibly difficult, for someone to delete the file. The subordinate CPU where Sly was had the ability to post entries to the BBS datastore. But it didn’t have the authority to delete a posting or even change its attributes or status. If somebody wanted to do that, they’d have to penetrate a lot deeper into the Zurich-Orbital system.
How difficult would that be? To find out, Sly ordered the subordinate CPU to display the security ratings of the nodes surrounding the central CPU cluster. Reading the lines of data, she had to suppress a shudder. Not a chance, she told herself. Any decker even thinking about penetrating the central CPU cluster might as well just shoot himself in the head. The result would be no less certain, and it’d probably hurt less.
I can’t believe it. I’m out from under… .
It still didn’t seem real. Maybe it wouldn’t for a long time—maybe not until she’d returned to Seattle and saw everything was back to normal. But did she want to go back to Seattle?
She shook her head. Here in the middle of the Corporate Court’s computer system wasn’t the time or the place to worry about it. She reviewed things in her mind. Had she forgotten anything?
Satisfied that she had not, Sly jacked out.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
0613 hours, November 16, 2053
It was like a bad case of déjà vu, Falcon thought. Sly jacking in, doing … something. And then all hell breaking loose around her, with him afraid to jack her out before she was ready. Afraid not to jack her out, because the woman-plus-cyberdeck combination—tied to the wall, to the phone jack, and from there to the Matrix—limited their options so much. He didn’t understand what she was doing, not really. And the not understanding made it all worse.
There’d been no real warning. Everything had been quiet, with Mary squatting on the floor next to Sly, watching her carefully. At first Falcon had thought that’s all it was just watching. But then he’d kind of … opened up his perception—that was the best way he could think of. Opened himself up to additional data, data that wasn’t coming in through his normal senses. Kind of the way he’d been opened to the alternate reality of the plane of the totems. And then he’d understood that Mary, too, was using senses other than the five normal ones to monitor Sly and how her body was reacting.
Twice he’d seen Sly twitch. The first time like somebody had touched her unexpectedly. The second time like somebody had goosed her hard—or like she was on some kind of drug trip gone bad. He’d wanted to jack her out right there, free her from whatever it was that was tormenting her. He’d turned to Mary, worried, questioning her with his eyes.
But Mary shook her head. "She’s hurting," the shaman said. "Hurting bad, maybe. But it’s not critical yet." He’d wanted to yell at her, to say any hurting was critical after the abuse Sly had suffered from the black box in that small concrete room. But Mary just looked at him calmly. "This is important, right?" she said. And all he could do was nod.
And it was then the gunfire started. The booming of single-shot weapons, the harsh ripping of autofire. Muffled by the closed door, but obviously coming from the barroom of the tavern.
"What the frag is that?" Falcon demanded.
Mary hadn’t answered at once, just rested her shoulder against the couch, closed her eyes, let her chin sink down onto her chest. He wanted to shake her, then realized that she’d gone astral—the same way he’d gone astral to find and rescue Sly. Falcon wanted to join her, but he didn’t know how. Not by himself, not without the help of Wolf. He tried to summon up the song he’d heard in the forest on that distant plane. He was able to remember it, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t feel it vibrating through him like before, was unable to sing along with it.
Mary came back almost immediately, opening her eyes again, flowing to her feet. He knew at once from her expression that it was something bad.
"There’s heavy drek going down in the barroom," she told him tersely. "Some new guys came in—strangers; none of the regulars knew them. They headed for the back room. Cahill"—that was the bartender, Falcon recalled—"tried to stop them. They shot him.
"There were five regulars out front—drinking their breakfast here like they usually do—and four strangers. There’s a real pitched battle going on. Two strangers down, three regulars."
"What the frag do we do?" Falcon demanded. He looked around the room. The only door led out into the barroom—into the firefight. At first he’d liked the security that represented; nobody could come in from the street or through some alley door without the bartender spotting them and giving some kind of warning. Now he realized the single door turned the back room into a trap. No way out in an emergency. "Can’t you do something?"
She hesitated, then nodded. "You watch Sly," she told him.
"What are you going to do?"
"Summon a spirit," she said, her voice as calm as if she was saying, "Get a drink." "I’ll summon a hearth spirit."
"How?"
She grimaced. "You want me to do it or talk about doing it?"
"Go."
Falcon squatted down beside Sly, reached out and rested a hand on her forehead. The runner’s skin was cool, but not cold. There didn’t seem to be any tension in her body—as if whatever it was that had made her twitch was over. He didn’t know whether to take that as a good or a bad sign.
Mary walked to the center of the room, already humming a calm, unhurried song under her breath. She began to move rhythmically in some kind of jerky dance, singing all the while. He watched her with his eyes, tried to extend his new, unfamiliar senses as well.
To his meat eyes, nothing seemed to be happening. But with those strange, arcane senses he’d never known he had, it was obvious that something was going down. He could feel a flow of energy, initially from Mary herself, but then shifting so that the flow came from outside—apparently from the structure of the building and from the ground on which it was built. It formed a swirling vortex around her, totally undetectable by the normal five senses, but obvious to his heightened perception.
Mary’s song changed, took on words—words that weren’t English or Cityspeak, but that he could somehow understand. "Guardian of hearth and home," she was singing, "protector from the elements, protect us now. Go forth now, great one, shelter your children." She pointed to the door.
The vortex changed, drew itself together into something almost humanoid in shape. Still invisible, still unheard, but still easily assensed. And the shape walked through the closed door into the barroom.
Mary stopped her song, let her shoulders drop. Wiped a sheen of sweat off her forehead with the back of a small hand. "That’ll help for the moment," she said quietly, "but there are more strangers coming. And they’ve got their own shaman with them."
"So what the frag do we do?" Falcon had his machine pistol out, was nervously flicking the safety off and back on again.
"Bail out, that’s the smart thing," the young woman told him.
"But how? Out through there?" He pointed to the door to the barroom.
Mary didn’t answer him directly, just crossed to the back of the room. Ran her hands over the wall. Falcon couldn’t see exactly what she was doing, but a section of the seemingly solid wall swung open—a small concealed door leading into darkness.
"Where does that go?"
"Into the storeroom," she answered, "then there’s another door out into the back alley." She gestured to the other door. "Let them chew each other up. We just bail."
He hesitated, looking at Sly. The decker seemed totally at peace, like she was asleep—or dead. He felt a moment of panic until he saw her breast rising and falling in a slow, relaxed rhythm. "No," he said at last. "I’ve got to let Sly have her shot. I owe her that."
"Even if it kills us?"
He didn’t answer—couldn’t answer.
"What if someone comes in the other way?" Mary pressed. "The door to the alley isn’t hidden. They could try and flank us."
At last Falcon saw something he could do. He flicked the safety off his machine pistol one last time, made sure it was cocked. "You stay here," he instructed. "Watch Sly. Don’t jack her out until she’s done. You hear me?"
"What are you going to do?"
He shrugged. "Watch our backs. And anything else I can figure out." Before she had a chance to argue, Falcon had ducked through the small concealed door. "And close this after me," he added.
The storeroom was small and dark, cold and smelling of stale beer. Stacked against two walls were wooden cases—no doubt containing bottles of liquor—and metal kegs. There were two doors, opposite each other. One led to the barroom; the other, latched and barred, had to lead to the alley. The concealed door swung shut behind him, and he heard a lock click. He turned to see how well concealed it actually was, feeling reassured that not the slightest clue of its existence was visible.
He listened at the locked door, the one to the alley. Nothing. But did that mean anything except that the door was too thick for him to hear surreptitious movement outside? He hesitated, wishing for the ability to go astral like he’d done before. He tried to conjure up the sensations he’d felt on the plane of the totems and later, the oneness with the song of Wolf. It wouldn’t come.
Well, waiting around wasn’t going to help anyone. He snapped open the latches, raised the bar. Listened again—still nothing. Opened the door, and ducked back into the shelter of the wall. Again nothing—no grenade rolled and bounced into the storeroom, no high-velocity bullets stitched the darkness. Crouching low he stepped into the alley, pulled the door shut behind him.
As far as he could see and hear, the alley was empty. Nothing moved near him. Nobody pumped lead into his body.
Which way? Left or right? The Buffalo Jump was on the north side of the street, near the east end of the block. Which meant the nearest street was to the right. If he ducked around that end of the block, he was taking a real risk of running into the support that Mary had said was converging on the front of the tavern. He headed to the left, moving fast.
He could hear gunfire splitting the night. More than just the minor firefight that Mary had said was raging in the front of the tavern. This was more autofire, punctuated by the resonating booms that he’d come to associate with grenades. A real fragging urban war was going on somewhere. What the frag was happening? Was it like the ambush at the docks, where Modal had said multiple teams—all corp, the elf had guessed—were scrapping it out? It made an ugly kind of sense. Sly kept talking about the prelude to a corp war. Had it started, and already spread to Cheyenne? Frag, why not? Everything else is … what was Modal’s word? Fugazi!
He ran on, crouched low, machine pistol held out before him, steadied by both hands.
Something was there! He felt the movement before he saw it. Above him, on one of the rooftops. He flung himself aside.
The crash of a powerful rifle shot, hideously loud. A round slammed into the wall next to him. Exploded violently. Fragments of ferrocrete lashed his bare face and hands. One splinter tore into the skin just above his right eye, temporarily blinding him with pain and blood. He brought his pistol up.
Falcon could see the sniper, a blacker silhouette against the black of the sky. The figure stood on top of a single-story building near the west end of the block. A faint blue glow, something electric. A sniper-scope-light amplification. The sniper was working the bolt on his rifle, jacking another round into the chamber. Bringing the rifle back into line.
Yelling with fear, Falcon clamped down on the trigger. The machine pistol chattered, bucking in his hands.
He saw the bullets striking sparks from the parapet in front of the sniper. Heard a double cough of agony, as multiple impacts drove the air from the gunner’s lungs. The silhouette swayed, dropped. Something fell from the rooftop, to crash and bounce on the alley floor. The rifle!
He sprinted forward, scooped up the huge weapon. Flattened himself against the wall directly below the sniper’s position. Maybe he’s only wounded, Falcon thought. Maybe he’s got a sidearm as well… . He looked up, wiping blood from his right eye.
It took a few seconds for his vision to adapt. Then he saw something hanging over the parapet. An arm. Something warm dripped onto his upturned face.
Blood. Not his own.
The sniper was down. If not dead, then incapacitated. For the moment.
Falcon looked at the rifle in his hands. A massive weapon, bolt action, with a magazine three times the thickness of the one—now empty—that fitted his machine pistol. The barrel was long and thick, with some kind of strange porting arrangement at the end. A muzzle brake. He stuck his finger into the muzzle, which was still hot from the passage of the bullet. The bore of the gun was wider than his finger. What did that make it? A fifty-caliber? What the frag kind of rifle was fifty-cal?
Then Falcon remembered something else Modal had said after the dockside ambush. Something about a Barret sniper rifle, wasn’t that it? Nineteen-eighties vintage? If this was the same gun—and how many of those could there be on the streets?—didn’t it mean it was the same corp team as the one that had hosed Knife-Edge’s ambush? The enemy of my enemy is my friend… . He’d heard that somewhere. But could he believe in that now?
No! Everybody was an enemy.
He raised the rifle to his shoulder, tried the balance. It was a heavy, cumbersome thing, with an integral bipod mounted under the barrel. It had to weigh at least thirteen kilos—a massive weight to pack around, and useless for snap-shots. Thank the spirits… .
There was no digital display showing the number of rounds remaining, but a mechanical indicator on the side of the magazine told him the gun had four shots left. At first he thought the nightsight was dead, broken in the fall to the alley. But then he found the small toggle, easily within reach of his right thumb. He flicked it, and the scope lit up. Through it, the alley was bright as day, just a little grainy, like the view through a cheap portacam.
Falcon dropped the now-useless machine pistol. Hefted the Barret again.
He jogged to the end of the alley, stopped. Used the .nightsight to scan the darkness. No figures lurking in the shadows, concealed by the darkness. He rounded the corner, headed down to the main street. Crouched low again and looked around the corner.
All the streetlights were dead—maybe shot out. The only light came from muzzle flares and the spray of tracers. A scene right out of some wartime nightmare. He used the nightsight again.
Even with electronically enhanced vision, Falcon couldn’t make much sense of what was going down. It looked like a major pitched battle, with shooters hunkered down behind parked cars and firing from positions on rooftops or from windows. There were at least a half-dozen bodies sprawled in the street, dead or so badly chewed they weren’t moving. Not shadowrunners, he didn’t think. The bodies and the live combatants Falcon could see had a kind of regimented sameness to them, like they’d come out of an identical mold. Corporate street ops? Megacorp soldiers? It seemed likely. He guessed that at least three factions were involved, yet he couldn’t be sure. Maybe somebody trained in small-unit tactics could understand what he was seeing, but Falcon was only a fragging gutterpunk ganger, for frag’s sake.
The situation seemed static. Everybody had some kind of cover. Nobody was advancing, nobody retreating. Probably those who were dead had been the brave or the foolhardy ones, trying for some kind of territorial advantage. Or maybe they’d just gotten caught out in the open when the drek hit the fan. He settled the Barret against his shoulder, steadied it against the corner of the building as best he could. Found a small thumbwheel, turned it. Saw the scene jump into close-up as the variable scope changed its magnification. Saw a glowing set of cross hairs superimpose themselves over the image. He settled the cross hairs onto the back of a street op hunkered down behind a car on the same side of the street as the tavern. Remembered how this gun had blown a flaming hole right through the armored torso of the street samurai Benbo. Started to tighten down on the trigger, anticipating the sniper rifle’s brutal recoil… .
Then loosened off on his finger. Who the hell do I geek? Falcon asked himself. Four shots remaining. There were at least five times that number of prospective targets. So what good would it do if he dropped four of them? After the first shot, at least some of the shooters would turn their own gunsights on him. One shot, maybe two if I’m lucky. Then I go down… .
He backed off a little, maximizing the cover provided by the corner of the building. What should he do?
Falcon couldn’t stop the fight, didn’t know if he wanted to. And he probably couldn’t even affect the outcome in any meaningful way. If I splatter four out of twenty gunners, so what?—
What was his purpose here anyway? To protect Sly and Mary long enough for the decker to finish what she had to do.
So that was his answer. He decreased the scope’s magnification a little, increasing its field of view. Then he changed his point of aim to the front door of The Buffalo Jump. Settled his finger on the trigger. At the moment, everyone was pinned down. But if anybody broke cover, made a dash for that door, then he’d fire. The first person to head for the tavern dies, Falcon told himself. And the second, and the third and fourth, if he could stay alive long enough. Again, it might not make any difference in the grand scheme of things, in the final accounting. But it was something.
He waited.
The firefight raged on. Bullets slammed into parked cars, smashed masonry from buildings. A grenade launcher coughed; a car blossomed into a fireball, pouring black smoke into the lightening sky. Three figures that Falcon could see were hit, collapsing into the road.
Where were the fragging cops? he wondered angrily. Don’t they give a frag that there are armies blowing up the city?
But these are megacorp armies, he reminded himself. Couldn’t some megacorp just as easily have bought itself the police department? Frag, it happened in Seattle often enough—a large donation to the Lone Star Retired Officers Fund, or whatever fragging cover story suited the moment. The Barret was getting really heavy, the muscles in his forearms starting to quiver with the strain of holding it steady. He considered flipping down the bipod, then discarded the idea as cutting down his mobility too much. The gunfire rose to a crescendo.
And stopped.
Just like that.
One moment the air was filled with high-velocity ordnance, the paling of dawn lit, strobe-like, by muzzle flashes and the occasional explosion. The next moment, utter silence.
What the frag was going down?
Falcon could still see heavily armed and armored figures crouching down under cover, weapons at the ready. But nobody was firing, nobody was advancing or retreating. They just seemed to be waiting. Waiting for what?
For more than a minute, the street looked like a freeze-frame from some trideo. The only movement he could see was one mauled corp soldier, dragging herself agonizingly toward cover, leaving behind a smeared trail of blood. Another minute.
Then the movement began. Retreat, not advance. Through the nightsight he could see figures melting away into the darkness, leaving their sniper nests, leaving their overwatch positions. Slinking away into alleys, disappearing into buildings. A couple of figures—holding their empty hands away from their bodies—darted into the street to drag their dead and wounded out of the killing zone. Nobody cut them down.
What the flying frag was happening?
Within five minutes, the street was empty, the silence complete.
"It’s over."
Falcon spun at the voice from behind him. Tried to swing the cumbersome Barret around.
A large hand grabbed the barrel, immobilizing the gun as totally as if it had been locked into a vice. Falcon looked up into the face of a heavily armored street op. Looked into the muzzle of an SMG pointing directly between his eyes. Every muscle in his body spasmed, as if muscular tension could stop the bullets from smashing his skull to fragments.
But the corp soldier didn’t fire. He just looked calmly down at Falcon. "It’s over," the man said again. Then he released the rifle barrel, turned and tore away in an inhumanly fast sprint.
Falcon watched him, letting the Barret’s barrel sagging down to the ground. Realizing he’d been holding his breath, he let the air out of his lungs in a long hiss.
"It’s over," he repeated. But what, exactly? And why?
Well, it was damn sure he wasn’t going to figure that out squatting here.
He slung the Barret’s strap over his shoulder and jogged back to the alley, to the rear door of the tavern. Went into the storeroom, rapped on the wall where he thought the concealed door was.
After a few moments he heard a click, and the door swung back. He stepped into the back room.
Mary was there. And so was Sly, who was longer jacked into her cyberdeck. She was sitting on the couch now, exhaustion written in every line of her body, a tired smile on her face.
He unslung the rifle, tossed it onto a chair. "What the frag is going on?" he asked of anybody who’d care to give him an answer.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
0700 hours, November 16, 2053
Sly smiled at the young ganger—or should I think of him as a shaman now? she wondered. He looked almost as drained as she felt.
"It’s over," she told him.
"What’s over, for frag’s sake?" he demanded. "What just happened? It’s like …" He hesitated, searching for the right words. "It’s like the fragging director yelled ‘Cut!’ and all the fragging actors went home."
She nodded. "I did it."
"Did what?"
"I uploaded the fiber-optic data to the Corporate Court bulletin board system," she explained. "It’s on the system now, where every corp in the world can read it." She let herself relish the relief. "We’re out from under."
"So why’d they stop shooting?" Falcon wanted to know.
"Don’t you see?" she asked him. "Every corp’s got the information. There’s no percentage in coming after us, and there’s no percentage in"—she chuckled—"wasting each other’s assets. And you know that corps don’t do anything if there isn’t a percentage in it for them."
"So they stopped fighting…."
"Because there was nothing to be gained by fighting anymore," she finished for him. "They called back their armies, all their assets." She shook her head. "I don’t
like the corps, but there’s something to be said for the rational way they handle things."
Falcon shook his head slowly. She could see him trying to understand. Then his frown softened, and he smiled. "It’s over?" he asked, almost plaintively.
"It’s over."
They went back to the motel—the Plains Rest. Why not? As far as Sly could tell, nobody had figured that was their doss—And why should it matter now anyway? It was over! And what the hell, they needed somewhere to rest up. Somewhere to decide where they’d go from here.
Falcon had driven the Callaway, with Mary following along behind on her borrowed bike. Then again, maybe the bike was hers now. Its previous owner—the bartender—was dead. Falcon had insisted on taking along the massive sniper rifle—he hadn’t told her how he’d come to acquire it, and she hadn’t asked. They’d soon enough have plenty of time for stories. Sly had worried about the kid carrying such an obvious piece of ordnance openly to the motel room, but Mary had promised to handle it. Sly didn’t know exactly how Mary had done it, but even though the ganger had brushed past a cleaning woman with the rifle slung over his shoulder, there’d been no outcry, not even the slightest hint of recognition that he carried a gun. I should find out more about this magic drek, Sly thought dryly. Now Falcon was lying on the bed, the weapon beside him as though he didn’t want it too far out of reach. Once they were settled down—each with a glass of synthetic scotch from the bottle Mary had provided as her contribution to the celebration—Sly told them about her run through the Matrix. Was surprised to find herself shaking when she described the fight with the golem-class black ice. There were a lot of nightmares there, she realized, waiting to come and get her. She knew it would be a while before she’d be able to sleep without the memories returning to frighten her awake in a sweat-soaked bed.
When she’d finished, Falcon shook his head slowly. "So that’s it?" he asked doubtfully. "No comebacks? No loose ends? Nobody coming to geek us?"
She smiled. "The corps are satisfied … if that’s the right word," she explained. "The playing field’s level again. Everyone’s got the results of Yamatetsu’s research. Nobody’s got any kind of edge. There’s nothing to go to war for."
"The corp war’s over?" he pressed.
"It’s over," Sly reassured him. "It’s like I said, there’s no percentage in it anymore. Everything’s back to business as usual." She chuckled. "No doubt everyone’s scrabbling to develop what they’ve got, to advance the technology. But they’re all starting from the same point, so no one’s got an advantage." She shrugged. "Probably the Concord of Zurich-Orbital’s back in force—with some changes—and the Corporate Court’s back on top of things."
"The Sioux government’s cleaning house," Mary put in. "That’s what I heard when I picked up the bottle. Closing down the OMI, and—"
Without warning, the door blew off its hinges. As Sly’s ears rang with the overpressure from the explosion, she saw a figure standing in the doorway. A massive figure, bulky with armor, a large helmet covering its head. The transparent face-shield was down, but through the clear macroplast she could clearly see the face.
Knife-Edge.
Sly clawed for her revolver. Out the corner of her eye, she saw Mary fling herself into the dubious shelter of one of the beds. Falcon didn’t dive for cover. He reached for the sniper rifle.
Knife-Edge raised his assault rifle, triggering a short, controlled burst. Falcon screamed as the bullets tore into him, the impact sending him rolling off the bed. Still clutching his rifle, he slumped to the floor face-down, motionless in a spreading pool of blood.
Sly brought up her pistol, squeezed off two rounds. Saw them slam harmlessly into Knife-Edge’s heavy armor.
"Drek-eating slitch!" he yelled. "You fragged everything up!" He swung the assault rifle around.
She stared down the muzzle helplessly. Nowhere to go! Time seemed to click into slow motion, everything happening at a crawl. Instinctively, she tried to fling herself aside. Felt her muscles contract. felt her weight shift as she lunged to the right. Too late, too slow. Her own movements were as slow as everything else—as slow as everything but her racing thoughts. She saw the Amerindian runner’s finger whiten as he tightened down on the trigger. She was right out in the open, no cover. No time to reach cover. I’m dead, she thought, expecting any instant to feel the bullets flaying her flesh from her bones. She heard herself start to yell, her voice pitched too low, like sound from a tape running slow. "Noooo!"
A big gun boomed.
In slow motion, she saw Knife-Edge’s chest armor fracture under the impact, saw the fireball burst into life where the bullet struck him. Saw his chest cavity deform as the round tore through him. Saw it burst out the other side like a fist-sized glob of blood and tissue, with a dart of burning, molten metal at its core.
The runner’s weapon came up, his death-spasm clenching down on the trigger. A long burst sprayed into the ceiling, tearing great holes in the acoustic tile. The impact of the bullet slammed him off balance, and he fell—slowly, ponderously, like a felled tree.
Sly’s own lunge was carrying her off her chair, to the right. Nothing she could do to stop it. As she fell, still in slow motion, she saw Falcon. Somehow he’d managed to drag himself up onto his elbows, managed to bring the sniper rifle to bear. He was staring at the ruins of Knife-Edge, his mouth hanging open, eyes glazed with agony, face pale from wound shock and loss of blood. She saw him slump down again.
Sly hit the ground hard, too distracted to turn the fall into the roll she’d intended. As the impact drove the air from her lungs, time seemed to snap back to full-speed again.
Gasping, she forced herself to her feet. The room looked like a slaughterhouse. The air was filled with the sweet, sickening smell of blood—the reek of feces, of cordite, of hot metal.
Mary’s head appeared from behind the bed. Looked at what was left of Knife-Edge, her face going pale.
"Do something for Falcon," Sly ordered breathlessly. Mary jumped to obey.
Sly looked around at the chaos. In the distance, she could hear the wail of an approaching siren.
"Now it’s over," she whispered.
 






 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
1430 hours, May 20, 2054
The mid-afternoon sun beat down from a cloudless sky, the small waves of the Caribbean Ocean shattering the golden light into sparkling shards. Without a breeze, it would have been brutally hot. But there was a breeze, blowing from the east—from the landward side—carrying with it the sweet-fresh smell of tropical flowers and verdant forest. The fourteen-meter powerboat—the Out of the Shadows—swung easily at anchor, a kilometer off the west coast of the island of Saint Lucia.
Sharon Young sat on the flybridge, sprawled bonelessly in the pilot’s seat, a broad, floppy-brimmed hat sheltering her from the worst of the sun’s onslaught. Her skin was tanned a deep mahogany. Little rivulets of sweat ran down her body, darkening the waistband of her sky-blue monokini. On the rail, within easy reach, was a large gin and tonic—real gin, still available and not prohibitively priced in the islands. On the deck beside her was a pair of binoculars—also within easy reach if she wanted to take a closer look at any of the other boats anchored in the bay, or examine the huge spear-like mountain that the chart identified as the Gros Piton.
She sighed. She’d been aboard the Shadows for almost two months now, cruising slowly—aimlessly, almost—through the island chains of the Caribbean League. Just taking it easy, unwinding slowly. Stopping wherever the mood took her, going ashore or simply lounging aboard. The Shadows had enough fresh-water capacity and storage space that Sly could provision the vessel for almost three weeks at sea without having to resupply. Which was just the way she liked it.
She ran a hand along the polished teak rail. My boat. She could still hardly believe it, even after two months.
After the debacle at the motel room, after the death of Knife-Edge, they’d gone to ground in the shadows of Cheyenne. Mary had stayed by Falcon’s bedside the entire time—almost two weeks—that it had taken for magic and medicine to bring the young shaman-ganger back from the brink of death. During that time, Sly had spent a couple of hours a day wandering around the Cheyenne corner of the Matrix, just generally checking things out—watching the newsbases, monitoring megacorp activities in Sioux and elsewhere. Never trying to crack into anything that was protected, of course, and definitely never getting even close to anything that looked like it was related to either the Sioux military or the Corporate Court.
The corp war was over—all signs of conflict vanished as though they’d never existed. That had been obvious from the first moment Sly had started monitoring network activity, but it had taken her several days to completely believe it. There’d been hints of transfer payments between megacorps—no doubt restitution for "lost assets," personnel and equipment killed or mangled during the fighting. (She’d wondered what the dead soldiers would think about that… .) The Corporate Court had apparently been directing those transfer payments, and the Zurich Orbital Bank had been handling all the transactions. So didn’t that mean that the Court was back in control of everything? Business as usual … .
It had been harder to keep track of the maneuvering within the Sioux Nation’s military and governmental apparatus, but in time she’d picked out a few "indirect indicators," which had given her some clue about what was going on without getting her close enough to trigger an alert. It had certainly looked as though Mary was right—the Sioux military had been doing some major housecleaning. The Office of Military Intelligence had undergone a massive purge—a "restructuring," according to the bureaucratese. Most of the big players in the OMI had been transferred elsewhere in the military complex, but some—including the head honcho, one Sheila Wolffriend—had simply vanished. Gone, never to be heard of again. End of story. Then the military had just closed ranks, and that was it. Business as usual there, too.
Toward the end of Falcon’s convalescence, Sly had gathered up her courage and taken a look into the Seattle Matrix. Status quo ante there as well—no changes, everything running as if there’d never been a corp war on the horizon. She’d checked her own records, too, just to see if anyone had tied her in with the events in Sioux.
Somebody had, that had been immediately obvious. According to the files, Sharon Louise Young now had an account in the Zurich Gemeinschaft Bank. An account with a balance in the low seven digits. An off-planet account, free from any kind of tax and exempt from UCAS Internal Revenue Service scrutiny.
When Sly first saw this, she’d jacked out at once, sweating in panic. A trap? Somebody waits for me to make a withdrawal, and then everyone and his fragging dog jumps me… .
But then she’d gone back in and approached the information from a dozen different angles. There’d been no traps or traces around the account. Nothing other than the bank’s own monolithic security. No deckers watching for access. Using various blinds and covers, shell companies and shills, she’d tried to withdraw some of the credit, transfer it to a blind account in a bank in Casper, Sioux Nation. No problem. The transfer had gone through faster than any bank transaction Sly had ever seen—no doubt the Casper bank had jumped frosty when they’d seen where the credit was coming from.
The next day the electronic mail message had arrived. Not at any of her shell companies or layers of protection. Delivered electronically directly to her cyberdeck. Addressed to Sharon Louise Young. From the Board of Directors of the Zurich-Orbital Bank. When she’d gotten over the shakes and the sweats—how the frag did they track her down so easily?—she
read the message.
The account balance was a payment for services rendered, authorized by the Corporate Court itself. No specifications as to just what services, but Sly didn’t have too much trouble venturing a guess. For stopping the corp war, of course. For letting everyone forget about geeking each other, for letting everyone get back to the profitable business of screwing the consumer.
The e-mail message had ended with a suggestion that there was "no need to contact the Court to thank them or to discuss this matter in any way." In other words, take the money, shut up, and get out of our hair for good. It had seemed like an excellent idea.
And so Sharon Young—Sly no more—was in retirement, long-awaited and well-deserved.
And, much as she hated to admit it, she was getting bored. She’d left Falcon and Mary behind in Cheyenne—with a fair chunk of credit each, of course—left her old life and the shadows far behind. But … .
You could take the runner out of the shadows, but you couldn’t take the shadows out of the runner—or something like that.
She sighed, finished her drink and went below.
The Out of the Shadows boasted a state-of-the-art computer system, complete with satellite link. It hadn’t when Sharon first picked it up, of course; that had been the first of many modifications she’d commissioned for the graceful craft. She slumped down at the keyboard, idly logged on and requested a list of any electronic mail she’d received.
There was only one message. No originator ID.
Curiosity piqued, she ran a back-trace. No real problem. The sender had suppressed his or her ID, but hadn’t buried it too deeply—as though he/she wanted Sharon to be able to run the trace if she wished.
As the information appeared on the flatscreen, Sharon sat back and smiled.
The transmission was from Cheyenne—from Falcon. She chuckled as she read the message.
A really hot run was shaping up, it seemed. Starting in Cheyenne, but maybe spreading back up into the UCAS and Seattle. Falcon had gotten a team together, but there was still one slot open—for a drek-hot decker. If the "lady of leisure" could fit it into her busy social schedule, would she consider it?
Sly shook her head slowly. I’m retired, she told herself.
But then another thought struck her. Retirement isn’t doing nothing, she realized, it’s doing only what you want to do. That was a new concept.
A broad smile spread over her face. May, she thought. I wonder what the weather’s like in Cheyenne?
 







 
To Fred, my favorite (as yet) unpublished novelist.
 







 
Live with wolves, howl like a wolf.
—Russian Proverb
 



 
Book One
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Another fragging raid. And, typically, at the worst possible time.
We’re in one of the warehouses owned by the Cutters—the small one way the hell and gone out east of Lake Meridian—loading crates of Czech assault rifles into the back of a GMC Bulldog truck for transshipment to points south. I’m not supposed to know the rifles’ final destination, but I make it my business to know what I’m not supposed to. Call it fragging survival. So, anyway, this shipment’s earmarked for some hotheads down in Sioux Nation who apparently have some minor bitch with the local government that they think only high-velocity ammunition will solve. Just the kind of drek that’s business as usual for the Cutters. And, as far as I can figure, it always has been, even from their early days as just a local gang in Los Angeles back eighty years or so. The Cutters don’t do high-volume in the arms biz (you want to outfit an army, you go see the Mafia, the yaks, or some friendly government), but they do pride themselves on quality. Take the crated assault rifles that are doing such a number on my lower back: top quality vz 88Vs that fell off the back of a truck in Brno, or some fragging place, and somehow found their way to 144th Avenue Southeast. Of course, the Cutters are into hundreds of other kinds of biz as well—from drugs and chips to kidnapping and extortion to (I drek you not) freelance security work for the occasional corp. And that, of course, is why I am where I am.
Which, at the moment, happens to be grunting and wrestling with eighty-plus kilos of ordnance in a wooden crate apparently tailor-made to send stiletto-sized slivers right through the palms and fingers of my work gloves. The slag holding up the other end of my crate—Fraser, a malnourished ork with ratty dreadlocks—doesn’t seem to mind, but mainly because he’s under the wire. His midbrain is constantly hooked to a signal from a simsense deck, but it’s one set for the lowest possible intensity. Not enough to cut him off entirely from reality, but definitely enough to color his every perception of the real world. Hell, for all I know, the same slivers that are driving me crazy could be making his hands feel like he’s got a good hold on Honey Brighton’s luscious yams.
There are four other guys humping crates with us: Piers and Lucas, Paco and En. (I don’t envy Paco, having to keep up with En, who pops methamphetamines for breakfast.) All but Fraser are humans, which means we’re struggling with the limitations of human muscle (except for En, who either doesn’t know or care). Why didn’t the big bosses send along a couple of trolls to help out? The huge trog everyone calls Box could have tucked a crate under each arm and then fragging run to the truck.
The six of us in the grunt squad aren’t the only ones sent to the warehouse, of course. We’ve got three spotters out, plus Katrina, our driver. She leaning against the Bulldog’s front end, staring off at nothingness and looking much too scrawny to carry the rack that fills out her kevlar T-shirt. A real space-case, that Katrina.
Of course, it isn’t nothingness she’s staring at. A fiber-optic line as thin as one of her greasy hairs runs from her datajack to the truck’s comm panel, where some repeaters are pulling in signals from the warehouse’s surveillance cameras. When Ranger and the others assigned us out here to pick up the ordnance, they gave us the spotters plus our own eyes, and that was it. But once I got aboard and realized what the Bulldog’s onboard electronics were capable of, I felt smug as hell as I set Katrina to watching out for our sorry asses. Great idea.
Too bad it didn’t work worth a frag.
One moment everything’s chill, then the next there’s gunfire from outside, and Katrina’s down like she’s been poleaxed.
Panic stations. I drop my end of the crate—not worrying about Fraser on the other end—and sprint toward Katrina. Nothing personal there, but knowing what took her down might make a big difference in the minutes to come.
She’s flat out, maybe dead, but still in one piece. No holes, no missing meat, no blood. Either somebody sent something nasty through the circuits to her datajack or else there’s a mage kicking around. If it’s a mage, we’re hosed big-time because we don’t have any magic of our own to fight back with. If it’s something technological, it’s probably a "tingler" sending enough of an overvoltage through the surveillance systems to overload Katrina’s filters—and maybe Katrina too.
And then everyone’s running around like a fragging elven fire drill. Fraser’s hopping around on one foot screaming a blue streak while everyone else is hauling out their weapons and looking for cover.
As for me, I just hunker down next to Katrina and scope things out. If you don’t know where the threat’s coming from, running like a spooked rat is as likely to take you straight into the guns of the bad guys as it is to save your hoop. Besides, I want to see if I can figure out who’s hitting us.
There are plenty of candidates. Neither the Mafia nor the yaks would bother to harass the Cutters, but we’re always butting heads against some of the Seoulpa rings. The Cutters are tougher than the other local gangs—except for the Ancients, maybe—which scares off some, but makes others occasionally want to take their shots at the biggest kid on the block. So it could be any of a dozen interested parties.
More gunfire from around the back of the warehouse, and the other boys of the grunt squad are suddenly finding new cover. I don’t bother: the Bulldog will cover me from a number of angles, and if push comes to frag, I can always hide under it, or inside it.
Another burst of fire, this time from yet another angle and accompanied by a scream. Somebody’s down, and from the direction of the sound, I’d guess it’s one of our spotters. Cursing almost as fiercely as Fraser, I pull out my SMG. The feather-touch of the wire in my brain tells me the skillwires are pulling data from the skillsoft plugged into the socket at the back of my neck. My palm tingles, and some normally unused part of my brain lights up as the gun’s circuitry synchs up with the tech in my head. Instead of merely holding a gun, I now feel like the weapon’s a living part of me. Like, at last my arm is whole again, or some such drek. Data floods into my mind as the smartgun and my skillsoft do their digital handshaking. Heckler & Koch 227-S, recoil-suppression active, silencer at nominal one hundred percent effectiveness—as if it matters—twenty-eight rounds in the clip, one in the pipe.
And that’s the problem. I’ve got one spare clip and that’s it. Same with Fraser and the rest of the boys: maybe a hundred and fifty rounds between us. Hell, we’re not supposed to get into a scrap; that’s what the muscleboys outside are for. If anything, we’re overarmed to handle the one or two leakers we thought we might run into. Well, that’s all changed now, for fragging sure. Another frantic burst of firing, another howl—this one wailing on for a while before cutting off sharply. Sounds like the hardboys are taking a pasting. I look around at my "command," which is what these sorry scroffs have suddenly become. They’re all hunkered down with ordnance out, the red dots of sighting lasers tracking everywhere, even over each other. It’s just getting better and better.
But, hold the phone, you say. What about all those dandy Czech assault rifles? Well, maybe it’s true that we’ve got three or four ARs each, but bullets we ain’t got. The ammo that was supposed to be the other half of the Sioux shipment is stored somewhere else. (Don’t ask me why; some perverted extension of "range safety," I guess.) So unless we feel like using the rifles as clubs, all those crates full of ARs don’t mean squat.
To my right, Piers sprays a long burst into the shadows just under the roof at the far end of the warehouse. Bullets spatter and spark off all the metal up there, and I think for a moment he’s seeing things. But fragged if there isn’t a squawk and then a dark shape tumbling from the catwalk to crash-splat into some cargo boxes below. Lucas—a few ticks late, as usual—hoses down the spot where the figure isn’t anymore.
So they’re up top, too, whoever they are. When I heard the first shots, I figured some other gang. When Katrina went down, I upped the ante to someone serious, a first-tier gang. Possibly the Ancients or a squad of Seoul men. Now I’m not so sure. Whoever they are, their tactics are good, and they’re showing more discipline than the typical gang. I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this.
Sudden panic. I can see all the boys, all five of them. That means they’re all on the same side of the Bulldog as me. Which means … .
Staying low, with my head down at about knee-level, I duck around the front of the truck. Someone sees the movement. Muzzle-flashes flare in the dark corner, and bullets tear into the truck’s bodywork. I respond with a controlled, three-round burst, but it’s more an attempt at suppression fire to keep their heads down than in hopes of hitting anything. Meanwhile the tech in my head is predicting impact points, recording ammunition expended, and measuring wear and tear on the silencer. Then I duck back as the Bulldog undergoes more drastic depreciation.
Frag, things are definitely not looking good. And then they suddenly look even worse as Fraser goes over sideways, his throat torn away. Lucas pops up like he’s on springs and fires back in the direction of the incoming mail. I hear a grunt of pain from the shadows. It doesn’t sound like a kill, but maybe somebody got slowed down.
I scramble to the rear of the truck for a look around that way. All I can see are shadows every fragging where among the crates and shipping cases and piles of odds and sods. There are lights, of course, hanging from the girders and cat-walks near the roof, but not many, not enough. For about the hundredth time, I wish I’d gone for the full-meal deal and had my eyes enhanced while the surgeon already had me opened up installing the skillwires. Thermo, or even just low-light, would be a lifesaver at the moment. Wouldn’t it be a hoot if the thing that got me killed right now was a little queasiness over eye surgery?
Muzzle-flashes from the darkness, and then I’m sucking dust on the floor. The Bulldog gets remodeled again as I roll under it. I cap off another three-round burst, blind, into the darkness. A figure moves, and for the first time I can see who we’re up against.
Blue combat armor with yellow trim, helmet with semimirrored macroplast face-shield, matte-black shock gloves. Stun baton on the web belt, bandolier with extra clips, and an H & K submachine gun in the mitts. A Lone Star Fast Response Team trooper. Oh boy, just fragging marvelous.
Bullets chew up the cargo case next to the FRTer, then whoever’s shooting at him walks the burst into his chest. The trooper’s armor stops the light rounds, but by pure luck a ricochet tags the visor release on his helmet. Up snaps the macroplast shield, and for an instant I can see the slag’s face. Then there’s no face anymore, just a spray of red.
Down he goes, and I send three more rounds over the top of his body. "Got one!" I yell, just in case any of the boys are listening. Then I scrabble back out the other side of the Bulldog.
Lone Star. Fragging wonderful. Whatever happened to interdepartmental communication, tell me that? Some parts of the Star know not to dick with certain Cutters operations, and why. But why didn’t Officer Friendly—may he rest in peace—and his little friends get the word? Probably some kind of internecine rivalry between the Organized Crime (Gang) task force and some other little personal empire within the corporation. That drek happens all the time within the Cutters, so why should the Star be any different?
Now the Bulldog rocks under the impact of another kind of report—a full-throated boom this time rather than the high-pitched ripping of SMG fire. I know enough about Lone Star equipment and tactics to know what it is. If this is a typical FRT squad, there’s one guy out there with a Mossberg CMDT combat auto-shotgun; if it’s a double squad, there are two of those beauties roaming around.
Time to leave. Right now. The shotgun blast came from the right side of the truck, the passenger side. So I scramble out from under the driver’s side. Fire comes from above, hosing down the ground in front of me. Trideo shows to the contrary, it’s surprisingly difficult to fire accurately from a higher elevation. I return fire in the rough direction of the muzzle-flashes. Little chance of actually hitting anything, which is fine by me, but there’s nothing more disruptive to a gunman’s concentration than a bullet past the ear. When Katrina went down, she fell against the driver’s side door, shutting it. The cargo door’s still open, though—with a crate of ARs half-in half-out—so that’s the way I dive into the Bulldog.
The CMDT shotgun put a hole big enough to stick my head through in the truck’s right side, and individual pellets have punched finger-size holes in the other side. SMG rounds continue to clatter and spang off the vehicle’s exterior as I scramble over three crates of useless ordnance into the driver’s compartment. Another burst stars and frosts the windshield while I’m tearing Katrina’s fiber cable out of the control panel to enable the conventional controls.
"Mount up!" I scream, hitting the starter and hoping the boys can hear me over the gunfire.
The engine lights up instantly, thank the gods; this is no time to have to call the Motor Club. I slip the automatic transmission into gear, tromping on the brake with my left foot while pushing the gas pedal to the floor. Hardware complains, and the torque of the big turbocharged engine tilts the truck a couple of degrees to the left. More rounds spatter off the armor. Ducking down low, I slap at the row of switches for the lights. Lots of lights, and big lights, all over the Bulldog. Christ knows how many millions of candlepower or lumen-feet or whatever, but enough to light up an area the size of a football field brighter than noon. Anyone looking even near the truck is going to be flash-dazzled inside this dimly lit warehouse. Don’t quote me on this, but I think the lighting rig kicks out enough photons to overload even flare compensation in cybereyes.
Weapons open up all around the warehouse, a continuous burst of reflex fire, but nothing so much as grazes the truck. Trying to fire into the lights must be a bitch, but I’d say the effort doesn’t seem to be worth squat.
I can smell something start to cook—it’s not a great idea to hold a brake-stand for very long even if your engine isn’t turbocharged—but I’ve got to give the boys at least a few more seconds. Even with my eyes streaming from the almost blinding reflection of the Bulldog’s fragging lights, I can see movement among the cargo boxes. In one of my mirrors I spot little Piers on his feet and sprinting for the truck. Then there’s a triple boom, and he doesn’t so much go down as rupture when a three-round burst from the auto-shotgun slams into him.
En and Paco are on the move too. I don’t see Lucas at all, and I sure as frag don’t have time to send out a search party. Paco’s got his head down and he’s hauling hoop for the Bulldog’s open door. Running into the truck’s lights has got to be blinding him, but there’s nothing I can do about that. Bullets chew up the concrete floor around him, but I don’t think anything scores.
En’s halfway to the truck too, but the drugs in his system don’t seem to understand about self-preservation. He puts on the brakes, turns and empties his SMG in one long burst—god knows at what. Answering fire comes back from all over. His head snaps back, something sprays out the back of his neck, and that’s the end of En.
I hear Paco slam into the back of the truck, and then I hear him scrambling in. "Go, Larson!" he croaks.
I go. I know I’m leaving friendlies behind—Katrina’s still alive, I think, and who knows what happened to Lucas?—but I don’t have much choice. I release the brakes, and we’re off, fast and wild. I’m hoping whatever it is that just fell out the back of the truck is the crate of rifles and not Paco, but I’m too busy fighting the wheel as the truck fishtails wildly and almost gets away from me. I aim the Bulldog roughly down one of the lanes between high stacks of crates, but don’t quite get it right, and I almost go out the side window as we sideswipe something. Bullets are thudding into the bodywork all around, but not much is getting through. Then the truck bucks like it got butted in the rear by a juggernaut, and the lower rear-right corner of the cargo bay is just fragging gone. The CMDT scores again. I don’t know if it was just a lucky shot, or if the fragger with the combat gun is going for the tires. If so, we’re in trouble. The Bulldog’s got runflat tires, but run-shredded they’re not.
Wall ahead. I hang a skidding, squealing right, and we’re running parallel to the long side of the warehouse. Not particularly where I want to be. At the next lane I hang another right.
And there’s an FRT trooper standing directly in my path. For an instant he’s frozen there in the lights looking like he’s facing down an Angel of the Lord, then he’s flinging himself aside. I think I tag his boot-heel as we go by. I flip him the finger, even knowing he won’t see it. (Probably won’t see anything but afterimage for the next couple of minutes.) A hard left, and we’re heading down the centerline of the building. The big up-and-over door’s right ahead—closed, of course—so I push the pedal to the metal again and brace for impact. I hear Paco yelp as he sees what’s coming, and I second the emotion. The door looms up, reflecting entirely too much of our own light back into my face.
We hit the door at sixty klicks or so, and through we go. The only thing that keeps me in my seat is my death-grip on the wheel. Something goes squish-pop in my left wrist and it feels like someone’s set fire to my thumb, but I’ve got other things to worry about. My cargo, for one. Paco and a couple of crates of rifles come forward at high speed, and suddenly I have to deal with company in the driver’s compartment. Some of the metal from the door’s still plastered across the front of the Bulldog so I can’t see squat, and we’re still taking fire from somewhere. We bounce off something—the way this night’s going, it’s probably a fragging Citymaster, or maybe a panzer—but at least the impact removes the metal blocking my view. (The windshield, too, but you can’t have everything.)
Now I can see where I am, and I don’t like it. The warehouse parking lot’s full of Lone Star patrol cars, all with their pretty lights flashing and sparking. From the number of vehicles, I’d guess we’re dealing with at least two FRT squads. (Two-plus combat guns. Glad I didn’t know that earlier.) Figures scurry around as we tear out onto 144th Avenue, and a couple of cars are firing up for the pursuit.
Time to make a call. I reach for the radio, but Paco distracts me with a "Whafuck?" or some other pithy comment. He’s already dazed by his abrupt visit to the front of the truck, and not tracking well, so I cold-cock him. Then I place my call. I suppose my radio manner is a little lacking in professionalism, but—to quote the sleeping Paco—Whafuck?
It takes a while, but eventually the message filters through channels to the right ears. The lights and sirens on our ass turn off, and we’re alone on the streets of Kent.
About fragging time, too.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Ranger, the Cutters’ war boss, isn’t happy, but then he rarely is. He claims to be third-generation Cutters, which makes him a real rarity, a gang member whose father and grandfather both managed to live long enough to have kids. Or maybe he’s just lying through his teeth, with the smart money on the bulldrek side of the equation. He’s sitting in his "office," actually a sparsely furnished room upstairs in the Cutters’ Ravenna safehouse, on Thirty-sixth Avenue Northeast, a block from the Calvary Cemetery. He’s got his Doc Marten drek-stompers up on a table, and he’s giving me and Paco the evil eye out from under his heavy black monobrow.
"Three crates," he bitches. "Three fragging crates out of a dozen, that’s all you bring back. Plus you lose us eight soldiers, and the warehouse is blown. Good night’s work, Larson."
"They can’t trace any of the drek in the warehouse back to us," I point out reasonably. The Cutters, like all first-tier gangs, learned long ago the wonders of shells, fronts, and holding companies.
"Frag the trace," he barks. He pounds a fist down on the table and his half-kilo of bracelets and bangles clatter like scrap metal. "The Star’s going to suspect, and they’re going to be watching the place, right?" I nod. He’s right, that’s just what the Star’s going to do. "So you blew us the warehouse, drekhead," he finishes.
Sometimes the tech in my head seems to know I’m mad before I do. This is one of those times. I feel the touch of the wire, feel the i-face reaching out for the circuitry of my H & K (which, of course, is somewhere else). And I realize the wire would like to kill Ranger, and so would I.
But I bite back on the sudden anger. Out the corner of my eye I see Paco shifting from foot to foot. He’s not mad, he’s embarrassed or scared, and that just seems to fan my anger.
Somehow I keep it under control, though. "What were we supposed to do?" I ask, as coolly as I know how. "There was no tail on us. We set out the watchers, and I had Katrina jacked into the surveillance system. There was no sign of trouble." I shrug. "Then suddenly we’re dealing with two Lone Star FRT squads. Eight of us against … what? … twenty of them?" Twenty-four, actually, according to Lone Star SOP, but not a smart thing to mention. "They’ve got armor and heavy weapons, we’ve got fragging popguns." The anger’s building, so I bite back on it again. "The way I see it, we’re lucky we made it out with even three crates and the Bulldog."
Ranger looks away. He knows I’m right, but he’s got to have someone to blame. If me and my team didn’t frag it up, then it will look like he was at fault for not sending enough troops or for fragging up in security. He knows I’m not going to back down and be the convenient little scapegoat, and he hates me for it. Well, tough drek and cry me a fragging river. "So how the frag do we fulfill the weapons order, tell me that?" he carps.
"We don’t," I answer simply. "Tell the …"—I almost say "the Sioux," which would lead to considerable ugliness—"tell the clients tough drek. Or just tell them to keep it in their pants for a couple of weeks while we make another connection." I shrug again. "And it’s not our concern anyway, is it?" I ask. "Let the slags in biz development eat the loss. It’s their action."
Ranger clouds up again, and I realize that somehow the Sioux deal is actually his action, and the hose-up has cost him bad—money or rep, or maybe both. Which is interesting. The Cutters are compartmentalized. There’s a … well, call it a "division"—since some of the members like pretending the gang’s a corp anyway—that handles business deals like the Czech rifles. The war boss and his soldiers provide security, but it’s kind of like interdepartmental loans of resources. Normally, Ranger wouldn’t give a flying frag about the loss of the rifles or the warehouse, and he would simply write off the loss of Fraser, En, and the rest as business-as-usual attrition of his personal empire.
So why does he give a frag? Were the Sioux hotheads supposed to use those ARs for something besides a little lighthearted antigovernment terrorism? Something that’s important to Ranger as the Cutters war boss? I could guess, but guessing isn’t my job—it’s knowing. Knowing, and passing the word to the right people.
Ranger’s still glowering and fragging near gnashing his teeth, and my wire still wants to kill him. So I tell him, "Look, chummer, if it’ll make you feel any better to hear me say I’m sorry, well, frag, I’m sorry. Mea maxima culpa and all that horsedrek. But remember I got three crates of rifles, the Bulldog, and two able-bodied solders"—I indicate me and Paco—"out of a fragging untenable position. If you think anybody else could have done a better job against a double FRT squad, then I’d like to hear about it."
Again I’m telling the truth, and again Ranger purely doesn’t want to hear it. But he can’t call me on it, and that makes him even madder. Sure, I could have toadied and kissed hoop, but where’s the percentage in that? Ranger hates me anyway—I’ve known that for a while—so brown-nosing wouldn’t buy me anything on that front, and it’d lose me respect from Paco. This way, I’ve edged Ranger a hair closer to doing something terminal to me, while making sure as frag Paco’s going to tell his chummers how Rick Larson stood up to the war boss and made him eat it. And that’s going to buy me bolshoi face among the troops. Looks like a bargain to me.
"Anything else?" I ask, shading my voice into that gray area between confidence and insolence.
"Get the frag out of my sight," Ranger barks, and I guess there isn’t.
Outside in the hall, I feel Paco wants to say something. I stop and turn to him. He’s a young guy. Thin, stands just shy of two meters, and has jet black hair. When wearing his tough face, he could be in his mid-twenties, but I happen to know he’s only seventeen or so. Hard little cobber for all that. From what I hear, he grew up in the barrios of East L.A., started running with the local Latino gangs and earned his three dots—tattooed in the saddle between left thumb and forefinger—when he was eleven. Then he graduated to the South Central Cutters a year later. He came up here to Seattle two years ago. Nobody knows why and Paco won’t talk about it, but he’s been carving out a niche for himself ever since. With five years in the Cutters, he’s one of the veterans. Give him ten years and he’ll be war boss … if he lives that long.
But right now he wants to say something. "Yeah?" I ask.
He won’t meet my eyes. "Just wanted to say thanks, ‘mano," he mumbles. "For not leaving."
I wave it off. "Zero that," I tell him. His gratitude embarrasses me—he may have capped a dozen people, like his rep says, but in some ways he’s still a kid. We walk in silence a few more steps, heading for the stairway down. Then I say conversationally, "Ranger’s sure got his pecker in a knot about those rifles. Almost like he’s on the line for something."
Paco picks up on it right away. He grins like a jackal. "Be kinda nice to know why, huh, ‘mano?" he says quietly. "Always good to have an edge."
I shrug, but inside I’m smiling. Sharp kid. He got the point immediately. He thinks I’m angling to finesse Ranger, and that I’m after some kind of leverage. Let him think that. He also thinks he’s in my debt, and probably figures he can pay it off by finding out what Ranger’s percentage was in the Sioux deal. A win-win deal: he frees himself of a debt to me, and I learn what I want to know with no risk to my personal skin. I wish it always worked that way.
I check my watch, not surprised to see how late it is. Just past 0400. I’m scragged to the bone and my mouth tastes like something died in there. What I want most in the world at this moment is a bed—even an empty one—but there’s still biz to be done, still an unspoken agreement to seal with Paco. I slap the ganger on the shoulder. "It’s Miller time."
"Echo that," he grins.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
I’ve never been to a full-on Cutters council of war before, and it’s got Ranger totally bent to see me at this one. I’m nominally one of his boys, a mere lieutenant whose only job should be to liase between the street monsters of the Cutters’ rank and file, and him and the other rarefied upper echelons of the gang. But lately I’ve been … moonlighting, you could call it, working with other high-ups in the hierarchy, generally making myself as indispensable as possible. I started off slow with the social chameleon drek, something that always came easy even before my extensive training. Whenever you meet someone important, the general idea is to feed back exactly what that person wants to see or hear. If the cobber likes people who show they’ve got big brass ones, I lay on the bravado and the machismo. If he likes people who think before they act, I hit him with a well- thought-out plan for avoiding Lone Star entanglements on certain operations. Etcetera etcetera drekcetera. From there it’s just a matter of doing gofer work for them when they need it—no job too large, no job too small—until they come to trust me and eventually depend on me as a kind of unofficial advisor. That’s how I worked my way up to become one of Ranger’s lieutenants. Once there, and at least partially secure in my position, I was free to branch out.
So that’s how I come to be here in the "ops room" of the Cutters. Ranger would probably rather lose his left nut than see me here, but the war boss doesn’t have the juice to contradict Vladimir and the Deer shaman Springblossom—two Cutters top dogs who specifically requested my presence.
The ops room is in the basement of the Cutters’ biggest safe house—the one on South 164th Street, right under the final approach for the transPacific suborbitals. It’s a dark and stuffy place with no ventilation to clear away the smoke from Springblossom’s super king-size Menthol Ultra-Js—which she chain-smokes to "feel the spirits." Yeah, right. The way I feel just from breathing her side-stream smoke, it’s a wonder anybody can make a sensible decision down here.
The centerpiece of the room is a corp-style boardroom table—a real high-tech model whose mahogany top is inset with flatscreen displays and datajack sockets at each place, tri-D display facilities, and enough number-crunching horsepower to put an Ultra-VAX to shame. Fragged if I know how the Cutters got their hands on this baby—the tech alone would cost nearly a mil, not to mention what mahogany must go for these days. (That’s right. Real wood, not macroplast veneer.)
All the movers and shakers in the Seattle Cutters are sitting around the table. Blake the big boss at the head, with Vladimir at his right hand and Springblossom smoking her brains out at his left, and Ranger sitting opposite him and looking generally slotted off. Filling the rest of the seats are Musen the accountant, Fahd of biz development, a real hardcase name of Cain (I had him tagged as outside talent, maybe a shadowrunner on contract or some such drek), plus a few more I don’t recognize. Standing along the walls are the lesser lights who have some reason to be here but don’t warrant a seat at the table. Me, for one, and Blake’s personal Praetorian guard—including Box the troll looking like a nightmare out of the unexpurgated Brothers Grimm—plus a couple of other toadies.
Anyway, Vladimir’s got the floor at the moment. He’s wearing a suit, for frag’s sake, and looks more like a European banker than a ganger. With his quiet, reasonable voice and perpetually calm, placid manner, you might even mistake him for a wuss. But good old Vladimir has more blood on his hands than anyone else sitting at that table—with the possible exception of Blake—and he’s always ready to add to his score of kills. But, of course, only if it makes good business sense.
"I disagree with the war boss," he’s saying calmly. "We stand to gain nothing from war with the Ancients at this point in time, to say nothing of the potential risks. A war would be costly for both sides, and might … hmm, bleed off enough assets to encourage one or more of the Seoulpa rings to try to take advantage of the situation." He shrugs and brushes an invisible fleck of dust off his cuff. "In any case, the Ancients have done nothing to warrant a declaration of war at this time."
Fahd, who looks like a rabid weasel, shoots back, "They took out one of our fragging transfer depots, isn’t that enough? Five thousand units of beetle chips—that’s two point five mil street value, gone." Musen nods agreement, but shows some hesitancy. He agrees with the figures, but not with Fahd’s conclusions.
Vladimir shrugs again. "Stipulated," he says carefully. "Yet intelligence hints that the Ancients weren’t aware the depot was ours, and would probably have chosen another target had they been. Correct?" He looks at me for confirmation.
"That’s right," I tell the table. Vladimir thinks I’ve got mondo contacts on the street and in the shadows, and he’s come to trust my "intelligence estimates" on a lot of subjects. (That’d change right quick if he found out that most of my contacts are within the Star, but fragged if I’m going to let him find out.)
"Bulldrek," Ranger snarls, ready to spit venom, and the battle lines are drawn. Ranger and Fahd are for war; Vladimir and Musen are against it. Springblossom’s been feeling the spirits so much her eyes aren’t focused, so she’s a null. As for Cain, the way his cold eyes are flicking around makes him look like he’s just sitting back and enjoying the show, maybe even contemplating taking side bets on the outcome. Box just wants to tear somebody’s head off, but, then, Box always just wants to tear somebody’s head off. The others are staying well out of it—smart of them—and boss-man Blake is showing slightly less emotion than the mahogany tabletop.
And me? From the looks Ranger and Fahd are throwing me, I must have planted myself firmly in Vladimir’s camp by confirming his fix on the situation. Fragging marvelous.
Vladimir looks down the table at Ranger, and you can almost feel the room’s temperature suddenly drop a dozen degrees. He holds that long, piercing look for ten seconds or more, then lets a faint and oh-so-supercilious smile twist his lips. "If you say so," he says mildly, and Ranger goes red then white, like he’s been accused of hoopfragging devil rats. But old Vladimir doesn’t care, he just goes on, "To reiterate, I believe that outright war with the Ancients would be counterproductive to our best interests." He looks around the table, as if soliciting comments. Nobody seems to have any they want to utter at the moment—except for Ranger, of course, who’s saying it all with his eyes.
Vladimir nods as though he’s made his point. "Yet," he continues, "we have lost money. I would propose approaching the leadership of the Ancients with a comprehensive statement of our losses." He turns his cool gaze on Musen. "Two point five million nuyen. Is that correct?"
Musen nods, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like he’s trying to swallow a racquetball. "Plus structural damage in the sum of five hundred twenty-one thousand. Plus the expenditure of four personnel assets." He means dead Cutters. "The adjusted total would be"—for a moment his eyes seem to roll back in their sockets as he accesses his headware— "three million one hundred two thousand nuyen. Conservatively." I wonder how the four "expended personnel assets" would feel if they knew that Musen was valuing their lives at just over twenty-two K nuyen each.
"Three point one million, then." Vladimir accepts the correction equably. "Considerably less than the cost of outright war, I would submit. For both the Cutters and the Ancients. Yes, I think a war would cost us both considerably more when one takes into account the lost revenue and assets, and the impairment of our ability to capitalize on new business opportunities during the rebuilding phase." He smiles—I think that’s what he’s doing—his lips forming a thin straight line. "I believe the leadership of the Ancients will see reason."
"What about our rep?" Ranger grates. "What are the other gangs going to think when they see the Ancients hitting us hard and we don’t hit back?" He sneers at Vladimir, who merely raises an eyebrow, and I feel the sudden urge to go hide behind Box. But Ranger just rags on. "What are the Seoulpa rings going to think when they see us hurt, and then they see us mincing on over to present the dandelion-eaters with a fragging bill? And what are they going to do?"
"What they will do," Vladimir replies, his urbane voice in frightening contrast to the killing look in his eyes, "is nothing. They will see us still on good terms with the Ancients, not distracting and weakening ourselves in a foolish war. They will see us strong and ready to repulse any moves they might make against us. If we declare war, on the other hand, they will see us reassigning to the battle lines the very resources that have so far dissuaded them from moving against us."
Perfectly logical, but too much of the time logic is to Ranger what red cloth is to a bull. The war boss is on his feet now and drawing a big breath to say something that’s going to get him in real trouble with Vladimir. Go to it, Ranger, say I.
But Blake cuts him off. Not by telling him to stuff it, not even by holding up a cautioning hand. No, he merely raises the forefinger of his right hand, which is resting flat on the table. The finger moves maybe a centimeter, but it’s enough to cut Ranger off in mid-rant. That’s power for you. That’s also Blake.
He waits quietly while Ranger swallows whatever he was going to say and sits himself back down. Then he looks around the table. For a moment Blake reminds me of sims I’ve seen of lions in the wild, before they all died out. He’s got the same air of indolence and latent violence as a big cat looking out over the savanna. Or something. It helps that he’s a big man—nearly a full two meters tall and built like an urban brawl banger—but that’s not all of it. I’ve never seen him move fast, and if his broad, handsome face—a couple of shades darker than the mahogany table—were any more placid, any medico would probably declare him dead on the spot. There’s just something about him that radiates power, pure and simple. I’ve seen people with big brass ones clanging between their legs, people who were death on two feet, walk into the same room with Blake, and suddenly look like they wanted to roll over onto their backs and whine like wolves submitting to the pack leader. Yeah, that’s Blake.
Almost in slow motion he scans the faces of the people at the table, shifting his eyes from one to the next. When his gaze settles on someone, that individual seems to shrink visibly. Not Springblossom, because she probably doesn’t notice, and not Vladimir. But everyone else, which sure as frag includes Ranger.
Then Blake turns that laser gaze on me, and again I want to hide behind Box. "You’re Larson, right?" he asks in a voice like velvet and midnight.
I have to think about it for a moment, then nod.
"And you confirm what Vladimir has said? About the Ancients not knowing the depot was ours?"
"That’s what the street says," I tell him, and my voice sounds like a kid’s in my own ears. "I scoped it with a bunch of sources, and they all corroborate it," I babble on. He nods his acknowledgment, and I shut the frag up.
Blake looks at Vladimir, and Vladimir raises one eyebrow a hair. Then Blake’s eyes are back on me. "I’d like to hear your opinion, Larson," he says. "Do we go to war or not?"
And suddenly every fragging eye in the place is on me—some surprised, some curious, two differentially dilated, and some with looks that could kill. I try to think of something to say, but the only thing that keeps running through my head is Paco’s comment from the night before—Whafuck?—and somehow that doesn’t seem appropriate. "Well, I … ," I stammer, and then stall.
But Blake’s still looking at me, so I mentally give my head a shake. Rick Larson, zero defects. "No war," I croak.
"Ranger disagrees," Blake points out.
"Ranger’s wrong," I say.
Not a politic comment, I guess. Ranger’s on his feet, his cheeks so flushed he looks like he’s hemorrhaging, and I’m suddenly a scapegoat for all the anger he doesn’t have the cojones to direct at Vladimir or Blake. "What the frag do you know about it, you snot-nosed punk?"
The wire’s different today—I’ve slotted an escrima chip instead of one for my H & K smartgun—but it still wants to kill Ranger. And that’s my excuse for snapping back, "More than you, drekhead." My hand slips into my jacket pocket. No firearms at councils—a rule applying even to bodyguards like Box (not that he needs firearms)—and some electronics I shouldn’t be carrying tell me that the ops room has hardware built into the door frame to detect smuggled holdouts.
Null sweat, though. Chem-sniffers and metal detectors don’t pick up my "click-stick," a collapsible baton like the Jap cops use. It’s made of a modified densiplast that’s as dense as iron and lets it pack some heft, but it’s totally non-magnetic. Collapsed, the stick’s a cylinder about twelve centimeters long, and just the right diameter for a comfortable grip. Snap your wrist and it extends with a triple click out to about thirty centimeters, with enough mass in the bulbous tip to crack bone.
Ranger clouds up even more, growling something that sounds suspiciously like Whafuck, and then lunges. His big right hand whips behind his back, reemerges with a composite blade, his own nonmetallic holdout.
I reach for the wire, and the brutal simplicity of escrima fills my mind. It’s from the Philippines, escrima is, and I wouldn’t classify it as a martial art because there’s nothing artistic about it. There are no forms, no formal rules or competitions. It’s about as brutal and pragmatic as the military-style hand-to-hand taught at the Academy, but it’s better for my needs because it assumes your opponent’s armed. Apart from the balisong "butterfly" knife, the only weapon it teaches you to use is a short stick or wand—the kind of "weapon of opportunity" you can pick up just about anywhere—which just happens to be about the same size as my click-stick. What a coincidence.
As Ranger lunges, out comes my click-stick. Snap the wrist, clickity-click and I’m ready for action. I want to growl out something chill, something like, "Okay, sunshine, let’s see what you’ve got," but I don’t have anywhere near enough time.
He comes in low, aiming to drive the blade straight toward my gut, one of the toughest knife-moves to stop. I leap back half a meter, catch his wrist in the vee formed by my left wrist and the click-stick in my right hand, deflecting his thrust past my left side. (Just past: I feel the blade tug at my shirt.) Then I snap a quick backhanded shot at his head with the baton. The sharp crack as the stick hits Ranger’s forehead echoes in the room, and blood sprays from his scalp. For an instant he’s frozen, eyes defocused, wide open. It’d be so easy to drive the tip of the baton into his throat, shatter the hyoid bone and rupture his larynx, then just stand back and watch him die. Easy and, in the grand scheme, probably a very smart move.
But at the moment probably not the best political move. Killing during a council is somewhat frowned upon, and hardly the best way to win friends and influence people. So instead of the throat, I jab the baton into his solar plexus, but nowhere near as hard as I want to. He says whoof, sits down abruptly—missing his chair by a meter, so sorry—and ceases to pay attention to the proceedings.
Out of the corner of my eye I see something like a leather-covered wall coming up on my flank. "It’s chill," I tell Box quickly, stepping back out of striking range of Ranger. As coolly as I can manage, I crack the baton tip against the ferrocrete wall of the ops room to release the ferrules, then collapse it and slip it back into my pocket. Hands nice and visibly empty, I turn back to Blake. "You were saying?" I ask.
For an instant the big man’s lips move in what could almost be a smile. His laser-beam gaze is steady on my face. He was expecting something like this, I realize. He orchestrated the whole thing as a kind of test. But a test for who: for me or for Ranger? If for me, did I pass or fail? Fail for goading Ranger, or pass for dropping him? Who the frag knows?
"I was saying, you vote against war," Blake says coolly as though nothing at all’s gone down. "Why?"
"Too expensive," I shoot back. "Too high a cost, too little return."
"What about rep?" Fahd snarls.
I could be politic here, but something—maybe it’s the look in Blake’s eyes—tells me that’s not the way to play it. Time for a risk, maybe. If I win, I’m into the inner councils, suddenly increasing my value exponentially. "What about it?" I fire back. "Your way, the rep we get is that we’re stupid for wading into a costly war we could have avoided." Fahd the weasel’s face goes white, and I know I’ve made another enemy. Busy day. I consider stopping there, but whafuck? "You want to stroke your ego," I tell Fahd directly, "go beat the drek out of someone who’s not going to bloody your nose. Cut a deal with the Ancients, like Vladimir says, but go butt heads with the Eighty-Eights." I name one of the local Chinese-style triads. "They’ve been getting too frisky anyway."
And there are Blake’s laser eyes burning into my skull again, and I feel like he’s counting my fillings or sifting through my brain. For an instant I’m drek-scared that maybe he’s a shaman or a hermetic who can actually read my mind. But I put that one aside immediately. If Blake could do that, he’d have done so already, and I’d be suffering from a nine-millimeter migraine right about now.
The silence stretches painfully, and I feel the irrational urge to babble just to fill time. But before I lose it, Blake nods slowly. "The Eighty-Eights," he muses, "yes. An object lesson to others, hmm?" He smiles at Vladimir, who nods too. "You’ve got a free hand to approach the Ancients leadership about compensation," Blake tells his advisor. "It’s your baby."
Then the leader turns to Fahd, and the weasel seems to shrink back from the boss’ speculative gaze. Again the silence stretches, then Blake taps the table top with a forefinger—a major display of emotion for him. "There will be no reprisals against the Ancients," he says firmly. "None. I’ll hold you responsible for telling that to him." He gestures to the still-unconscious Ranger. "But, I want some raids against the Eighty-Eights. Hit them hard, hurt them. And make sure the street knows who’s doing it. Tell him that, too."
The gang boss pauses, and this time there’s no mistaking the faint smile. "And tell him I think he should use Larson here as a major asset," he adds.
From the way Fahd is looking at me, I can imagine just how that message is going to get presented to Ranger. I keep my face expressionless as I glance at Blake. The question I asked myself earlier is suddenly much more important. Which one of us is he trying to test? Because the way things are working out, one of us isn’t going to make it out of this alive.
And that seems to be just what Blake has in mind.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
The meet’s set to go down at the Coffee Bon, one of the high-tone kissaten—Japanese-style coffeehouses—that have recently begun to spring up in Seattle’s downtown core. The CB’s probably the most profitable, and the most prestigious, right in the middle of the corporate sector, just across the street from the Yamatetsu HQ at Fifth and Pike. The decor’s just the right weird, kind of a retro view of the future—how somebody in 1954 predicted 2054 would look, or some such drek. Lots of mirror-flash, lots of high tech masquerading as low tech masquerading as high tech, if you know what I mean. The background music, if you can call it that, is all randomly synthesized tones, supposedly monitored by some kind of algorithm that selects for combinations that would be pleasant to the (meta)human ear. Yeah, right. At least the coffee’s good—real coffee, not soykaf—but then, for fifteen-plus nuyen a cup, it oughtta be. No free refills, either.
The meets always go down in different places, and I never know who my contact’s going to be. There’s no schedule either, because a schedule could be predicted. Sometimes I go for two, three weeks without checking in with anyone. That’s why they call this deep cover, I guess. The Star uses a couple of different channels to get word to me—and vicey versey—but the best is also the simplest. Among the Cutters, I’ve got a rep as a kind of techno-wonk. Other soldiers spend their spare time getting brain-fried, getting laid, or getting into fights. I do my share of that—the requirements of my cover, not because I enjoy it, ha!—but I spend at least some time every day logging onto UCAS Online, this big public bulletin board service on the Matrix. (I’m a nullhead—no datajack, just my chipjacks—so I use a low-cost, palm-size computer.) UOL has a drekload of chill features, but the big selling point’s the massive message base. Lots of slags from all over the continent—even some from Europe sometimes—log on to connect with special interest groups or real-time online free-for-alls about anything and everything. With so much message traffic, it’s easy to slip a coded message into the data stream. Nothing tricky—it doesn’t need to be—and nothing that resembles a code in any way. You’d really have to know what you’re looking for to spot the kind of messages we exchange. (Frag, sometimes I miss them myself; I’ve hosed a couple of meets that way, but sometimes that’s the price you got to pay.) The message telling me to show up at the Coffee Bon today read like a typical neo-anarchist rant against the monopoly on the news media—badly argued, badly spelled, and badly out of date.
So that’s how come I’m jandering into the place just before the hour when the junior suits start drifting out of the skyrakers to deplete their expense accounts over lunch. I don’t belong in the CB; every head that turns to look at me, every lip that twists in scorn, every voice that hesitates momentarily, tells me that. I’m obviously from the wrong side of the tracks, and that makes me dangerous and suspect. I don’t wear Zoé, Mortimer of London, Gucci, or Bally, sateen or synthsilk. My fashion tends more to Skulz, Doc Marten, synthleather, and kevlar. Of course, nobody’s going to point that out to me. The current political climate considers dress codes "elitist" (except on actual megacorp turf, of course, where anything goes and you might as well protest the law of gravity). As long as I’m not packing ordnance, illegal armor, or restricted cyberware—at least nothing the tech drek in the doorway can pick up—nobody can tell me I don’t belong. That won’t stop every slot in the place from trying to communicate that concept without saying it outright, however. Any other gangers in the area might wonder why I’m even bothering, except that I’ve carefully built up a rep for hanging in suit bars and restaurants just for the pleasure of slotting people off.
I jander in, give the slag behind the big espresso machine the old stare-down, and sashay toward the back of the place. I see my contact at once. She’s at the bar, sitting on one of those retro-nuevo chairs that must have been designed by a frustrated proctologist. She used to be a chummer (and more than that for one weekend at the Mayflower Plaza Hotel that I’d like never to forget, thank you) when we were both back in Milwaukee, going through the local Lone Star Academy together, and then again while I was learning the streets and how to work them. Ever since we both got transferred out west, I know she’s carved out a niche for herself in the data management side of the Organized Crime division of the Star. Her name’s Catherine Ashburton, likes to be called Cat, and she’s drop-dead gorgeous, always was, always will be. Petite’s the word, I guess: stands not much more than a meter and a half, weighs about fifty and most of that’s in her rockets. Straight, short, copper-colored hair, the kind of color that makes you think she’d look hot in emerald green. But instead she always wears cranberry or certain shades of pink, and looks like she just stepped out of a fashion-trid title sequence. Today her eyes are a deep violet.
Cat’s dressed exactly like a member of one of the schools of brightly colored secretaries that flit around the skyrakers at lunch and after work, trying to avoid-attract the barracuda managers. An ice-maiden, unapproachable, unless your monthly pay’s eight-K nuyen or up. Then she’ll be all titters and smiles and unspoken invitations. Me, on the other hand, the only way I could get eight-K nuyen in a month would be to sell my folks into slavery, then hit big in the lottery. She sees me strolling her way and freezes up.
So I of course swing myself onto the stool right next to her and give her the once-over, copper top to stiletto heels. "Double espresso," I snap to the counterman without taking my eyes off the sweetmeat next to me. Cat plays it perfectly. Everything about her shows her internal turmoil—terrified of the street monster beside her, yet equally scared that moving or reacting at all might provoke me. For an instant I catch her violet eyes, and I see the flash of cool amusement. She’s enjoying this, getting out of the office and into the field. And, who knows? Maybe deep down she doesn’t mind seeing me again.
My espresso arrives. The barista running the machine is working at top speed, getting my order out fast so I’ll leave. I knock back the little cup of bitter coffee and push the empty toward the counterman. "Another," I tell him.
I give Cat another top-to-tail scan and a feral street grin while I’m getting ready for the exchange. These meets have two purposes. First, I hand over my report of what’s gone down with the Cutters since the last one, and second, I pick up new instructions from my superior officers. Instructions? Actually, they’re usually limited to something like, "Keep your head down and keep reporting." Maybe it’s surprising in this age of high tech and high expectations that a physical meet’s the way to go, but it makes sense if you think about it.
First off, as I said, I’m a nullhead, a non-decker. (If I had the tech, training, and inclination to punch deck, everything would be different.) That limits what I can do in the Matrix. Just because some of the Cutters soldiers think I’m a techno-wonk, that doesn’t mean I’m actually any good at it. It’s just that I look fragging brilliant next to their computer-illiteracy. About all I’m good for is logging onto UOL and posting argumentative messages, however. The Cutters do have their own deckers, of course—a couple working for Musen the accountant, one or two in Fahd’s biz development empire, and another one or two working directly for Blake. I can’t prove it, but I strongly suspect a couple of them sometimes monitor what I do when I’m online. No surprise. Blake would be a fool not to keep watch on a communication channel like that.
So, filing reports and receiving orders over the net isn’t smart. Physical meets sound dangerous—and sometimes they are—but not if you do them right. First point: whoever’s on the other end of the meet—Cat today—I don’t talk to them about what’s going down. They’re not my conduit, just my postman.
On the way over to the CB, I "dictated" my report inside my head, dumping it onto a datachip slotted into one of my jacks. Before I went into the kissaten, I pulled the chip and stashed it in a small carrier cylinder not much bigger than a toothpick, and I’ve got it palmed now. My orders are on a similar chip stashed somewhere on Cat’s person. All we’ve got to do is make the switch.
Isn’t this dangerous? Well, yeah, but some risks you’ve just got to take. Also, I’ve done some things to cover myself. First off, the chip holding my report and the one with my orders are disguised as "jolts," those illegal simsense-analogs that you can slot like a datasoft but that give you a thirty-minute high before erasing themselves. Somebody would have to know just what they were looking for to recognize that my chips contain anything other than simsense files. Then they’d have to break the security encoding and sidestep a wiz little virus that erases all data at the slightest provocation. When I get my orders, I slot the chip and download the data directly into my headware, erasing the chip at the same time. No, not just erase: overwrite with ones, then overwrite with zeroes, then with ones again. The big-domes in the Star’s technical research division assure me that nothing can pull traces of data off the chip after that. (I suppose somebody could read the data right out of my headware memory using SQUIDs, but that’s a real high-tech process and how likely is it that I’d sit still for it? Null.)
So that’s my cover, and it’s a fragging good one. Sure, I’m the one came up with it, but that’s still the objective opinion of one of the Star’s best undercover assets. If the Cutters ever catch me at one of these meets, my cover is that I’m feeding the monkey on my back—a secret jolt habit. Why don’t I buy my chips through the Cutters’ own distribution network? Because I don’t want the higher-ups to know I’ve got a weakness, chummer. You scan that, don’t you? It’s a good rationalization, based on one of the great principles of (meta)human psychology. Don’t try to convince people you’re innocent. It’s much easier to make them believe you’re guilty of a lesser offense. (It also gives the soldiers doing the pinch a little extra incentive to let me be. They know something I don’t want made public, and you’re just not (meta)human if you don’t relish having leverage against someone.)
My second espresso arrives, and I knock that one back too. This time I toss the empty to the barista. He catches it, but doesn’t seem to know what to do with it. I lean close to Cat, drape an arm round her shoulder, and grab a quick feel of her rockets. She stiffens up and shakes herself free, but by that time the chip carrier with my report is down her cleavage. She’s a better actor than I expected. The face she turns to me is white and tight-lipped with fury. But the glint of amusement is still in those impossibly violet eyes, and a little more than amusement maybe. Who knows, maybe she remembers that weekend at the Mayflower too? Stranger things have happened.
Now I stroke her thigh, and she grabs my hand in a surprisingly tight grip, forcing it away from her. I feel something tiny and hard pushed into my hand, and I quickly palm it. Exchange made, and the show we’re putting on is guaranteed to have everyone looking away uncomfortably.
"Fragging ice-maiden, aren’t you, slitch?" I snarl. "You don’t know what you’re missing."
"I’d rather jam with a devil rat," she hisses back. Nice line.
"Could be arranged," I tell her, which draws from her the faintest hint of a wink. Interesting. I’d like to pursue the matter, but now’s not the time, here’s not the place. Which is too fragging bad.
I swing off the chair and jander away. I see the counter-man trying to get up the juice to tell me I owe him money, so I shoot back over my shoulder, "It’s on her tab," and I’m out onto the street. A Lone Star bike cop cruises by slowly, giving me the once-over. I grin at him, pull back the sides of my jacket to show I’m not carrying heat. He scowls and rides on.
Surprise, surprise, it’s not raining, and there’s even a patch of blue sky about the size of my thumbnail. All in all, this day’s not shaping up so bad.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
By the time I’ve got my bike out of hock from the Washington Athletic Club parkade and ridden to my doss on Northeast Sixtieth Street in Ravenna—a convenient few blocks from the Cutters’ safe house—I’ve slotted the chip Cat passed me, downloaded the contents, and scanned them. Didn’t take me long. Predictably, my orders are: "Keep your head down and keep reporting." (Am I psychic or what?) There’s nothing specific the Star wants me to watch for, and if they know about anything strange coming up, they don’t see fit to warn me. I mentally trigger the utility that triple-overwrites and wipes the chip, and I eject it from my jack. I don’t even bother to use the chip carrier, just let it fall out onto the road as I ride.
In contrast, my report—the one that got to nestle between Cat’s cushions, lucky fragging chip—should give whoever’s authorized to read it something to think about. First there’s a rundown on the Sioux assault rifle scam. (Paco came through with the background on that, and was slotted off that it wasn’t anything deep and dark I could use against Ranger. It turns out the war boss had loaned money and assets to Musen to swing the deal. Why didn’t the biz honcho have his own assets to invest? Well, there hangs a tale, priyatel, but one that doesn’t matter much to me or my superiors.) Then there’s an update on the decision to approach the Ancients for restitution. If the Star has an agent as high up in the Ancients as I am in the Cutters, they can manipulate this situation in whatever nasty direction their little hearts desire. And then there’s a warning about raids on the Eighty-Eights, and ditto if the Star’s got a deep-cover agent there.
Then comes the fun stuff, basically a two-megapulse rant about bureaucracies and communication breakdowns and how they can frag up the best policies and strategies. All "for the good of the force," of course, but mainly driven by my own crankiness at almost getting geeked by my "brothers in arms" in the FRT squads. Eminently understandable, I figure.
And that about covers the level of communication I have with my superiors. Sometimes I feel kind of like a fire-and-forget weapon. The Star went to a frag of a lot of trouble setting up my background when they transferred me from Milwaukee. (Oh, sure, I’d done undercover work before—lots of undercover work—and I’m fragging good at it, but I’d never done anything this long-term and deep. Frag, joining the ruling cadre of a major first-tier gang. It still loosens my bowels to think about it.)
I still don’t know how they built my story so deep and so impenetrable. All I know is that the first couple of months I was scared drekless that some underpaid, overworked, under-motivated, hung-over Lone Star clerk had missed something vital that would end up getting me scragged—I couldn’t help remembering that the Star’s computer system had once sent me three statements for overdue parking tickets in Milwaukee … in the sum of 0.00. But it’s been almost eighteen months now and, if anything, my cover only seems more bulletproof, but I still sometimes wake up in a cold sweat waiting for the Mexican frag-up.
After all that effort—the Star’s and mine—I’m in place and making my reports, but my superiors sometimes don’t seem to pay much attention. I think it’s only twice that I’ve actually been told to pay attention to something specific, and that just doesn’t seem like the most efficient use of me as a resource. Of course, during the two times I’m talking about, the drek was fragging near running down my legs while I was trying to ferret out what the Star wanted. From a theoretical standpoint, they should give me more guidance. But, from a personal point of view, I’m much happier this way, and much more likely to live to collect my pension.
To hell with that drek anyway. Chewing it through now’s probably just a way of distracting myself from the fact that the blue sky I saw over downtown has turned out to be as dependable as a politician’s promise and that the hard rain’s started up again. By the time I reach Ravenna and find a good place for my bike, I’m soaked to the fragging skin. My apartment’s in a building called the Wenonah, a low-rise that’s about twice as old as I am. It used to be painted, I think, but the solvent they call rain in Seattle has seen to that. The building’s just bare concrete now, stained and pitted and streaked with pigeon-drek. (Query: With so many other species going out forever, how the frag do those flying rats people call pigeons manage to hang on? End of digression.) I jander up the stairs to the front door, push it open.
The Wenonah used to be a "security building," and the notice to that effect is still bolted to the wall over what used to be the intercom panel. Of course, the panel’s been stripped, lo, these many months now, with all the electronic hardware peeled out and probably sold. Doesn’t matter worth a drek anyway. About the same time the intercom panel went west, somebody took a shotgun and blew the locking mechanism out of the door. The property management company responsible for the place keeps promising they’ll replace it Real Soon Now.
I swing up the stairs, superstitiously stepping around the stain where one of my erstwhile neighbors bled out after a minor difference of opinion with his girlfriend. Making my way down the dark and narrow hallway toward the back, I hear music coming from inside my doss even before I get close enough to see that the door’s open a crack. My H & K’s in my hand and I’m reaching for the wire, moving forward as quiet as a ghost, ready to make my grand entrance and deliver a three-round lesson on the sanctity of private property.
But then I listen to the music rather than just hear it, and I know who’s inside my place. The song—and I use the word loosely—is "Scrag ‘em All" by Darwin’s Bastards, one of the more in-your-face bands on the trog-rock scene. If you didn’t know this drek was supposed to be music, you’d probably mistake "Scrag ‘em All" for the noise of street repairs around the sprawl.
I engage the safety on the H & K, but don’t slip it back in the holster. Can’t be too friendly here. Then I stride up to my door, push it gently with a boot, and step to the side. Just in case. I don’t really expect trouble, but now’s not the time to start any bad habits.
As the door swings open, the only offensive force that comes through the opening is more of Darwin’s Bastards, now grinding their way into a trog-rock cover of "Stairway to Heaven". Scary stuff. In some ways, a burst of autofire would have been more comforting. But I don’t let my face show any reaction as I move into the doorway.
The first thing I see is drek strewn everywhere—over the floor, over what little furniture there is, and heaped in the corner. It looks like someone’s tossed the place or maybe set off a grenade in the middle of the room. Basically just the way I left it.
Someone’s sprawled in my single armchair—formerly the home of a pile of laundry that’s been pushed onto the floor. Bart is his name—Big Bad Bart to his friends—"that trog bastard" to everyone else (the overwhelming majority). He’s a big, bloated ork standing a touch over two meters and massing one thirty-five if he’s a gram. He’s got a big sagging gut that looks like it’s sitting on his lap, and jowls big and heavy enough to stop a punch to his larynx. Sure, Bart’s a tub of lard, and it would be easy to dismiss him because of it. But I’ve seen him move, and he’s stronger and faster on his feet than his flabby bulk would make you think.
He smiles up at me from the chair, and I’m glad I haven’t eaten. Bart’s one of those orks who seems to consider tooth decay a badge of honor. His protruding fangs are yellowed and chipped, and the rest of his teeth are black. His breath could knock over a devil rat at five paces.
And since we’re on the topic of Bart’s odious personal habits, let’s talk about Darwin’s Bastards. I’m egalitarian and open-minded when it comes to musical preference. Even though I’d probably rather listen to a jet engine spooling up than sit through an album by DB or Trollgate, if Bart wants to listen to that poisonous trash, it’s chill with me. My kick is that he likes to inflict it on the world. He’s always got his Sony ChipMan deck hanging from his belt, but instead of listening to the so-called "music" through earphones, trode rig, or datajack, he sets the deck to narrowcast to a pair of Bose MicroVox speakers built into the rigid shoulder-boards of his jacket. With the volume usually cranked up to brain-melting, trying to carry on a conversation with the slag turns into an exercise in lip-reading.
Big Bad Bart and I aren’t on the best of terms. Never have been, and recent developments seem to be conspiring to make sure we never will be. The fat pig apparently hoop-kissed his way up the hierarchy of Cutters soldiers until he became one of Ranger’s more trusted lieutenants. When I showed up in the sprawl, my faked background marking me as a real "comer" in the gang scene, Bart decided I was a threat to him and all his progress. He never made any moves against me, though; by the time he’d figured things out, I’d already ingratiated myself with enough of the big bosses to make fragging me too big a risk. But he sure as frag nuzzled up even closer to Ranger’s hoop.
That’s ancient history. Now? If Bart was once concerned that I was angling to be Ranger’s protégé, it doesn’t seem to be bothering him anymore. Don’t get me wrong. Ranger would never confess that I’d whipped his hoop in the council meeting. But drek like that spreads through the gang faster than gossip in a retirement-village bridge club.
It’ll also have made the rounds that I’m boss-man Blake’s fair-haired boy at the moment, and that—probably—protects me from harassment and direct retribution. Unless it can be disguised as something else, of course.
So, I snarl at Bart, "What the frag do you want?" My H & K’s by my side, handshaking happily with the wire in my brain. The tech reassures me just how fast I could bring the gun up and squeeze the trigger if I have to, and estimates how much of Bart would be blown into the upholstery of my armchair.
Bart smiles, and I can imagine the wave of halitosis rolling slowly across the room toward me. "War council," he says—or that’s what I think he says.
"Yeah?" I ask. "So what you doing here, priyatel?" The word’s Russian for "friend," but I know my tone changes the meaning to something very different. "Never heard of a fragging phone?"
He shrugs, and his jowls wobble. Darwin’s Bastards are screaming something about being a rock and not rolling, and the accompaniment sounds like a car being disassembled by an autocannon. The wire informs me that, yes, I could blow the ChipMan off his belt—probably—without doing more than lacerating the rolls of fat he calls a waist. Tempting idea, but maybe I’ll save it for a later date. "Ranger wanted me to deliver the invitation in person," he says. He looks at the watch on a sausage-sized finger. "You’re gonna be late." And then he grins, like that’s been the idea all along.
"Then what you sitting on your hoop for?" I demand. "Let’s go."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
We ride the couple of blocks from the Wenonah to the Cutters’ place by the cemetery. Bart’s hog—a 2052 Gaz-Niki White Eagle—is almost ten years newer than my Harley Scorpion, but its owner apparently takes no more care of it than he does of himself. The bloated ork cruises along behind me, the clattering blast of the Eagle’s badly tuned engine fitting perfectly with the percussion part of DB’s "Bloody Day Coming". We park the bikes out back, then jander into the safe house.
The "war council" is going down in the basement, and it’s already underway when we swing in the door. There are a dozen or so soldiers there—like Paco, all young, all tough. I’ve worked with most of them before, and get on well with the majority of those. Seeing a couple of fists raised in greeting, I shoot back a chill grin. Ranger’s up front—not giving the briefing, surprisingly—and the look he gives me would strip paint. All the seats are taken, so I lean against the room’s back wall. Bart follows me in and, wonder of wonders, kills the soundtrack.
It’s a tough little biff named Kirsten who’s giving the briefing. She’s using a portable projection display with a subnotebook computer, throwing an image of the screen display up on the far wall. At the moment, the display is show¬ing a map of the Hyundai pier, a segment of the docks down around Pier 42 where that weird multicorp firefight went down last November. The cross-hairs cursor is settled on one of the "temporary" warehouses across Marginal Way from the piers, right under the Alaskan Way viaduct. (They were "temporary" when the city built them to handle an interim undercapacity in 2034 or so, but the city never replaced them with anything better.) I know the place she’s rattling on about. It’s right in the shadow of the Kingdome, a depot and sometime meeting place for the triad called the Eighty-Eights.
Kirsten grates on about asset distributions, primary and secondary objectives, but I just tune her out. All that mil-speak comes down to one statement: go visit the Eighty-Eights and frag them up. Simple. No matter what the war boss or his designate—Kirsten, in this case—has to say about it, whoever’s actually leading the raid has total discretion over how to use his "assets" and what to choose as objectives. Much as the Cutters might want to pretend otherwise, the gang isn’t an army and doesn’t have anywhere near the level of command and control of a professional outfit like the Star.
So that frees up my mind to worry about more pressing problems. My continued survival, for one, a subject very close to my heart.
Ranger would like to see me gutted. That’s obvious and—after the gang council where I dropped him—inevitable. Yet Ranger, like Bart, has to recognize the fact that Blake apparently has his eye on me, for whatever reason. Geeking me without damn good reason would not be conducive to continued good health. Or something.
Oh, Ranger could easily arrange for someone to scrag me. An up-and-comer inside the Cutters might do it for brownie points with the war boss, and outside talent isn’t that expensive in a buyer’s market like Seattle. But no matter how theoretically unattributable Ranger makes the kill, there’s always the chance the blame will find its way back to him and the word get out that he had me fried. A route that would be a definite risk.
But there’s a much simpler, much more certain route he could take that dates all the way back to that early example of science fiction, the Bible. I can’t remember which Biblical figure did it, or why, but one of them sent an enemy out to the wars, put him in the front line, and got him geeked that way. (The Bible doesn’t say if the cobber behind the plot also arranged for someone in the second line to get careless with his spear, but that’s the play I’d have used if it were me setting it up.)
And so, all in all, it doesn’t come as any surprise when I hear Kirsten announce, "Larson, you’re leading Team A. Bart’s got Team B."
I shoot a glance over at Big Bad Bart, and he’s giving me one of those dentist-frightening smiles of his. He knows what I’m thinking, and I know he knows, and he knows I know it. Suddenly I feel a tingling in my back, right between my shoulder blades, and the meaning is inescapable. As far as Ranger and Bart are concerned, I’ve got a target painted over my spine.
Night again, and we’re rolling through the streets of Seattle in another Bulldog van to what’s sure as frag going to be another shoot-out in another warehouse. Whoever said, "Life’s just one damn thing after another" doesn’t know squat. Life’s the same damn thing over and over again.
The Bulldog’s packed to the gunwales with the "heavies" from both Team A and Team B. That’s ten gang-bangers including Bart, who bulks enough for two. Everybody’s wearing whatever armor they’ve got and bristling with assorted offensive weaponry, with all of us jammed into a windowless box designed for eight. A couple of the younger gangers are talking quietly, carrying on a tough-chill conversation to prove to each other, themselves, and anybody else who cares that they’re cool as ice and smooth as silk. But the more experienced soldiers know. We can smell the tension, a kind of low-grade funk that you never really forget. Some of Team A are checking their weapons again. Paco, my lieutenant on this one, is toying with one of the grenades hanging from his bandolier—a nervous habit that doesn’t make me feel any better. Bart seems to be asleep.
A button-transceiver burbles inanities in my ear. Both teams have sent two bike "scouts" ahead to scope out the target, and the team leaders—me and Bart—are in constant contact with our scouts. I don’t know about Bart’s people, but mine seem to figure they’re not doing their jobs if they aren’t keeping me apprised—in exquisite detail—of the whole lot of nothing that’s going down across from Pier 42. It’s real tempting to cut them off—except I’m sure as frag that the moment I do, they’ll babble something I really should know, and I’ll miss it.
I give my people one last scan. Apart from Paco, I’ve got Jaz, a classic example of Cutters street muscle (big and not overly bright). Also Marla, who claims to be a Snake shaman, but seems to consider nine-mil ammo her fetish of choice. And then there’s the musclebound ork everyone just calls Doink. I’ve never worked directly with Doink before, but I know that the others are steady and dependable. Plus, they like me personally—or I think they do—which makes me feel a little better. Not because I’m insecure around people who don’t like me, but more because they’d be less likely to go along with Ranger’s plan to off me—I hope.
And Team B? I know them, too: Sydney with her cherished grenade launcher; Fortunato and Jack "the Hammer," some of the gang’s younger blood; and Zig the dwarf cradling his Remington Roomsweeper like it’s a baby. I’ve worked with a couple of them, and shot the drek and boozed it up with the rest. Like with my own team, I figure they’re probably not in on any plan to cut me down from behind.
But then they don’t need to be, not with Big Bad Bart in on the game. Propped up in a corner of the van, snoring his fat head off, he’s packing an Enfield AS7 drum-fed assault shotgun—a big, brutal motherfragger of a weapon that looks no bigger than a popgun in his hands. The Mossberg CMDT combat gun—which the Star FRT used to pulp little Piers and remodel my van a couple of nights back—is more lethal, but not by much. If Bart takes a shot at me, I’ll be too busy getting torn to shreds to notice the difference. So the name of that tune is not to let him into a position where he can take that shot.
Bart and I—with our chosen lieutenants Paco and Sydney—talked out our tactics before putting the teams into the van. Or maybe "tactics" isn’t the right term for a battle plan that boils down to "drive through the fence, jump out, and blow drek up real good". My (limited) experience with the Eighty-Eights told me not to expect much security at the temporary warehouse, and the scout reports back that up. (Unless—and here’s a nasty thought—Ranger leaked details of the raid, and now they’re waiting for us with everything they’ve got. That would sure as drek take me out, but it’d also cost him nine more valuable assets, including Bart. No, the cost would be just too high.) The goal’s a quick in-and-out—maximum impact, maximum shock value, minimum personnel exposure. And that means personal explosives. That’s why everyone’s packing a half-dozen grenades: If we do it right, we’ll be back in the Bulldog and on the road again before the echoes have died away—and before whatever Eighty-Eights happen to be there know just what’s going down.
A new voice in my button transceiver—the driver. "We’re at King and Marginal." I tap my earpiece, sending a beep of confirmation back to her. Out the corner of my eye I see Bart do the same thing. His eyes are still closed, but he’s definitely awake now.
Less than a minute. I feel the Bulldog start to accelerate. "Lock and load," I tell my people—unnecessarily, probably, but I always love saying that. The inside of the van echoes with metallic snicks and clacks. I pull my H & K from its shoulder-holster, and let wire and weapon get reacquainted.
"Point one," the driver says, and now I hear her voice both in my earpiece and through the van’s intercom. "Hang on, boys and girls."
I brace myself as the Bulldog swerves hard to the left and accelerates again. A jolt and a crash of metal against the body-panels, and we’re through the gate. I’m almost flung out of my seat as the driver jams on the brakes and we skid to a stop. "Go!" I snap. The two side doors of the modified Bulldog fly open, and we pour out—Team A out the left side, Team B out the right.
The warehouse is straight ahead of me, about twenty meters away. The two windows I can see are dark, the only light coming from above the door that must lead to the office. Parked out in front is a flash new targa-top Westwind 2000. (Looks like members of the Eighty-Eights make more money than the Cutters.) The Westwind severely depreciates in value as Sydney pumps a grenade into it—crack-WHUMP—a friendly invitation for whoever’s in the warehouse to come out and play, I guess. I turn away from the flames, and wave Team A around the left side of the warehouse. Paco takes point, with the others following close behind him, and I trail along at the rear.
Just as we round the corner, a door bursts open and out pelt three armed figures. Paco and Jaz open up with their SMGs, and the targets basically disappear in clouds of blood and tissue. It’s over before the three Eighty-Eights can cap off a single round, and before Doink even knows there’s a fight on. The sound of gunfire comes from around the front of the building, and I realize the triad’s sent forces out that way too. This is where it gets dicey as far as I’m concerned. Once the bullets start to fly, all Bart has to do is sit back and wait for the best time to take his shot at me. Again there’s that strong tingling between my shoulder blades.
The three deceased Eighty-Eights neglected to shut the door behind them, so Paco dive-rolls in, and I hear his SMG stuttering away inside. Jaz and the others follow him, and again I’m ass-end Charley.
This warehouse is a lot smaller than the Cutters’ Lake Meridian facility, and it’s nowhere near as claustrophobic—none of those high-stacked crates that turn the place into a labyrinth of walls and alleys. There’s still a drekload of cover, however, and the handful of small lights make the place about as bright as a moonlit city street. There aren’t any colors, and few details, but the light should be enough to spot movement.
Like that over there. I spin to the left and up comes my H & K. But before I can even bring the gun to bear, the running figure—another Eighty-Eight, presumably—gets chopped down by someone else. From somewhere to my right—the warehouse office where Team B was headed, I’d guess—there’s the distinctive ripping sound of a Uzi III on full-auto. A hostile, obviously—none of our guys were packing Uzis. Then the whole fragging place echoes with the brutal ba-ba-bam! of Bart’s auto-shotgun, and the Uzi doesn’t speak again.
The sound of that fragging shotgun on burst-fire brings back too many bad memories of my last visit to a warehouse, and in my mind’s eye I see little Piers getting blown out of all human shape. Way down deep in my heart of hearts (or maybe half a meter lower in my contracting scrotal sack) I know that good old Bart has one of those three-round bursts earmarked for me. That he’ll grease me—preferably from behind, so there’s no chance of me reacting—and then claim that the light was deceptive or that I wandered into his killing zone or some drek. Translation: Oops, better luck next reincarnation. Not particularly satisfying, from my point of view.
So the trick is to hunker down somewhere where I can see trouble coming and do something about it. I look around, look up … Ah, perfect.
Mounted on the wall near me is a ladder leading up (presumably) to the overhead catwalks. About ten meters off the ground, right next to the ladder, there’s a rusting metal light fixture bolted to the wall. Like the other lights dotted around the warehouse, it’s not bright enough to illuminate the floor well.
But it is bright enough to dazzle someone looking directly into it. And that’s all that matters.
Quickly, before I have time to think it through and get scared, I scurry over to the ladder and clamber up. For the first few moments I feel hideously exposed, but that’s just irrational fear talking. Then I’m ten meters up, right next to the metal housing of the light. I can feel its heat on my bare skin. I feel more exposed than ever, but I know that’s not the case at all. Anybody looking my way will see only the light. I turn around, hanging on with my left hand and settling the H & K in my right.
This is an incredible vantage point, I realize. With low piles of crates and other similar drek providing cover, I can still see over a lot of it. In the first few seconds I spot a couple of Eighty-Eights hiding from the marauding Cutters. I could cap them both if I wanted to, but I don’t. It’d only draw attention to me, which is the last thing I want. I can also see members of Team A—namely Paco and Doink—doing their sweep.
And there’s Bart. He’s come out of the office area, and he’s moving forward slowly near the wall. Hanging from its broad suspension harness, shock pad firmly against his right hip, the auto-shotgun is at the ready. Even mounted on a suspension harness, the AS7 is big and bulky enough to make most people clumsy. Not Bart; he’s big and bulky himself, and strong enough to lug the killer weapon around like it weighed no more than a feather. I’ve got to take that into account, as well as the fact that he’s probably strong enough to ride out the recoil of multiple bursts. For all I know, he might have jiggered the gun so it’s capable of full autofire. Not at all a pleasant thought. I lose sight of him for a moment behind an abnormally high pile of crates, and my stomach twists with sudden fear. Maybe he knows where I am, and he’s moving in for a clean shot … But then the big brutal muzzle pokes out into the open again, followed by Bart himself, and I breathe a little easier.
Part of me wants to cap him right now. The wire tells me I can put a burst right on the money, all five rounds impacting within a centimeter of his ugly ear before he even knows what’s happening. But then my years of drek-sucking cop training get in the way: lethal force only in response to direct threats and all that jazz. Who knows? Maybe I’m wrong about Bart wanting to grease me, and taking him down before I’m sure is just plain premeditated murder (yes, officer, I’ll come quietly). Below, the bloated ork pivots slowly and his shotgun comes to bear on something. My eyes follow his intended line of fire.
It’s Paco. Continuing his sweep, the young ganger has just cleared a crate that’s marked as machine parts. I see his head move slightly and I know he picked up Bart in his peripheral vision. I also know he’s labeled the ork as "friendly," and decided to ignore him. Bart moves the shotgun to follow, and I know what’s going to happen. The ork’s "mandate" isn’t to drop only me, but anyone who’s personally loyal to me as well.
"Paco, break!" I scream, and not a millisecond too soon. The younger ganger reacts like he’s chipped to the max, flings himself forward and down into the cover of some macroplast shipping cases.
The assault shotgun roars, the burst disintegrating the crate where Paco was standing an instant before. The ganger might have caught the periphery of the shot pattern, and almost certainly got hit by what was left of the crate, but odds are he lived through it. Not through any fault of Bart’s, of course.
I bring my H & K to bear, putting the sighting dot on the ork’s temple. "You’re out of here," I say.
But before I can pull the trigger, he’s coming around, bringing the AS7 up into line. Faster than I’ve ever seen him move, faster than anyone has a right to move. He pulls the trigger and the big motherfragging gun roars again.
Too soon, an instant too soon. The light next to me, the metal housing, and a good chunk of the wall explode into shrapnel. Splinters of metal lash my bare hands and face. Instinctively I bring up my right hand—my gun hand—to shield my eyes, an instant too late to do any good. Then I have to bring my H & K back into line.
I’ve got enough time to make it good this time around. Bart had to swing the shotgun’s shock pad off his hip when he spun to take a shot at me, so he didn’t have the pad to absorb any of the recoil when he fired. Strong as he is, he’s not strong enough to stop an AS7 on burst-fire riding way the frag up and off-line. And strong as he is, it’s not enough to wrestle the gun back onto target before a five-round burst of nine-mil smashes his skull wide open.
"Scrag ‘em all," I mutter as I clamber down the ladder, trying to control the sudden shaking in my hands and the wrenching in my gut.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
And to think I’d been concerned about how to deal with Ranger. Elementary, my dear Watson, and all that drek. I didn’t even have to lift a finger.
With Big Bad Bart’s brains blasted, I let the rest of Teams A and B geek the other Eighty-Eights and have fun with their grenades while Paco and I slipped outside for a quick discussion. It took all the jam I had to suppress my reaction—the shakes, the nausea, the sense of absolute fragging wrongness—that comes every time I’ve had to kill someone. (Every time? Well, to be honest, priyatel, that’s both times—including Bart.) Anyway, I was sure that showing such a reaction would probably diminish me in Paco’s eyes, something decidedly counterproductive at the moment. So I bit back on everything, shoving it into the old emotional gunnysack where my nightmares go looking for raw material.
Predictably, Paco wasn’t hyped to the max to learn that Ranger had put both him and me beyond salvage, and I didn’t even have to voice the idea that the war boss’ useful days were over. But Paco was also smart enough to realize that, satisfying though it might be, marching up to Ranger and putting a bullet in his gut wasn’t the best way to handle the matter. All I had to do was remind the younger ganger that Ranger always rode his big BMW Blitzen super-bike everywhere, and that the war boss seemed sadly negligent when it came to mechanical maintenance. A satanic grin spread across Paco’s face and he told me, "The gumbás a corpse. Count on it."
The matter resolved itself nicely the next day. The explosive charge Paco wired into the Blitzen’s ignition was big enough to take care of the immediate problem, but small enough not to cause too much collateral damage. The concussion shook the Ravenna safe house and broke a few windows, with both Paco and I on hand to rush outside with the other shocked gangers and swear vengence against whatever rival outfit had done the dirty deed. Ranger was out of the way, and the last things that went through his mind were his cojones.
And that, of course, left a nice opening in the Cutters hierarchy. Can’t have a gang without a war boss. Not in Seattle, and particularly not in 2054. Blake had to replace Ranger and he had to do it now. No, not now, right now. In an ideal world, I’d have gotten the nod, called up from the ranks to sit on the council of the high and mighty. Yeah, right. I can think of lots of words to describe the world, and "ideal" isn’t one of them.
Instead, Blake called in a marker from the boss of the Cutters’ Atlanta "chapter," and within twenty-four hours of Ranger’s last ride, there was a new hoop in Ranger’s chair. Bubba, his nickname was—I drek you not; fragging Bubba—a
red-necked Georgia cracker who also happened to be ork. (Considering the way a lot of good of boys view the metaraces, it’s surprising Bubba managed to avoid lynching himself. Or is that too cynical?) To my eternal surprise, I found myself both liking and respecting the newcomer after talking to him for a while. Even though his accent made him sound like his IQ was in the room-temperature range—and yes, we’re talking Celsius here—he turned out to be smart as a whip, aggressive but willing to listen to people more familiar with the scoop going down in Seattle. I could almost get to like him.
Even though I didn’t get the war boss slot, there must be more of a turnover in the ranks than I thought. Or, at least, that’s the way I interpret it when I get called in to talk to big-boss Blake a couple of days after the explosion.
Blake’s in his private quarters on the upper floor of the Sea-Tac safe house, the one on South 164th Street. Box the troll is standing watch outside the door, his asymmetrical head ducked forward but still brushing against the ceiling. He doesn’t ask me my business or do the "friend-or-foe" crap; he just reaches behind him and opens the door when he sees me coming down the hall. I jander on past him, flipping him a mock salute, then I’m into one of Blake’s private residences.
I don’t know what I expected—or if I really expected anything in particular—but I’m still surprised. The place is light, airy-looking—tans and off-whites. I guess you could describe the decor as "pseudo-African". There’s some strange kind of woven carpet on the floor, a deer pelt—or maybe it’s real antelope—on one wall, and a couple of brutal-looking short thrusting spears on another. Assegai, you’d probably call them. It sounds weird, I know, but none of it’s overdone or artificial. With the few people who ever come up here, the setup can’t possibly be for the purpose of impressing others. I suppose Blake must like it. I find myself wondering again about his background. He’s never pushed the Afro-American thing at all. He’s black, but so what? Since goblinization, skin pigmentation doesn’t mean as much as it used to. Does all this drek come from a single African country or is it some kind of pan-African hodgepodge? Got me hangin’, chummer.
Anyway, there’s Blake himself, sprawled almost bonelessly in a big tan armchair. Sitting on the floor beside him, long legs tucked under her, is an unbelievably gorgeous woman—black as night, with eyes so big and soft you could fall right in and drown. I hardly give her a glance, though, because my attention’s drawn so strongly to Blake, who still hasn’t moved or said a word. (And anyone who knows me understands what that means. Take my attention away from a woman? Come on …)
So, Blake, he’s got this lazy grin on his face, and it makes me think of a sated lion. Satisfied man. I think I can guess why, though I suppose it’s possible I’m wrong.
Blake raises his eyes and looks at me. He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t move, but the woman by his side gets the message. She doesn’t so much stand up as flow to her feet. She touches his cheek with a fingertip, then drifts off, out through a door behind Blake, presumably going into the bedroom. As she shuts the door behind her, the room seems darker, as though a major source of light had vanished.
"Larson." Blake speaks the name slowly, quietly. I feel a tingle in the back of my neck. "I’ve heard good things about you, Larson," he goes on after a moment. "You’ve got supporters, people who trust you. Did you know that?"
I figure playing it chill is the way to go, so I just shrug. I’m suddenly nervous as hell that he’s going to say something about Ranger, and I’m even more nervous that he’ll sense my discomfort and want to know why.
But if he has any suspicions—or more than suspicions—he doesn’t seem interested in voicing them … yet. "I want you on my staff, Larson," he says after another long moment. "Call it ‘personal aide’." He chuckles, and it sounds like a big cat purring. "Or call it bodyguard-gofer if you like. Interested?"
Interested? Interested in becoming a member of the personal Praetorian guard for the boss of the Seattle Cutters? Interested in getting in on just about every fragging meeting of the higher-ups? Interested in knowing just where Blake is all the time—well, most of the time—and what he’s up to? Well, golly gee whizzickers, let me think about it for a few minutes … .
I shrug again, and it’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done to keep stone about it. "Yeah," I allow. "Yeah, I’m interested."
He nods, and there’s a strange glint in his eyes. He knows something, or thinks he knows something. About me? What does he know, or suspect? That I greased Bart and had a hand in Ranger’s departure? Or something else? The more I hang with Blake and the other higher-ups, the more I risk somebody figuring out who and what I am. But if I play it totally safe, I’ll never learn anything worth knowing. How do I strike the balance?
I’m getting too old for this deep-cover drek.
If Blake does know or suspect I’m Star and he’s just trying to suck me into a trap, he’s not in any great rush to trigger it. For the next week I follow the big boss-man around like a good little gofer, sometimes running errands for him, but more often just standing around beside and behind him and looking stone. The big troll called Box is the head of Blake’s Praetorian guard, it turns out. It also turns out I’ve sadly underrated Box all these months. Sure, he talks like he’s got rocks in his mouth and crammed down his throat; sure, like anyone who resembles an escapee from a nightmare factory, he has an uphill battle credibility-wise. But I openly and freely admit that Box isn’t the congenital idiot everyone takes him for, and that his warped and bulbous skull contains a prodigious amount of trivia—for example, everything you never wanted to know (and were too smart to ask) about the World Combat Cyclists League plus its past and current roster of sociopathic murderers … er, players, yeah, that’s it. He also likes archaic, nineteen-sixties "folk" music. After Big Bad Bart, I can forgive him for that, however. He also claims he could once play the Irish whistle before he goblinized and his fingers got too big. Under other circumstances, I could get to like him, but I can’t afford to let that happen. Which is probably what I hate most about undercover work.
In the first week I got to see Blake in action, in casual face-to-face meetings and more formal settings like the war council where I introduced Ranger to the wonders of escrima. I learned a lot. First off, nothing Blake does is casual—nothing. It’s all planned out, every possible outcome, each permutation and combination worked through in that big head of his. I’ve seen him orchestrate a "chance, fortuitous" meeting with Bubba in the safe house hallway, disarming the cracker’s defenses and setting him at his ease, then "spontaneously" dropping the point that was the whole purpose of this game into the conversation, and watching the reaction.
It’s a good technique, I’ll grant the man that. Ask somebody’s opinion formally, and they’ll react like you’re forcing them to commit—publicly and irrevocably—to that position. The result? They’ll weasel and double-talk and cover their hoops and spread the blame nine ways to Sunday. Trick them into letting that same opinion slip in a "casual" conversation, and you’ll hear the closest thing to the truth—the closest thing to their real opinion—that you can get out of them without magical mind-probes or torture.
Blake’s a master of that technique, and others. He’s a frag of a leader. He listens to what everyone’s saying, everyone around him—and not only what they’re saying with their voices—and synthesizes it all into a kind of gestalt of the world. Nothing seems to surprise him, and he seems to know what people are going to say—me included—before they say it. He scares the fragging drek out of me. And what makes it worse is that I can’t even hate him.
So in a week, I figure I’ve learned more about how the Seattle Cutters work—really work, deep down and dirty on the inside—than over the whole last eighteen months. Before I saw the execution of policy. Now I see that policy being made. If I’d known the movers and shakers were this fragging competent, I probably would have thrown this assignment back in my superiors’ faces. There aren’t any overt, obvious threats to my life and limb, but I can feel, deep in my gut, that I’m in more danger now than I’ve been for the whole last year and a half.
But enough sniveling. I was getting more real, hard intelligence about the Cutters than ever before—the deep, central, policy-related drek that I figure the Star put me here to scoop. Trouble was, it was getting a lot harder to find opportunities for getting my reports out. As Blake’s "personal aide" and gofer, I was basically on duty seven or eight hours a day and "on call" most of the rest of the time. That made it tougher to get to meets where I could hand off my reports.
Frag, it was even hard making time to log onto UOL and check the message base. Who knows how many potential meets I hosed just because I didn’t know about them? But I figured that would change eventually. Things would settle down as I got more worked into the schedule. For the moment, all I could do was let my handlers at the Star know I was still alive and sucking air—a simple matter of posting innocuous responses on various message bases, the actual message in the fact that I responded at all, not in the words I used. Meanwhile, I would save up all the intelligence I was gathering for one motherfragger of a report when I finally got to deliver it.
And the key burner fact in that report’s going to be that the Cutters are getting into bed with some Tir-based corp.
Okay, the corp linkup isn’t that much of a burner. Everyone knows—or at least guesses—that the Cutters do dirty work for various Seattle-based corps. To my personal knowledge, the gang has taken minor contracts with outfits ranging from small fry like Designer Genes to a half a dozen or so "triple-A" megacorps like Ares Macrotechnology. And those are the ones I know about.
What’s interesting is that this new contract is from out of sprawl—in fact, from out of United Canadian and American States entirely. The general buzz on the street is that the Tir doesn’t do much business in Seattle, except through numerous intermediaries so that the high-tone elves don’t get their lily-white hands dirty. Now, I’m hearing something else. If the buzz is on the money, there’s a major Tir corp that not only wants to do direct business in the plex, but is also interested in acquiring assets on the shady side of the street. Something the Star might be interested in knowing about? No fragging farce.
I don’t know why the Tir corp chose the Cutters, or how they got in contact with Blake. It’s not like you can just look up "Cutters, Executive Offices" in the LTG listings. (I know how I’d do it, but I’ve got background knowledge and resources an out-of-sprawl corp wouldn’t have … I think.) Anyway, that’s basically irrelevant. They did make contact, and they did carry out preliminary negotiations.
And now, there’s the first official face-to-face meet between Blake and reps of the corp, whichever one it happens to be.
The meet’s scheduled for the ops room in the safe house near Sea-Tac—the place where I drek-kicked Ranger—and Blake’s pulling out all the stops. From what I hear, it’s a "closed" meeting: only Blake and his advisors—Vladimir and Springblossom—and the reps of the Tir corp present. The ops room will be sealed tighter than a devil rat’s ass, with an army of mundane and magical firepower outside. The room itself is protected by a big-time medicine lodge—set up by Springblossom, who, for the first time in our acquaintance, isn’t stoned out of her head. That means nobody can eavesdrop astrally or slam some unpleasant spell into a fetish carried in by one of the corp reps (or, presumably, get in or out by side-stepping to another plane). Basically, the idea is that Blake and his advisors won’t have their Praetorian guard with them, but the corp reps will know that if they do anything ill-advised (like scragging someone), they’re not going to get out of the ops room alive.
(A quick digression. If Blake’s got any brains—which he does—he must still be a tad edgy about security. Are the corp reps who they say they are? Or is the whole thing a setup? Drek, if I was a rival gang leader wanting to off Blake, this would be a great way to do it. Lots of possibilities come immediately to mind. Okay, so the Cutters’ security is set up so the corp reps get geeked if they kill Blake. But that only happens if Blake knows he’s been hit. How about a slow-acting poison or bioagent? Three days later, after the "corp reps" are long gone, Blake, Vladimir, and Springblossom convulse and die. Or maybe you don’t even have to be that tricky. One of the reps could be a kamikaze, wired with explosives. Or … well, anyway, you get the idea. All I can do is assume that Blake’s done his homework on background checks and all that drek. And, of course, hope that if there is a belly-bomb involved, it’s only a small one. End of digression.)
My station for all of this folderol is in the hallway outside the big door of the ops room. Box is beside me, wearing his finest torn leathers. We’re both armed to the teeth, but that’s all for show. Our orders are to keep everything in our pants unless and until Blake personally orders us to take action. And yes, Virginia, even if it’s a case of self-defense. (That’s one order that’s going to be honored more in the breach than the observance, you can bet your hoop on that.) I know there are other soldiers stationed throughout the safe house, so the corp reps are going to have to march through a gauntlet of armed and nasty gang muscle—a reminder that they’re in deep and had better play nicely. Blake and Springblossom are already in the ops room, waiting, while Vladimir has the singular honor of greeting the guests (and being first on the chopping block if their main purpose is just to blow drek up).
So now I hear footsteps coming down the stairs. I see Box draw himself up as close to his full height as the ceiling allows, and I do the same myself. We see four people: Vladimir and three others. I don’t stare—got to be polite here—but I do give them what scrutiny I can via my peripheral vision. Vladimir’s talking quietly to a tall, thin elf in a corp-style suit that probably cost almost as much as my bike. Handsome guy, this elf—young (of course), but with a real serious air about him, like he’s seen a frag of a lot in his life. Definitely corp.
To his left and half a step back is a human I take to be the elf’s executive assistant or aide or something. Medium height, medium build. I can’t see his face—it’s screened by the elf and Vladimir, both of whom are taller than the aide. And then my attention’s grabbed and held by the third of the corp reps.
I’ve seen elf women before, of course. Who hasn’t? But never one like this. She’s tall—probably more than two meters in bare feet (oh, what a thought …)—about as tall as me. But she looks much taller, and it’s not just because of the silver-capped heels on her shoes. She’s thin and willowy and long and lithe, and she moves like quicksilver—fluid and effortless. Long, pale face with eyes that gleam like bright gold. Her hair’s fine and straight, so pale it could almost be white, and it falls free to just above her butt. She wears a biz-style jacket of severe cut—black velveteen over a synthsilk blouse of faintest jade-green. Her skirt’s the same fabric, calf-length, but slit up the side to just below the point of her hip.
Politeness he damned, there are some times you’ve just got to stare. I do, she notices, and she likes it. I get a speculative glance from the corner of one of those gold eyes, and the hint of something that could be a smile, and suddenly I want to run in circles howling, or dragging a wing, or some damn thing. (No, be honest, what I really want to do is investigate the degrees of freedom allowed by that split skirt.) I watch her receding rear aspect until the group is into the ops room and the door closes behind her. Then I grin over at Box.
The big troll’s shaking his head sadly, apparently feeling yet another aspect of the tragedy of goblinization. I can commiserate: I’m not going to get my hands on any of that either.
It’s a long meeting, and I’ve got plenty of time to think things over. Mainly, that means, to put the elf woman in perspective. The big question is, since there’s no way I can hear what Blake and the Tir reps are discussing at the moment—what can I provide the Star that they’ll want to know?
The answer is, the best descriptions I can give them of the reps. Obviously, verbal descriptions aren’t as good as holos or vids—and why, I ask myself again, didn’t the Star ever upgrade my headware so I could download actual images into a datachip?—but they’ll be better than nothing. If the three people meeting with Blake always work together, even incomplete descriptions of all three could be enough to idee them.
Okay, so I had a good mental image of the woman, a very good image. Not as much on the elf talking to Vladimir, though, and nothing at all on the human aide (if that’s what he really is). So that’s my task when the meeting’s over.
And finally—finally, thank the patron god of bladder control—it’s over. The door opens with the whir-click of maglocks disengaging, and the delegation begins to emerge. Springblossom and Vladimir first, followed closely by the elf woman. We make momentary eye contact, but—biz before pleasure, frag it—I glance away quickly and focus my attention on the male elf who’s walking out alongside Blake.
This time I give him the full once-over. A centimeter or two taller than the woman, similar slender build, but while she’s all speed and grace, he looks like there’s steel-hard muscles in there as well. Aquiline nose, dark eyes, olive skin. Black hair cropped short on top, but collar-length at the sides and in the back—a typical conservative corp style. No jewelry, no distinguishing marks that I can spot. Not much, but it’s the best I can do.
Taking up the rear of the group is the human aide/whatever. Not as tall as the other two and weighing eighty to eighty-five kilos. Medium height and medium build, basically what I picked up the first time out. He’s wearing a conservative-cut biz suit in muted maroon, with black accessories and accents. Dark hair, short all over and subtly spiked. Dark olive complexion, dark eyes … .
Those eyes meet mine, and there’s a flash of recognition that hits me like a needle in the base of the spine. I’ve seen him before—don’t know where, don’t know when. I don’t know who the frag he is, but I know I’ve seen him before—whether in person, in a holo, on the trid, or whatever.
And fragged if he doesn’t recognize me too! I can see it, I can feel it—and I’ll bet my last nuyen that he knows the recognition’s mutual.
His eyes widen a little, and his face goes blank, totally expressionless. I’m sure my reaction’s exactly the fragging same. It’s like when you pass someone on the street that you know you’ve met before, but you can’t for the life of you remember their name, where you met, or why they might—or might not—be important. So instead of making an ass out of yourself, you let your gaze just slide off them—give them the neutral scan—like you didn’t really see them in the first place. It’s like that, but it’s worse, because we both know we both did see each other.
So what the frag am I supposed to do now? From the other slag’s reaction, he’s in precisely the same position. I know him, goes the brain, I met him—but where? And who is the motherfragger anyway?
We’re both doing the neutral scan, trying to pretend to each other that we didn’t see nothing. And we keep doing it until he’s up the stairway to the main floor of the safe house and out of sight.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Okay, honesty time: I’m drek-scared.
Call it enlightened self-interest, call it the necessary paranoia of the deep-cover asset, call it whatever the frag you want. I just know it as a tightness around the heart, a churning, watery feeling in the guts.
Theoretically, nobody in Seattle knows who and what I really am. That’s the idea, at least. That’s why the Star had me transferred out west from Milwaukee. Except for my direct controls and various cut-outs within the Star—and their lovers and confidants and anybody else they happened to shoot their mouths off to—everybody in Seattle knows me solely as Rick Larson, gang-banger extraordinaire, Cutters soldier, and member of Blake’s Praetorian guard.
Any attempt by official channels to dig up deep background on me would lead to Milwaukee, where the local Lone Star franchise has built me a bulletproof cover story. If the search is done unofficially—through the Milwaukee gang scene, for example—they’ll run into the same cover, because Rick Larson Gang Hero was active there as well. So the only people who’d recognize my face in Seattle are my Lone Star superiors or people who’ve met me in my Cutters persona. Nice and logical and reassuring, right?
Yeah, well, that’s in theory, and we all know what happened to the theories that man could never fly and that a nuclear chain reaction would never work. Consider the fact that I flew from Milwaukee to Seattle aboard a new generation of suborbitals launched along linear induction rails that draw their electricity from a fragging nuke plant, and you’ll understand my unwillingness to depend on theories. My cover is watertight and bulletproof only as long as a single, base assumption remains correct: that nobody (except me, of course) ever moves from Milwaukee to Seattle.
Okay, granted, Seattle isn’t one of the garden spots of the universe, but have you visited Milwaukee lately? "A Great City on a Great Lake," according to the Chamber of Commerce, but in reality it’s a great place to get geeked on a great toxic waste dump. But people do relocate. Hell, take Cat Ashburton, the pneumatic redhead from my meet at the kissaten. She got transferred from Milwaukee to Seattle. Sure, she’s part of Lone Star and thus is no risk to me, but her transfer was totally independent of any assignment of mine, and that makes her—for the purposes of my catastrophizing, at least just another megacorp wage slave. And if one megacorp wage slave can get bumped to the West Coast, why not another? And just as easily someone who knew me while I was going through the Lone Star Academy, before I found my way into deep-cover work.
Let’s let the old overactive imagination churn away at that for a moment and come up with a worst-case scenario. Maybe the elf’s aide—the guy I’m obsessing about—knew me when we were both young punks in Milwaukee. Maybe we went to school together or met over beers at some college watering hole. In a drunken stupor, I told him I was thinking about joining the Star.
No, make it worse. I met him while I was in the Academy—over the same liter of beer, probably—when I was so adamant about getting into the Star and changing the world. Our career paths thereafter diverge. I go undercover, he goes into the corporate world and ends up cutting shady deals with gangs for a Tir-based outfit. What’s he going to think when he spots good old Ricky Larson, the goof who used to be an Officer Friendly wannabe flashing his Lone Star Fan Club decoder ring to all and sundry, suddenly looking like he’s a top soldier for the fragging Cutters? What’s he going to think? Yeah, that’s exactly what he’s going to think. He’s going to be dead fragging right, and I’m going to be right fragging dead. Ah, isn’t symmetry wonderful?
Yeah, well, that’s the worst-case scenario. Best-case? We passed each other on the street yesterday, and for some reason our faces stuck in each other’s minds. Or maybe he was one of the suits in the Coffee Bon when I was doing my gig with Cat. If that’s the case, then I’m safe. When he finally places me, his reaction is going to be more, "Hey, small world," than, "Infiltrator! Call out the dogs!"
And what’s the most likely case? Somewhere in between. Maybe we do know each other from Milwaukee, but met after my cover was at least on the way to being established. In which case I’m at minimal, if not zero, risk.
So what do I do now? "Grease the guy" comes immediately to mind, but that carries its own set of risks and consequences. No, obviously the smart thing to do is wrack what I use for brains to figure out who the slag was, is, or whatever. If I can beat him at figuring how and where we’ve seen each other before, then I’ll know which way to jump. Until I get that brain wave, though, about all I can do is obsess about it, and stay drek-scared.
And I’m doing that just fine.
I’m still at it a couple of days later, and it’s turning into a real pain in the fragging hoop. I still haven’t placed the guy’s face, no matter how hard I strain. I’ve tried all the little psychological tricks, all the mental judo that’s supposed to help you remember. Go through your memory chronologically (Did you see him in 2049? No? Then how about 2050?). Or geographically (Remember the faces of everyone you hung with in Milo’s Bar, Milwaukee. No? Try the U of W student union building …). Or how about associationally? (Who have you ever met who has associated closely with elves?) The only results are headaches, difficulty in sleeping, and disturbing nightmares when I do manage to get to sleep. Not productive, chummer. Not productive at all.
So, like a good little mole, I tried another channel. Using all my wiles and wits and lies and machinations, I put out feelers throughout the Cutters to find out if anyone knows anything about my mysterious Mr. X. Null program there, cobber.
Oh, sure, I got a name, but it was one Mr. Nemo. I don’t think the ganger who leaked me that gem ever figured out why I looked like I was tasting something sour when he told me. Apart from something like "I. M. A. Sudonim," I can’t think of anything that’s more obviously an alias than "Nemo". (Doesn’t anyone read the classics anymore? "Nemo" means "nobody" in Latin. Our guest had billed himself as Mr. Nobody.) Pretty fragging useless.
Well, no, let’s be fair, there was something else, but it didn’t do much but raise more questions. From what some of the soldiers had heard—and Great Ghu knows how they heard it—Mr. Nemo wasn’t from the same Tir-based corp as the elves. That’s all they could tell me. No clue as to whether that meant he was from another Tir-based corp or a corp from somewhere else in the world … or whether he was even a corporator at all. Drek, with a pseudonym like Nemo, he could well be a shadowrunner. (But no, frag it till it bleeds, he’s not a runner. I know it, and I don’t know how I know it, and that terrifies me even more. What a bloody nightmare.)
Anyway, I’ve got my report all cued up and dictated into the chip in my secondary slot, including everything I know, guess, and wonder about the elven delegation. I’ve got verbal descriptions of everyone, but for the nth time over the last couple of days I wish I could draw worth squat or that someone had seen fit to equip me with chips for skills other than the violent.
So, yes, I’ve got the report ready to go, but go where? Blake’s been working my hoop off as aide/gofer/bodyguard. I’ve been playing close-cover on him, making drops and running courier, and just basically sitting around waiting for him to figure out what he wants done next. I haven’t been back to my doss in two days, crashing instead on couches, cots, or floors at one or another of the Cutters’ safe houses. I’ve had one and only one chance to log onto UOL with my pocket computer. Of course, I took that opportunity to post the innocuous message that means, "I need a meet now. C’mon back good buddy, y’hear?" or some drek. But I haven’t been able to check for replies.
Up until a little while ago, that is. About an hour back, close to 0130 in the middle of what looks like Seattle’s worst overnight rainstorm of the year, Blake came out of his private doss to find me propped up against the corridor wall, catching some zees. I guess I felt his presence—or maybe I heard the door. Anyway, I popped to my feet like I was on springs, expecting royal drek for sleeping on the job.
Any other boss would surely have had my head for dereliction of duty. But Blake never does what any other boss would do. Instead of barking, he just chuckled quietly. "Take twenty-four," he told me. Then, glancing at his watch, he amended, "Well, make it twenty-two-thirty. Be back here by midnight tomorrow. Got me?"
So I told him "Gotcha," and I headed downstairs and out to my bike.
I wanted sleep, I craved sleep. But what I needed was to log onto UOL to see if a meet could be scraped together in the next twenty-some hours. Of course, I couldn’t see to that need in the safe house. Blake knew I was bagged to the bone, and what does someone who’s bagged to the bone do when he’s given time off? Not log onto a Matrix BBS, that’s for sure. Word would get back to Blake that for some reason I ranked connect time as more important right now than sack time, and he’d start wondering why. That kind of wondering I don’t need. So it was out to the bike, fire up the engine—after checking for surprises, of course. It wasn’t that I was expecting trouble, but I had tended to be more cautious after seeing some grunts washing remnants of Ranger off the walls of the building. Then I cruised back toward the Wenonah.
By the time I’m rumbling onto Northeast Sixtieth Street, the sheets of rain and the wind in my face have cleared my head to some degree—and it’s just enough to let me know exactly how drekky I feel. I park the bike in the back alley, chain it securely to the building’s gas meter. Then I unlock the metal back door to the building, locking it again carefully behind me, and climb the narrow stairs to the second floor. The hallway—just as narrow as the stairs—is empty. The door to my apartment’s at the far end, at the front of the building—I picked it specifically for the view out over the street and down to the front door of the building. Out of habit, I check the telltales I always leave around the door. Nobody’s opened it since I left here a few days ago. Not that I expected anyone to have done so—Bart’s uninvited visit a week back was the exception, not the rule. I unlock the door and pass into the small living room with its kitchen alcove to the right. I’m hungry, but on consideration I decide I want sleep more than I want food. Anyway, I know there’s nothing in the fridge except a bottle of vodka and some yogurt that’s probably quietly developing into some new form of life by now.
I turn left into the bedroom, stripping off my soaked jacket as I do so. I fling it toward the chair—miss, but what the frag—and slump down onto my bed.
My portable telecom’s just where I left it, on the bedside table, jacked into the LTG socket in the wall. I power it up and hit the keystroke sequence that’ll log me onto UCAS Online. While the machine’s making the connection and shaking hands with the UOL mainframes—somewhere in Virginia, I think, though of course it doesn’t matter—I pull off my boots and make fists with my toes in the ratty carpet. I set my H & K with its two spare clips within easy reach on the floor next to the bed. (Again, not that I’m expecting trouble, but there are some habits you just don’t want to let slide into disuse.) The telecom beeps, announcing it’s ready.
On the ride over, I dictated my innocuous "get back to me quick" message into the chip in my secondary slot. So now I use a cylindrical carrier to extract the chip from the base of my skull, and slip it into the peripheral slot of the telecom. I display a directory of the chip’s contents, and make doubly sure that the file I’m going to upload to the telecom, and from there to UOL, is the right one—the innocuous message, not the report to the Star that would get me a bullet in the brain. Then I check it again. I know I’m tired, and I know that tired people make mistakes. A single wrong keystroke, and the wrong file goes shooting down the datapaths of the LTG and the Matrix. Yes, it’s the right file. I trigger the transfer.
A second or two later, my message is stored securely and safely on the distant mainframe, ready for my controls at the Star to view it and recognize what it means. I know I really should check the message bases to see if there’s something waiting for me, but I just don’t have the jam at the moment. My brain feels like it’s full of spiders, and my eyeballs like they’ve been sandblasted. I break the connection.
The pillow on my bed is calling to me, its siren song so strong I don’t even power down the telecom. I swing my legs up onto the bed—cold in the wet jeans I can’t be bothered taking off—and slump backward. I feel the welcome blackness of sleep envelop me even before my head hits the pillow.
What the frag time is it?
My bedside chrono’s set up to project a dim time display onto the ceiling over my bed. I peel my sticky eyelids open and look up. I see that it’s 0332, which means I’ve been asleep less than two hours. Why did I wake up?
Then I hear the sound again, the one that had penetrated my sleeping brain and mingled with my confused dreams. The insistent chirp of my cel phone. Frag! Who the frag is calling me at fragging oh three-thirty in the fragging morning? Have they no fragging respect for the fragging dead?
It can’t be the Star. Procedure doesn’t allow for them calling me direct, for any reason. (And to reinforce that, I’ve made sure they don’t even have my number.) Blake’s got the number, as do a few other higher-ups in the Cutters. They could be calling me, but why? I’m off duty for the next twenty hours, and Blake didn’t say anything about being on call. Conceivably, some emergency’s come up and he needs all his Praetorians around him, but frag him and the hog he rode in on. I’m not answering. "Get fragged," I grunt to the phone. Obligingly, it shuts the frag up. I roll over and close my eyes again.
Then there’s a knock on the fragging door. My eyes snap open again and look at the time display. It reads, 0333, so no, I haven’t been back to sleep.
And that’s when my instincts kick in, those little warning bells inside my skull, my belly, and half a meter lower. I can almost hear my bag contract. Something’s wrong here … 
Instinct’s important for someone who’s undercover. Important? Frag, it’s life itself. Supposedly I’m one of the Star’s best undercover cops—that’s what my superiors tell me when they want to stroke my ego, at least—so that should mean mine are some of the best instincts going. All I know is that I’ve come to trust those weird little feelings. And now those instincts are telling me that something’s going down.
A phone call, then a minute later a knock on my door. Unrelated? Maybe. Or maybe the phone call was an attempt to find out whether I’m home or not. When I inconsiderately decided not to answer, I forced my caller to use other methods. Like a knock on the fragging door.
I swing my legs—chilled and very uncomfortable—off the bed and reach for my portable telecom. The Wenonah—"security building" or not—never had any security for private apartments: no cameras or sensors, not even a viewer in the fragging door. For obvious reasons, I rectified the situation when I moved in. Set into the door frame over the door is a tiny videocam and microphone arrangement set to narrowcast a data stream on a frequency jiggered to my telecom. I hit the keys on the keyboard, thanking whatever spirits—or my own laziness, or whatever—didn’t let me power the thing down. The screen lights up and I can see what that tiny hidden videocam is seeing.
Four figures in the hallway outside my door—two men, two women—all wearing what look like armored leathers. None have weapons out, but there’s something about the way they’re standing that kicks the volume of my internal alarms up a dozen notches. They’re tense, they’re ready—for what? I think I can guess. Frag!
One of the figures—I peg her as the leader—is right up to the door, and she’s raising her hand to knock again. The fisheye lens on the videocam and the angle of view make it impossible for me to recognize anyone.
The biff knocks again. As she does, I’m up on my feet, pulling the telecom jack out of the wall. I scoop up my H & K, and let it and the wire have a little conversation. With my left hand I pick up the telecom, balancing it like a waiter carrying a tray. I move like a ghost out of the bedroom into the living room, keeping my eyes on the screen.
The woman in the image steps back and shakes her head. Three of the figures—the biff leader and the two men—reach into their jackets, and out come weapons. My instincts are deafening now, but I don’t need them anymore. My conscious mind knows what’s going down: a hit. Another gang trying to take out a key Cutters member? Who the frag knows, and for the moment it doesn’t matter one good god-damn. Idees can wait.
In the telecom screen, I see the leader turn to the second woman, the one who hasn’t pulled heat. Bonelessly, the second woman sinks down onto the floor in full lotus, eyes closed.
Shaman? Mage? It doesn’t matter—it’s magic, there’s no other way to read it. She’s getting ready to go astral so she can just sashay in through the door and take a look-see around the place. When she finds me here, the drek will really hit the pot.
The lens-induced distortion on the screen makes it tough to pick out exactly where everyone’s standing relative to the door, but at least the hallway’s narrow. Up comes my H & K, and I give it and the wire a split second to figure out the fire lines.
Almost too long. The mage’s eyes snap open, and I know she’s "seen" me. (Frag, this magic drek’s scary.) She opens her mouth to say something.
And I clamp down on the trigger, a long stuttering burst right through the door. In the telecom screen I see the biff leader take most of the burst in her upper chest and throat, and down she goes spouting blood. I walk the burst into the others—tougher than it sounds when your point of view is different from the direction in which your gun’s pointing. Something like trying to write while you’re looking in a mirror. One slag triggers his own SMG and I instinctively drop to a crouch, his burst stitches the already-dead-or-close-to-it leader, then he’s down. The second man’s also going down—not dead, not yet—with a lot of his face missing. I cap off another short burst aimed lower, and see the mage’s head deform under multiple bullet impacts. I drop the telecom, scuttle forward still in my crouch—Do they have support? If so I’ll know in a moment—and kick open what’s left of the door.
The hallway’s a slaughterhouse, the air thick with the reek of blood and drek. My stomach knots and threatens to spew, and my heart feels like it’s turned to ice. I want to be sick, I want to scream, but I can’t let myself. I clamp down the old control and turn off the emotions. Let the brain handle things, but don’t let the heart in on the party. Not yet. I can have my nervous reaction later. Icy, soulless now, I look around.
The body count’s total—if the second man’s not dead yet, there’s nothing anybody can do to save him. I hear screams and yells of alarm from the surrounding apartments, but nobody’s doing anything brainfragged like opening their own doors. Thank Ghu for small favors, but I know they’re just that. Around me there’s got to be a dozen fingers all punching in 911 on telecoms and cel phones, calling in the clans.
Frag, and I kind of liked the Wenonah, too.
Time’s my enemy, I know that. Lone Star doesn’t patrol the Ravenna area very frequently, but there are patrols. A cruiser might be only a couple of blocks away. Worse, the hit team might have back-up outside, already alerted by the sound of the carnage, charging up the stairs to the second floor at this very moment. And if that isn’t enough, eventually somebody—maybe packing something unpleasant—is going to open his apartment door to see what the frag went down. I’ve got to move—now.
Back into the bedroom, sit down on the bed and pull my boots back on. Snag my leather jacket from the floor … .
Frag, almost forgot my wallet with my credsticks—including the special one that can, if I issue the right code, access the contingency funds the Star set up for me. (That’s crucial. My personal accounts are fragging near empty, as befits my cover.) Out into the living room and then through the abattoir outside, moving fast but smooth. Never run if you can avoid it; you’re less likely to trip and more likely to see what’s going on around you. Past the first three bodies, step over the head-shot mage … .
Then stop like I’m paralyzed. The top of the mage’s head is distinctly missing, but her face is still recognizable. And I do recognize it, and that recognition twists the knife of fear in my guts.
It’s Marla, the Snake shaman who was on my team when we hit the Eighty-Eights’ depot. Already knowing, deep down, what I’m going to see, I look at what’s left of the other faces. I recognize them all, every one of them.
They’re Cutters.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
The engine of my Harley Scorpion howls in my ears as the glowing lines on the tach and speedo stretch upward. Wind and rain lash my face, and my drenched hair sends cold water seeping down the back of my neck. It’s cold, but nothing compared to the chill that’s already settled in my spine like dirty ice. I’ve got the bike bars in a death-grip, squeezing them so hard my forearms ache. It’s the only way I can stop my hands from shaking.
The Scorpion is screaming through the night, the big bike pushing its limit, wailing south on Highway 5 at one-sixty klicks. It’s not that I’m going anywhere—or that I know where to go—it’s just that I need to think, and I think better when I’m moving, preferably sitting in the saddle of a high-powered speed machine. It’s always been like this, even when I was growing up in Lake Geneva, before my family moved the fifty klicks or so north to Milwaukee proper. I’d wanted a trail bike, but my parents wouldn’t hear of it. Instead they got me a fifth-hand Bombardier WaveRunner, a water jet-powered thing that looked like a cross between a snowmobile and a miniature boat.
I sneered at first, but after taking that puppy out on the lake and cranking it up, I felt like I was home. My folks preferred my "lake hog" to a bike, on the grounds that water was softer than asphalt if I ditched. What they didn’t realize was that the WaveRunner, with the throttle cracked wide open, goes so fast that water’s no more compressible than concrete. I proved that one day in a spontaneous race with a neighbor who also had a WaveRunner, when I jumped it over a ski-boat’s wake, corkscrewed in, and broke my leg in three places—along with the keel of the lake hog. My folks got me fixed up, but they wouldn’t—categorically would not—let me do anything but sell the WaveRunner for scrap.
I shake away the memories with a growled curse. Drek, but it’s tempting to slide into woolgathering when the present’s one big Mexican frag-up. It’s a good thing I’m not running the big Scorpion on a vehicle control rig. From what I’ve heard, if your mind wanders when you’re jacked in, so does the bike. Unpleasant.
So, no more running away from reality. A Cutters team had been sent not to snatch me, but to take me out. If it had been merely a snatch, they’d have used very different tactics. A hit team composed of Cutters raised several distinct possibilities, none of them very pleasant.
First. The Team members were from the Cutters, but not of the Cutters, if that makes any sense. They could be members of the gang, but not taking their orders from anywhere in the Cutters organization. Maybe another outfit—possibly the Eighty-Eights—paid them or otherwise persuaded them to geek me. Likelihood? Minimal. One Cutters member, I could see it. A full team of four? Nah.
Next. The team was sent by someone in the Cutters, but its mission was not officially sanctioned by the gang. Perhaps there’s an internecine conflict going on between factions within the gang, and the leader of one faction sent his soldiers out to eliminate a member of the rival faction. (The corollary of this is, of course, that the faction who sent the team is maneuvering against Blake, because I’m obviously one of Blake’s good little boys.) Or maybe it’s not even that big. Maybe it’s just someone settling a score. If Bart and/or Ranger were still around, I’d give this one the big gold star. But now? As far as I know, Bart was Ranger’s only loyal supporter, and Bart himself didn’t have any following of his own. Sure, some people were slotted off when Blake brought in Bubba the cracker as war boss, but those people would see no percentage in having me splattered. Conclusion: likelihood minimal.
Finally—and this is the big one, folks—my cover’s blown. I’m blown. Blake and the others have found out I’m a Lone Star plant, and they’ve decided to off me. A few weeks ago I’d have rated this one as unlikely. Now? After spotting and being spotted by the mysterious Mr. Neno, the odds are suddenly much higher. Yet it wasn’t much more than two hours ago that I was inside the Cutters safe house, catching zees outside Blake’s door. If he knew then, dealing with me should have been a matter of opening his door, leaning out with a pistol, and capping me while I slept. Or, if he wanted to make it slow and messy, using a cel phone to call down to Box and the rest of the Praetorians to come bag me. Taking me would have cost them, but they’d have been able to do it, no mistake about that.
So, this is how I figure it. Sometime between 0130 and, say, 0230, Blake gets word from some trustworthy source that I’m a mole. He whistles for Bubba—or maybe simply bypasses the war boss altogether and calls up a team of soldiers. They’re given the mission and the details, and off they toddle to my doss, to arrive at 0332. The timing is tight, but definitely possible.
Okay, it’s possible: now punch holes in it. That’s easy. Why risk the hard option at all? Blake knew I was coming back to the safe house to resume my duties in less than twenty-two hours. Why not wait for me to jander into the safe house, straight into a crossfire or into the sights of a single sniper? Why load for bear and come visiting? (Unless he also had reason to suspect I had no intention of ever coming back and was actually heading for the hills. But set that one aside for later: one riddle at a time here.)
Also—and this might well be my own ego talking—why send just four? Why no back-up? Either Blake really underestimated my capabilities—ah, ego—or the op was a rush job (and why such a rush?), or maybe whoever set it up didn’t have access to all the Cutters’ resources.
By now I’m only a couple of klicks from the southern border crossing into the Salish-Shidhe nation, which means lights and border patrols and much more attention and activity than I want to face at the moment. So I slow down and cruise the bike through the next break in the concrete divider between the two sides of the highway. Then I crack the throttle wide open and head north again. Since I don’t know where the frag I’m going, any direction is just as good at getting me there.
Much as I hate to think about it, I’ve got to admit that the most likely reason someone tried to scrag me is that my cover’s been blown. Quickly, I run through my activities of the last days and weeks. I’ve done nothing, said nothing any different from things I’d done/said plenty of times before. If those things didn’t frag my cover then, why now? The only thing that makes any sense is that Mr. Nemo finally figured out who I was and where he’d seen me, drew a few painfully accurate conclusions, and dumped the whole mess into Blake’s lap.
Motherfragging slitch from hell!
Okay, okay, relax, chill. The important thing is to decide what to do right now, at this moment.
Officially, according to SOP and all that drek, I should report immediately to my controls at the Star. Use a phone if I have to, but let them know I’m blown. Then they’ll call me in or give me the location of a safe house—a Star safe house this time—where I can hunker down until we’re all comfortably confident that nobody’s still gunning for me or until I figure out a safe way out of the sprawl. (Back to Milwaukee? Who knows?) That’s the officially sanctioned thing to do, and it’s also the smart thing to do.
But it involves admitting to my controls that I’ve failed, that I’ve slotted up. Frag the fact that—apparently—a face from my past made me. Frag the fact that I couldn’t have done anything to prevent it, that it’s just a matter of the dice coming up snake-eyes at long last. Nobody’ll blame me, nobody’ll censure me, there’ll be no official reprimands on my record or unofficial slaps on the wrist. My controls will curse a blue streak and grind their teeth and pound their desks because the op’s come to a premature end, but they know and I know that there’s no blame attached to me. I’m Teflon on this one, and the drek just slides off. The point is…
Frag it, I’ll blame me. I hate to frag up, I hate to lose. It makes me a snaky sonofabitch to play squash with or to spar with in the gym, but it also makes me a damn good cop. I’ll do whatever it takes to win, and I’ll move heaven and fragging earth before I’ll admit defeat.
Translation? Frag SOP until I’ve explored my other options.
I can just hear you asking: What options, huh, omae? That’s the thing I don’t know and I won’t know until I’ve scoped the situation out a bit more. Like, I’ve got it figured that I’m probably blown with the Cutters, but it’s stupid to pull the plug on a good op until I’m sure.
But how do I go about finding out? Phone up Blake? Yeah, sure. "Hey Blakey, have you guys figured out I’m a Star undercover cop yet? No? Wiz. Chill, cobber. Catch ya tomorrow night." Boom. Yeah, right.
Then again, maybe a phone call isn’t such a bad idea, come to think of it. Not to Blake, no way. But how about to Paco? The young ganger owes me big-time—or he thinks he does, which is the same damn thing. I’ve saved his hoop twice in recent days. His sense of honor, that normally drekheaded Latin machismo thing, won’t let him forget that. He’ll cut me slack if anyone will—enough slack to talk to me, at least—and I’m good enough at "gliding" (Lone Star speak for "lying through your chops") that if he’ll let me get one word in I can probably get him to listen to the whole spiel.
Plus, I know he’s got his own cel phone, and I’ve got his number.
Of course, I don’t have my cel on me. Fragging good thing, too—there’s a tracer built into every cel phone. How the frag else do you think the cel network knows which cellular transmitter to send your calls to, huh? Every time your phone registers with a new cell, the system knows where you are within a couple of square klicks. Plus, I hear that a few software refinements in the cel system can let someone narrow it down a lot more than that. (Oh sure, this is real heavy-duty technomancy we’re talking here, cracking into the cellular network. The Star can do it—hell, they do it regularly—but I don’t think the Cutters have the resources, though I’m not willing to bet my life on it.) So, my cel phone is still sitting somewhere in my doss at the Wenonah, but only because I forgot to snag it in my hurry.
I check the next big green highway sign. I’m right on top of the next exit—South Seventy-second Street in Tacoma—and I take the ramp way too fast. Then I’m cruising east through the low-rent district of Tacoma—relatively speaking, of course, it’s worlds better than fragging Ravenna, let me tell you—looking for a phone booth.
Paco’s number is ringing and ringing, and I’m left with nothing to do but mutter, "C’mon, c’mon, c’mon" under my breath like some fragging mantra. The phone booth leaks, but at least all the parts of the phone itself are still where they’re supposed to be, another thing which separates this part of Tacoma from Ravenna. As a sop to my rampant paranoia, I’ve stuck a wad of chewing gum over the optical pickup. (Yeah, yeah, I know: Paco’s got a portable cel phone, audio only, so why bother? Here’s why. I don’t know what happens to the phone’s video feed when a call is made to an audio-only unit. Maybe the feed just gets spewed off into oblivion, another data stream pouring into the old bit bucket. But maybe, just maybe, it’s on the circuit somewhere, accessible to someone who’s tapping into the call with a phone that does have a vidscreen. And maybe some feature in the vid image will let that tapper figure my physical location faster than he can actually trace the call. Yeah, I know, I’m a paranoid slot, and I admit it gladly. But I’m a live paranoid slot, which is the way I want to stay.)
A dozen rings, fifteen, and I’m reaching up to break the connection. But then there’s a click and I hear Paco’s voice, muzzy with sleep. (Oh yeah, it’s before 0400 in the morning, isn’t it?) "Whafuck jawant?"
"Paco," I say through the scrap of cloth torn from my shirt. (Not enough to spoof a full-on voiceprint recognition system, but it’s better than frag-all.) "Paco, mount up!" It’s what I yelled to him and the others at the warehouse when I was firing up the Bulldog to escape from the Star FRT assault. I hope he’ll remember it and make the connection.
He’s on it like a pit bull. "Go, ‘mano," he replies, his voice clearer. "Give me two, ‘kay? Call back." There’s a click and he’s gone. Gone looking for a quiet place to talk, if my luck’s holding. Gone looking for Blake or Box, if it’s not. I stare at the face of my watch, and feel rain dribbling from my hair down my neck.
Exactly one hundred twenty seconds later, I key the call in again. He answers on the first ring. "You’re hot, ‘mano," he says without prelude. "Meltdown hot, nova hot. What the frag d’you do, jam Blake’s lady?"
I feel a chill creeping down my spine again, and it’s not the rain. "What do they say I did, Paco?"
"They don’t, chummer. They just say you’re down by law." Down by law: Cutters talk for what the Star would call "out of sanction" or "beyond salvage". Translation: open season, teams out, maybe a bounty on my head. "Why?"
"Got me," he says. "Everybody’s sucked up tight on it, won’t say squat. Just that you’re out." He hesitates. "What did you do?"
"Fragged if I know, priyatel," I tell him, pouring every gram of sincerity I can fake into my voice. "All I know is that a team of hitters—including our old chummer Marla—just tried to take me out at home. Came as Great Ghu’s own surprise to me, let me tell ya." Paco chuckles grimly at that. "Particularly since I didn’t do anything to get myself geeked." I pause. "Look, Paco … ," I begin.
And, like before, he’s on to the idea even before I’ve got it out my yap. "You’re thinking setup?"
"Could well be," I tell him. "I stepped on too many toes, or maybe Bart or Ranger got nervous toward the end and planted a data time bomb somewhere, then weren’t around to make the regular phone call to keep it from going off."
"Yeah, that works," he says slowly. "You want me to put out feelers?"
"Real carefully," I confirm. "If I’m really that nova-hot, I don’t want you to get burned."
He laughs at that. "I can take care of myself, ‘mano." He pauses again. "Call me back at this number at … make it oh five-thirty."
"That enough time?"
"Should be," he confirms. "Keep your head down till then."
"You got that," I tell him, but he’s already hung up.
I leave the booth and swing back onto my bike, fire it up, and cruise off slowly. Yeah, looks like I’m blown big-time. Maybe it’s time to place that call to the Star … .
But, hey, why not wait till after oh five-thirty? Blown is usually like knocked-up, it doesn’t happen halfway. But maybe the convincing lie I threw at Paco—that I’m a victim of a post-mortem smear campaign by Ranger and/or Bart—isn’t a lie at all. I might do the same thing if I thought a rival within the gang was trying to geek me. Clutching at straws, I know, but sometimes the longest of odds pay off.
If I didn’t know better, I’d say my watch had stopped. The hour and a half between 0400 and 0530 seemed to drag on for a least a fragging lifetime, and only the growing pinky-red smear of the coming dawn to the east confirms that time hasn’t come to a screeching halt. My body and brain are both reminding me in no uncertain terms that I had less than two hours sleep before the Wenonah hallway became a shooting gallery, but I can’t let myself pay any attention. The soykaf I’m sipping from a vending-machine cup is hot enough to scald my mouth, and tastes like it’s got enough chemicals to ensure me a nice collection of cancers by the time I’m thirty-five, but pain and disgust are the only things keeping me going at the moment.
After talking to Paco, I needed some way to kill ninety minutes without killing myself in the process. If I was paranoid before, I’m doubly so now. Seattle’s a big fragging sprawl, but the Cutters—in one form or another—are spread across the whole fragging city. The odds are low of running into someone who knows me or who’s been sent out gunning for me, but the possibility is definitely there, no matter where I go in the sprawl. So I just cruise randomly, eventually end-ing up in the Pier 42 area, near where we blew the drek out of the Eighty-Eights’ warehouse. Safe as anywhere, I suppose, and safer than most. The Eighty-Eights could well be out in force, expecting more trouble. Sure, I might come to grief at their hands, but this is one place members of the Cutters aren’t likely to show up. Anyway, there’s a phone booth near the Pier 42 gate, a bus shelter with a (surprisingly) unvandalized soykaf machine—nice and dark inside, now that I’ve smashed the lights with the grip of my H & K—and a disused mobile office for me to stash my bike behind. I chew some more gum for the optical pickup, and find that makes me feel even more hyper.
At last the alarm I’ve set on my watch whines at me, and it’s time to place the call.
Like last time, Paco picks up on the first ring. "Larson?" he says, and all my internal warnings are screaming up a fragging storm. Paco’s only called me Larson once in all the time I’ve known him, and that was when he thought he was going to get his hoop shot off in the Lake Meridian warehouse.
"Yeah, it’s me," I tell him slowly, thinking fast. "Got the word for me?"
"I got the good word," he tells me. "False alarm, ‘mano. False alarms all round. The guns are all called back in." His voice is calm, cool—neutral and precise. And there’s a message in that. I only hope I’m reading it right.
"Yeah? What went down?"
"It’s like I told you last time, ‘mano," he says. "Bart buried a package of lies, and when he went, there was nobody to keep it buried."
Another warning: Paco hadn’t said anything about that. I was the one who had. "Yeah?" I let a hint of hope creep into my voice.
"Yeah, Larson," he echoes. "Blake and Vladimir looked into it, and they saw it’s a lousy frame-job." He chuckles, but there isn’t any humor in it. "Guess Box or someone popped early, sending the guns out."
And another one. Paco said "down by law". The way I’ve heard the phrase used, it’s fragging near an official pronouncement from the gang boss. It it was just Box overreacting and sending out the Praetorians, Paco wouldn’t have used those words.
"Blake wants you to come back in, Larson," Paco goes on urgently. "Come on home, ‘mano. The big boys think Bart might have planted other packages—for the Star, maybe even for the news snoops, omae. Blake thinks we might be able to intercept them, but he wants you to take charge of it. Hear me?"
I hear him, all right. I let my voice drag, like I’m bagged to the bone—not a tough acting job at the moment—and tell him, "I hear you, Paco. Thanks, priyatel. I …" I cough wetly. "I’m burned, chummer, let me tell you. I caught one when I scragged the hit squad and I’m hurting."
"Come on in, then," he says urgently. "Come on home and the Cutters’ll take care of you."
It’s all I can do not to chuckle out loud. Message received five-by-five, Paco, my friend. Thanks, bolshoi thanks. "I’ll be in," I lie convincingly. Than I’m off the phone, onto my bike, and back on the fragging road again.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
I’m blown, big-time gonzo blown and no denying it this time. What Paco said—and, more important, what he didn’t say—told me that, loud and clear. When he put out feelers, somehow Blake or one of the other big boys figured he’d talked to me and would be doing it again soon. Paco wasn’t alone when I spoke with him this last time; other people were listening in to make sure he’d say the words that would get me fried and to make sure he didn’t warn me. But he did warn me, in ways that Blake and the others wouldn’t scan. And he’d done it even though everything must be pointing to me as a fragging Lone Star narc. Still he clued me. Still he saved my life. It had to come from loyalty; nothing else made sense.
So there’s not avoiding it anymore. It’s time to make the call.
Multiple calls, actually. There’s no way the phone-drones in the Star bureaucracy are going to let a call from a street drek like me go straight through to the people I want to contact. And, for obvious masons, those same phone-drones can’t know that I’m an undercover op. In the old days, I’d probably have been given a single phone number that would connect me directly with some higher-up’s office, but today that kind of direct line is too much of a risk—a datapath for outside deckers to use to penetrate a corporate official’s private comm and computing system. No, these days all calls to and from Star officials have to go through switching systems with wetware components. And those wetware components—the phone-drones again—don’t know Rick Larson from any other hunk of guttermeat in the sprawl. Still, there are procedures in place.
I scan the street around me. It’s 0545 and the dock area’s starting to come to life. I can’t stay here much longer, but I figure I’m safe enough for the first call. Leaving the chewing gum in place over the optical pickup, I key the first of several numbers I’ve memorized.
"Lone Star main switchboard," a synthesized voice answers. "If you know the five-digit extension of the party you wish to reach, please enter it now. If you do not know the extension …" I punch in a string of five zeroes, cutting the voice off in mid-blather.
There’s silence for an instant, then another voice—also synthesized—pipes up. "You have reached Lone Star Personnel’s automated attendant," it drones. "Regular office hours are oh-nine-hundred to seventeen-hundred, Monday to Friday. Please call back." There’s a click and it sounds like the connection’s broken, but I know better. I punch in my five zeroes again. When I’m done, the phone beeps once, and there’s more silence. No outgoing message or other voice prompt, but I know a digitizing recorder is online somewhere in the depths of "suit country" in the Star HQ building.
"It’s me," I say simply, confident that the computer on the other end will figure out who "me" is from my voice pattern. "I’m blown. Call two-three twelve-hundred." And I hang up.
I hurry around back to my bike, mount up, and I’m off. I’ve got four and a quarter hours until I’m due to make my next phone call. (That’s what the number I quoted at the end means. Yeah, it sounded like I was giving the Star an LTG number to call. Actually, I was telling them when to expect my call. The first two digits of the "phone number" were meaningless. The data content’s in the last four digits: the time of my intended call, plus two hundred. Got it? Theoretically, if anyone was tapping the line, they’d keep themselves busy tracing LTG number 23-1200. I wonder if whoever owns that number might soon be receiving a visit from the Cutters …)
Okay, okay, why don’t I just jander on down to the Lone Star HQ building, check in with a receptionist, and wait in a nice, safe office while word gets passed to the right ears—to the few people in the building who actually know about me—until someone comes to collect me? A couple of reasons. First of all, even if I’m blown with the Cutters, my usefulness in the Seattle area may not be over. I could go undercover somewhere else, on some other assignment. That wouldn’t be possible if I openly showed up at the Star HQ: lots of groups with an interest in the Star—and vice versa—keep a close eye on the pyramidal building at Second and Union. Odds are I’d be marked and made, the fact that I’ve got Star connections spreading throughout the underworld, and my next undercover assignment would be my last. Boom.
There’s another fragging good reason, too: self-preservation. For Blake to send a hit team out after me instead of waiting for me to come back to the safe house must mean he thought I wasn’t coming back. He must have believed I was bugging out to scurry on home and spill my fragging guts to the Star. It would be a simple matter to set a few watchers around Star HQ—snipers, maybe, backed with magical talent and hammer a bullet or a spell into my brain when I show up. Not a trick Blake would miss, let me tell you.
So if the HQ’s out, why not pick another Lone Star facility, one of the "station houses" elsewhere in the sprawl? The Cutters can’t possibly have a gold team watching every one of them. Well, I’ve also got a reason not to do that, chummer, and it’s related to my cover story. A cover isn’t worth squat if anybody other than your direct control knows it’s a cover. So that means the Lone Star street monsters and patrol cops all think—if they know of me at all—that I’m a gang-banger through and through, run to Seattle to avoid the big heat in Milwaukee. I’m supposed to be a fragging cop-killer, omae! Part of my cover is that I greased a patrol car full of Lone Star Milwaukee personnel—pumped three grenades into it, then cut down the two survivors as they tried to climb out of the burning wreck. That kind of background builds credibility and rep in gangland, and it also explains why I’m not still in Milwaukee if I had such a good time there. What it doesn’t do is endear me to cops.
If I were to drop in on one of the "station houses" and tell the local yokels to phone thus-and-so extension at HQ and tell whoever answers, "Larson’s here," they’re not going to do it without trying to idee me first. They idee me through the computer and, bing, up it comes—"cop killer," various wants and warrants out, armed and considered very dangerous, etcetera etcetera drekcetera.
So what do the local yokels do? Would they phone the extension I give them? Like frag they would. They’d simply toss me in the can for a good, long time until I could be shipped back to Milwaukee to face charges. And that would be if I was very lucky. What’s more likely is that the Lone Star Seattle street monsters will live up to the rep they’ve got all across the continent, and arrange to have me "shot while trying to escape." I’m not farcing you, that’s the way they do things. Sure, if I had a badge or idee card or fragging Lone Star decoder ring or something, it’d be different. But you don’t carry that kind of drek undercover. I’ve got nothing to identify me but a little data that a street rat wouldn’t know. But for that to work, someone’s got to listen to me before trying to cap me off.
No, thanks. I think I’ll go through channels, if it’s all the same to you.
In the meantime I’ve got four-plus hours to kill, and my body’s screaming for sleep. With my brain fogged like this, I know I’ll start making mistakes if I don’t get some rest. Right now. But where? The Wenonah’s out, and showing up at a flophouse hotel might attract too much of the wrong kind of attention. (How tough would it be for Blake to spread the word to all back-alley dosses in the sprawl—there aren’t that many of them, after all—saying to call such and such a number if a slag matching my description shows up, five hundred nuyen in it for you? Not tough at all.) Luckily I do have a least one contact the Cutters don’t know about, and I should be able to parlay it into a doss to crash in. I find another pay phone—this one still under the Alaskan Way viaduct, but up nearer Madison—and place the call.
The phone picks up on the first ring, which surprises me. The slag I’m calling likes to get up early, I know that, but not this early. "Yes?" he says, in that clear, precise voice of his. No trace of sleep in the voice, none at all. Warning alarms go off all over again.
"It’s me," I say, and hold my breath. If something’s really fragged up, he’ll let me know with his next few words.
"Good morning, Richard," he says, and I breathe again.
His name’s Nicholas Finnigan—I don’t think anybody would ever have the jam to call him Nick—and he’s this dignified old fart of fifty-some, fat and balding, who carries himself through life like nothing can touch him. (The one time it did, I was there to pull his fat out of the fire, or it’d have been the last time, too.) He’s a writer—a real writer, not a knowledge engineer, a dinosaur who works in linear text, words in a row, instead of hypertext. Espionage thrillers, for frag’s sake. Personally I wouldn’t have thought there was any market for it, but he makes out better than okay—he’s got a house, an honest-to-Ghu house, near the Snohomish River and a stone’s throw away from the S-S border.
I met Nicholas quite close to where I’m now phoning him—maybe that memory subconsciously affected my choice—some six months ago. Somebody had made contact with the Cutters about buying some Gremlin man-pack SAMs, but the gang leadership had reason to believe the meet was dirty. I was leading the team whose job was to snatch the slag who came to the meet, then drag him off somewhere to sweat out of him what was really going down. (I figure Blake was suspicious that the whole deal was a Lone Star sting.)
Anyway, the meet goes down, and the slag I’m supposed to grab is this pudgy old geezer in a fragging tweed jacket, wearing spectacles, for Christ’s sake. Nicholas Finnigan. I realized immediately this wasn’t a sting, but it wasn’t a clean buy either. I’d set my assets around the area, and they started moving in as soon as Finnigan showed. Apparently sensing something was going down, he was edgy and ready to bail. If he panicked and ran, I knew one of my assets would cap him.
So fragged if I didn’t expose my own position and run into the open ground and wave off my troops. Then I started firing off into the dark at a whole lot of nothing, calling in the fragging clans on some innocent dumpsters. While my fellow gangers were blowing the drek out of the scenery, I hustled Finnigan out of the area and sent him on his way. When I did that—I still can’t believe it—he gave me his fragging business card. Anyway, when he was clear I went back and presided over the cleanup, mocking up a cover story for Blake and crew that the meet had been dirty but the hostile overwatch team had popped early, letting the contact escape in the ensuing firefight. So sorry. Blake bought it, and that was it.
A few days later, I called the number on the business card just out of curiosity. And that’s how I came to know Nicholas Finnigan. (When I reported all this to my controls at the Star, they gave me royal drek for the whole thing, of course. But frag them.)
"Morning, Nicholas," I say. I grin, and can’t help adding, "Doing any more research into buying ordnance?"
He chuckles warmly. "I believe the lesson you taught me on that subject is still in force," he says. "‘Write what you know’ is all very well, but I’ve come to accept that ‘knowing’ from secondary research is sufficient in some areas."
I shake my head. Finnigan always talks that way, and you’ve got to stick with him to the very end of his convoluted talk to know what the frag he’s saying. Good guy, though. Under other circumstances, I’d enjoy him as a friend, not just as a contact. "Good to hear," I tell him. "Keep it that way, and keep out of trouble."
There’s a momentary pause, and the alarms go off yet again. "Perhaps you should follow your own advice, Richard," he says slowly.
"Keeping out of trouble?"
"Yes," he says. "It seems you might need some remedial work on that."
"What’s going down?" I ask, but the cold knot in my stomach is telling me I already know. How the frag did Blake or the Cutters get a line on Nicholas?
But his next words blow that train of thought off the rails. "What do you know about Lightbringer Services Corporation?" he asks me.
"What?"
"Lightbringer Services Corporation," he repeats. "I have a business card right here in front of me."
I shake my head. "Doesn’t mean squat," I tell him. "Sounds like something from the Tir, though."
"The LTG number and Matrix address are local," Nicholas tells me, "yet the name does have resonances of the Land of Promise, I agree. And the rather earnest young gentleman who gave me the card was an elf."
"What ‘earnest young gentleman’?" I want to know.
"The one who came here looking for you earlier this morning, Richard." His voice is casual, but I can tell he knows this is serious. "He and his two friends, who stayed in the car. He seemed very eager to learn what I knew about you." He snorts. "I think he was very disappointed to discover that was next to nothing."
"Did he believe you?" The words are out of my mouth before I know what I’m going to say.
A moment of silence on the other end, then Nicholas says slowly, "Hmm, I see. I rather think he did. Otherwise we might not be having this conversation, is that what you mean?"
I relax a little. Nicholas doesn’t actually know squat about me, but fragged if I know what he’s guessed. I’ve never told him anything, not even my cover story, and he’s never asked. "What else did the elf want?"
"Well, he told me that you might find yourself in a great deal of trouble, Richard, trouble that could well be fatal. Oh, he didn’t say that in so many words," he amends quickly, "but that is most certainly the inference he wished me to draw. He implied that he and his friends were on the side of the angels, as it were, and that if you were to make contact with me I should inform them immediately. Hence the business card. I made all the correct concerned noises, of course." He chuckles wryly. "I really think he believed he had me gulled."
"Huh?" I blink at that. I know it’s a setup. How does he?
Nicholas laughs again. "Oh, his lines were well-scripted, and he delivered them very convincingly, but I’ve read them before, many times. For heaven’s sakes, I’ve written them. Our elven friend was what one might call a ‘blind probe’. Anyone who’s read any of my books—or any of the classics of the genre, like Ludlum—would understand all too well. If I were plotting this, I’d have my house watched, with sufficient assets to zero or incapacitate you should you come to visit. I would also bug my phone, of course. You are using a public phone, I take it?"
I blinked again. "Yes."
"Then I would suggest we keep this call short," he goes on in the same intellectual, detached tone. "Calls are easy to trace."
‘He’s right, and I feel my paranoia click up another notch. But there are still things I’ve got to know. Normally I’d ask specific questions, but I realize I probably don’t have to with Nicholas. "How do you read it?" I ask.
"Our friend—Pietr Taleniekov is the name on his card, though his accent is purest sprawl—is a corporator through and through,’" Finnigan states, like it’s holy writ. "I would not be surprised to find out that there is, in fact, a Lightbringer Services Corporation in existence, and that there is a Pietr Taleniekov on their payroll. What would further not surprise me is that the elf who spoke to me has only borrowed that name and corporate identity.
"Still," he went on firmly, "he is a corporator with all that implies—a ‘suit,’ you might call him. He and his superiors want you, for some reason—dead or captured, I don’t know which—and they have extensive resources and sources of information, else he would never have found me. My conclusion is that you are truly in deep trouble, Richard, but I further conclude that I have been ‘compromised’ as a source of aid. I am truly sorry."
The cold fist that’s squeezing my heart grips tighter. "You’re compromised again," I tell him, and my voice isn’t much more than a whisper. "You’re right, they’re probably tapping your phone. They know you’ve warned me off."
"Very true," he says evenly, "and my only reassurance that these shadowy forces will take no action against me is that they are corporate in nature. As we all know, corporations will do nothing that has no ‘percentage’ for them." He chuckles again. "To quote a fine line I read somewhere, ‘Revenge don’t count no beans’. I wish I had written that."
"You will," I tell him. I glance at my watch—I’ve been on the line for three minutes and change. If there’s a tap on Finnigan’s line, it’s time to rip this joint before the troops arrive. "Keep your head down, chummer."
"Yours also, my friend." He pauses. "Tell me about it later, if you can. It might make an entertaining book."
"You got that," I tell him and hang up. If there is a later.
There’s always room for another squatter under the overpasses of the Highway 5 interchange, always another two square meters for someone else way the frag down on his luck. None of the regulars talks to newcomers, they just move out of your way—most of them, at least. With some you have to show some teeth before they back off—but you can feel the sense of kinship, the diluted, distant sense of fraternity that might almost be camaraderie if it wasn’t so miserable and despairing. After my call to Finnigan, I knew I couldn’t crash on his floor, just like I knew I couldn’t hit a flophouse anywhere in the sprawl. I also knew I needed to sleep somewhere, and right fragging now, if I wanted to be any good to myself when I placed my next call in the sequence. The only place I could think of where I had any hope of shelter without having to worry about Lone Star patrols or curious night clerks was the squat-city under the interchange. There’s always room at the bottom.
So here I am, bundled up in my leather jacket, lying on the cold fragging ground, but unable to get to sleep. There’s too much drek thrashing around in my head. Pietr Talsomething, elf suit from Lightbringer fragging Services Corporation … like drek. Who is he and what does he want with me? Finnigan figures the elf is corp, though probably not the corp he claims, and I’ll go with his reading. I don’t think a Cutter, say, could impersonate a suit well enough to fool the old writer. Which corp, then?
Given one guess, I’d say the same corp—the Tir-based outfit—that met with Blake a week back, the one that sent the delegation that included the Mr. Nemo who made my face. Makes perfect sense that far, at least.
But how the frag did that corp track down Nicholas Finnigan? I’ve never mentioned Finnigan to anyone in the Cutters (for obvious reasons, considering how we’d met). I did file a report with the Star, of course, describing the aborted weapons buy, and that report did mention Finnigan by name. (I had to do it: I had to explain why the Star shouldn’t worry about some outfit buying Gremlins, that it was only a drekheaded writer getting a little carried away with his research into how weapons deals go down. Slot!) But all my reports are—of course—kept very deep in the shadows, encrypted and restricted and all that drek.
For some corp to weasel Finnigan’s name out of my file as a person I might turn to for help—frag, they’d have to be way deep inside the Star. Very deep infiltration—deckers digging their grubby electronic fingers into the blackest files in the Lone Star pyramid. And that scares the living frag out of me, let me tell you.
I’ve got to tell my controls at the Star. I’ve got to tell them everything, from the mysterious corp contact with the Cutters to the possibility that their own data fortress has been compromised. (I don’t know the name of the mysterious corp, but I’ve got to call them something. The label’s irrelevant—how about IrreleCorp?) And I’ve got to take into account the possibility—no matter how slim—that this corp might have a mole inside the Star, possibly even one of my controls. I sigh and stare up at the underside of a highway off-ramp, ten meters above me. If this is the kind of drek Finnigan writes about, I’m glad I’ve never read any of his books. Interlacing my fingers behind my head into some semblance of a pillow, I close my eyes and wait for dawn.
Something whines at me and I’m bolting upright, reaching instinctively for my H & K. Then I try to reswallow my heart, and tell the wire to go back to sleep. The sound was my watch alarm, which means it’s 0945. It also means I actually managed to catch some sleep even though the aches in my joints and the fog in my head seem to deny it. I check myself over—gear and body parts—to make sure no enterprising squatter has made off with anything while I was nulled out. Deciding that I’m intact, I hobble over to my bike, swing aboard, and we’re off again.
The rain’s less now than it was yesterday, which means there are more people on the streets. Whether that’s a blessing or a curse, I’m not certain. Crowds are good for hiding, but it’s a knife that cuts both ways. It’s harder for a hunter to spot me among a pack of people, but conversely, it’s also tougher for me to make a would-be assassin before he can put a bullet into my head. Well, frag all I can do about it, so I put it out of my mind.
Another fragging phone booth, this one on Union, uphill from Highway 5, on the fringe of the "Pill Hill" region. I’m trying to grow eyes in the back of my head as I punch in another LTG number and wait. At the dulcet tones of Lone Star Personnel’s automated attendant, I jam in a five-digit extension, and listen while a snythesized voice tells me, "You have reached a non-working extension." Yeah, right. It clicks at me but doesn’t hang up, and I enter my five zeroes.
First comes a silence that seems to last for hours, then the phone’s vidscreen lights up and I see a face I know. Shoulder-length black hair, creamy skin, eyes almost as dark as the hair—a face that you’d call beautiful if it ever showed the faintest hint of human emotion. Sarah Layton, senior manager in the Star’s Organized Crime (Gangs) department, and one of my controls.
I’m a little surprised. Layton’s the woman my contact sequence is intended to reach, but I’m not supposed to get her yet. There’s normally one more cutout in the sequence. She wouldn’t have changed the procedure without good reason. But what the frag, I’ve got other things on my mind.
"What’s down?" she asks, managing to cram a huge whack of cool disapproval into those two words.
I don’t answer her directly, just tell her, "Get ready to receive." I slot my datachip, already prepared in its carrier, into the phone’s data-access port and instruct the phone to send it. While the data’s spewing through the Matrix, I scan the people passing on the sidewalk for any face that might be taking too much interest in my actions. Within seconds the phone beeps, and I know my report’s been filed.
"Scan it," I tell Layton before she can say anything. "Show the others, get them to scan it too. I want a teleconference, all of you on the line." I check my watch again. "Make it eleven-thirty. That should be enough time. This relay." And I’m off the line and on my way out of the booth before she can even open her mouth to bitch about it.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
This really isn’t the kind of conversation you want to have in a fragging phone booth right out on the fragging street. But there are some times when you just don’t have any choice.
Yes, another phone booth, this one without chewing gum or anything to cover the vid pickup. For this call, I want to see and be seen.
The phone’s vid display is in split-screen mode, showing four distinct "panes." Three contain faces, and one’s blank in case we need to show data or other visuals. I know all three faces, and if anyone I don’t know shows up, I’m out of there so fast I’ll leave a vacuum behind me.
In the top left is Sarah Layton. The slag next to her is about the same age—late forties, I’d guess—but nowhere near as well preserved: thinning, graying hair, bags under his eyes like an old hound-dog. That’s Vince McMartin. Below Sarah is "the White Flash," one Marcus Drummond. He’s a decade younger than the other two, a real burner of a corporate warrior, climbing the old ladder fast enough to avoid the knives constantly directed at his back. Thin and sallow, with eyes that don’t miss a fragging thing. His hair’s cropped almost buzz-cut short, and it’s pure white. (For a moment his hair reminds me of the elf goddess with the Tir corp delegation, and I check Drummond’s ears. Nope, no points.)
"I know a teleconference is unusual," I say in response to Drummond’s last comment, "but it’s necessary."
Sarah Layton cuts in, her voice like a scalpel. "There’s nothing in your report to warrant it."
"Not everything’s in my report," I tell them. "I didn’t have time to bring it up to date."
"Well?" That from hound-dog McMartin.
"The Star’s penetrated." I say it flatly, for maximum effect. "Your data integrity’s compromised."
The three exchange glances, and by the way their eyes move I realize Layton and Drummond are in the same room, while they’re talking to McMartin by phone. Their faces and eyes don’t show any shock, but all three are hardened professionals who won’t let emotion mar their unshakable facades.
"How?" Layton wants to know.
So I tell them. I’ve already described the delegation from the Tir corp in the report, but I add Nicholas Finnigan’s mysterious visitors from my "IrreleCorp." I don’t have to point out the significance of the fact that IrreleCorp (or who-ever) knew about Finnigan and guessed I’d turn to him for help—I can see it in the combined gaze of six very steady, very perceptive eyes.
When I’m finished there’s silence for a moment, then McMartin wants to know, "You’re sure you didn’t tell anybody else?" From the glances the other two shoot him, it’s obvious they consider even this amount of confirmation redundant. Pros—definitely pros.
But I reassure him on the point anyway. "Like I said, nobody. Just you, in one of my regular reports. You’ve been penetrated."
"Yes," Layton says slowly.
And realization strikes like a bullet. "You know," I blurt out.
I can almost hear the steel shutters slam shut behind three pairs of eyes. Faces go expressionless, like robots.
They know. What I’m telling them is yesterday’s news. If anything, it’s confirming something they’d hoped wasn’t true … or maybe proving that the penetration they’ve already discovered is more far-reaching than they initially feared. Frag. I want all the details, but I know better than to ask for them. These three are very much into need-to-know, and I don’t or they’d have told me already.
So I set the whole thing aside, and come back to my main reason for calling. "I want to come into the light." (A hundred years back, I’d probably have said "in from the cold.")
There’s no exchange of glances this time, there’s no need for it. A brain-dead trog would have figured it out from the drek in my report. The White Flash nods his head slowly, and I see that he’s the spokesperson for this part of the conference. "That is … understandable," he allows. "Understandable, but impossible at the moment."
"Why?" I ask. Not chill, not pro, but by frag I want to know.
If anything, his face goes even more cold-fish. "You know I can’t discuss that with you," he tells me.
Frag this need-to-know bulldrek! That’s what I want to say, but I keep it buttoned. What I actually say is, "I find that hard to accept," in a chill, steel-hard voice that sounds scary to my own ears.
But old Drummond isn’t fazed in the slightest. "Acknowledged," he says with a curt nod. "Yet the facts are the facts. We can’t be seen reacting to … certain events … in any way."
That’s enough of a clue for me to fill the rest in mentally. The Star has big trouble of some kind, and these three know it. Maybe it’s limited to the data penetration I thought I was cuing them to. But maybe the penetration is only a little piece of a bigger picture (charming thought). Whatever, the corp’s senior suits—including Layton, Drummond, and McMartin, but almost certainly not limited to them—are doing everything they fragging can to keep the lid on. They can’t let out the slightest hint that anything at all is out of the ordinary.
Hint to who? Lots of people, chummer—there are lots of people interested in finding chinks in the Lone Star armor, for whatever reason. Start with the Cutters themselves—and every other gang in the city. Ditto the yaks, the Cosa Nostra, the Seoulpa rings, the triads, the tongs … .
Toss the megacorps into the mix, too, for diverse reasons. Most corps view Lone Star as an enemy or rival. If they’re into illegal drek, they’d be thrilled to find a weakness or other kind of lever against the cops chasing them. And even if some corps aren’t into illegal drek, they’re still in competition—in one way or another—with the big business combine that is Lone Star Security Corporation (Knight Errant comes immediately to mind).
Now check out the political ramifications. The Star holds a contract with the Seattle metroplex government to provide police services to the city, neh? How would the government—in the person of cranky Governor Marilyn Schultz, for example—react to information that the Star has some big fragging hole in its data security or anywhere else? It’s business, omae. I don’t know what the metroplex government pays the Star each year for services provided, but if said government can shave a couple of points off the contract because it knows the Star’s hurting, it’ll sure as drek do it.
Besides, Governor Schultz is a politico, and politicos have enemies. What kind of edge would it give one of Schultz’s rivals if he found out—and could prove—that good old Marilyn had put the policing of the entire metroplex in the hands of a corporation that’s fundamentally fragged-up? You got that, omae, a big fragging edge. If word of that got out, how might Schultzy react? By coming down hard and showing she’s got jam, by re-negotiating the contract with the Star, or axing it once and for all.
Yeah, I think I get why Drummond and the rest of the suit squad are trying to keep the lid on the garbage can bolted down real tight. But it doesn’t make me feel any better at the moment.
"I scan it," I tell Drummond, "but that doesn’t mean you can’t bring me in. Frag, my cover’s blown, that’s reason enough, isn’t it? There doesn’t have to be any connection—any connection at all—with the data penetration or any other drek. I’m hung out to dry out here."
For an instant I think I see something that might almost, maybe, be empathy and understanding in the White Flash’s steely eyes. Then it’s gone. "Acknowledged," he says again, "but still unacceptable. For reasons I’m not going to discuss on a non-sterile line. Think it through, Larson. You’ll understand."
I nod slowly. I think I do understand, and that understanding makes the creeping feeling down my spine even colder and stronger.
I jumped to a big conclusion, didn’t I? That Mr. Nemo made me, and that’s why my cover’s blown and the Cutters want my cojones for paperweights. Make sense, sure it does. And if that’s the case, the White Flash has no reason not to pull me in.
But look at it from another angle, and try this on for size. My cover was blown, yes, but not by Mr. Nemo. Sure we recognized each other, but it was because he was standing in line waiting to get in the last time I got tossed out of Club Penumbra or some fragging thing. He didn’t tell Blake I was a Star op, because he didn’t know.
So, apart from someone who recognizes me and knows I’m with the Star, who could hose my cover? Why, someone rifling through the Lone Star secure database with his ghostly electronic fingers, that’s fragging who. Makes perfect sense … I think. Or am I missing something here?
Frag, I’ll worry about that later. Worry about all the little paranoid twists and intrigues when I’m not walking the streets waiting to see who it is who eventually gets to geek me. The fact of the matter is that the Star isn’t going to bring me into the light, not right now, and I’ve got to work around that fact.
So, "Acknowledged," I spit back at Drummond. Understanding his reasoning doesn’t mean I have to like it, or him. "When?"
Again the three suits exchange glances, and it’s Layton who replies. "Thirty-six hours at the outside," she tells me. "More likely twenty-four."
"Things’ll be stable by then?" I want to know.
Maybe it’s a smile that quirks her lips a fraction of a millimeter, or maybe it’s a bad bit in the datastream. "Stable enough," she says flatly. Okay, so they’ve got some counter-op going to combat the penetration, that’s what it’s got to mean. Go to it mightily and with a fragging will, say I.
"Keep in touch," Drummond says (like I’m not going to). "Make it every six hours, give or take five minutes."
I glance at my watch—1134—and mentally log the next callback for 1730. "Got it," I tell them. "This relay?"
Again the exchange of glances, then McMartin gives me the LTG number and security code for another relay and cut-out. "It’s a priority override," he tells me. "Your call will reach us no matter where we are or what we’re doing."
"Got it chipped," I tell them. "Later." And I break the connection.
Six hours, from 1130 to 1730. A blink of an eye, priyatel, right? Just kick back and drink a couple of soykafs. Hit a bar and get blasted. Get a fragging massage, maybe. The afternoon’s gone like that.
Except when you know the Cutters have every fragging asset on the street out looking for you, not to mention some unidentified corp with lines deep into the Star’s data fortress. That changes the situation pronto. Every fragging move turns into a brain-buster: Do the Cutters know I’ve got a tendency to hang in a certain kind of place? Does my Star personnel file mention I’ve had contacts with thus and so fixer? If the answer is "yes," forget it. Someone could be on the spot watching and waiting, ready to blow my brains out. Makes for one long fragging afternoon, omae.
I end up spending most of the early part tooling up and down Highway 5, on the theory that the odds are real fragging slim that somebody’s going to spot me there. Gives me plenty of time to think, but it feels like my brain’s stuck in a groove, going around and around a limited cycle of thoughts. Like, for some reason I can’t shake the thought that Mr. Nemo—the whole Tir-corp delegation thing—is an important piece of the puzzle. Frag knows why, but my gut keeps telling me that’s the way it’s got to be. If I can find out more about what’s going down there—which corp it is, why they’re interested in the Cutters, what the deal is, that kind of drek—I might better understand just what the frag is going on. That’s the way it feels, at least, and I long ago learned to trust my feelings.
But how the frag do I dig up that kind of scan? I’m no technomancer—I’m more at home on the physical streets of the sprawl than the virtual highways and byways of the Matrix. Oh, sure, I can use a ‘puter, who can’t? But logging onto UCAS Online, instructing a telecom to transfer calls, or using a pocket ‘puter or a phone with a data port to buy Seahawks tix is very different from digging up covert dirt on corp activity, trust me on that one. It takes very special talent. Since I don’t have it, I’ve got to hire it or acquire it elsewhere.
Check the biz listings under "Research Consultants" next time you’re online, and you’ll find a drekload of people who claim to have that talent. Phone up one of these slags, tell ‘em what you want to know, transfer cred, and just wait for them to come up with something, null persp. Works just great if what you’re digging for is stuff that nobody wants to keep secret—like the current, up-to-the-minute population of Seattle, or the price of tea in China, or whatever. Hire a competent researcher and let ‘em rip.
It gets more fun when the data you’re after is more on the shadowy side of the street. Obviously, that kind of drek is tougher to find and takes a more talented datasnoop to snag in the first place. (Like, say, the same slag who got you a current quotation on Chinese tea futures might get himself brain-cooked trying to dig up deep background on MCT’s exec veep.) Plus you’ve got to start worrying about the reliability and motives of the datasnoop you hire. I know for a fact that Lone Star has "personal agreements" with an indefinite number of datasnoops out there, and every other corp worthy of the name has got to be doing the same thing.
What do these personal agreements entail? It varies, probably. Some datasnoops will, as a matter of course, provide wrong answers to anyone asking questions about the corp that’s got them on the string. Others will simply stall while they pass the word back to the corp that someone’s asking prying questions about them. I can’t believe that every registered datasnoop is on every corp’s string, and there might even be one or two out there not on anyone’s string, but finding someone who will give you straight answers and not rat you out to the corp you’re interested in becomes a real crapshoot.
That’s why personal relationships are so important in this kind of deal. If it’s "black" data you’re after, you don’t just go to the LTG listings and pick a name at random. You go to a decker or datasnoop or researcher or whatever who you know and trust—somebody you’ve got a relationship with, a relationship you’ve built up over time. If you don’t have a relationship with a decker, you go through a fixer you trust. Networking, omae, it all comes down to networking.
I’ve got a network, a good one: a couple of fixers, a fence or two, a decker, even a shadow doc. Or, more like it, I had one. Some of them I met through the Cutters, the others through the Star. And that means that one or another of the two "agencies" out to get me—the Cutters and my IrreleCorp—know about every single fragging one of them. I might get answers to the questions I ask, but is somebody paying the people giving me answers big cred to lie to me? The conclusion’s simple, no matter how much it sticks in my craw: I don’t have a network I can trust. Frag this paranoia drek, it’s bad for the health.
But, as I rumble back and forth along Highway 5, I’m getting more and more obsessed with the idea of tracing the Tir connection. Time seems to be moving even more slowly than before. If the span from 1300 to 1330 felt more like a couple of (subjective) hours, then 1730 seems a fragging lifetime away. I can’t shake the conviction I’ve got to do something.
So I go over it again, and again, and again. What resources can I use? Is there someone I’m forgetting, someone not in the Star’s computer and not known to the Cutters who I can trust and who’d be willing to do me a favor?
Or maybe it could be someone who is in the Star’s computer, but who’s got the jam to conceal the fact that they’re helping me. Someone like Cat Ashburton. Yeah, she could do it with one cerebral hemisphere tied behind her back.
I know I’m grinning, because the cold air on my front teeth makes them feel like they’re about to split. Yeah, that’s the ticket. Cat Ashburton’s got the skills, the access to the necessary equipment, and the jam to hide this kind of inquiry from outside scrutiny. The one question is, will she do it? Like they say, there’s only one way to find out.
I lean the big bike over and roar down the next off-ramp into the heart of South Tacoma, scanning for yet another fragging public phone.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
I really need to sit down on something that’s not a bike for awhile, and that’s why I decide to take the risk and use the pay phone in this greasy-chopstick noodle house on South Sixty-fourth Street and Fife. The lunch crowd—mainly construction workers, seriously chromed and bulging grotesquely with vat-job muscle, who spend their days on the high steel of the fast-growing skyrakers—are on their way out, and I have to squeeze past them to get in. (Not push past them; your typical heavy-duty construction worker could reduce me to a spot of grease with one finger.) The pay phone’s at the back, in a small transplas-fronted cubicle with a door and a seat.
The air’s heavy with the reek of recycled frying fat. As it fills my nose, my brain gets the message, my stomach starts twisting and clenching, and I could suddenly eat one of the tables. How long since I’ve last eaten? Coming up on twenty-four hours, I’d guess. Considering how fast stress burns energy, I’m probably already digesting muscle tissue.
A waiter—a little Chinese guy in a jumpsuit that used to be white—approaches tentatively. "Yah?"
I glance at the list of specials on the wall. "Yakisoba and gyoza," I tell him without breaking stride. "Make that two gyoza. Back here." And I point to the phone booth. He nods quickly and scurries off.
The phone’s all in one piece, I’m glad to see. I slump down in the seat and shut the door firmly behind me. There’s a polarization control for the electrosensitive crystals in the transplas, and I set it for one-way. I can see out—not too well, because the calibration’s way off—but (theoretically) nobody can see in. (I read somewhere that far infrared isn’t affected by the crystals, but if someone packing that much tech’s close enough for it to matter, I’m dead anyway.) I take a deep breath to calm myself, to slow down the pulse that’s racing in my ears, and check my watch again.
Where’s Cat Ashburton going to be at 1346 on a Tuesday—no, Wednesday—afternoon? She’s in the Management Information System side of things, which at the Star is a round-the-clock every-day-of-the-year department. The senior suits work banker’s hours—1000 to 1630, with at least an hour for lunch—but the middle managers like Cat get ground hard, doing shift-work. In other words, there’s no way of knowing if she’s in the office or not.
I’m gearing myself up to do battle with the Star’s receptionists—all part of some conspiracy to misdirect all important phone calls, I’m fragging sure of it—when I decide to try her at home. The odds are much longer, but it’s one less hassle if they pan out. I key in 114 for directory assistance, then when the synthesized voice starts yammering, I enter the "special functions" code known to all Lone Star employees (and to most of Seattle’s shadow community as well). With "special functions" engaged, the directory search engine looks through more useful files than just the standard name-LTG-address drek 114 usually gives you. I key in my search string—in English, "Get me the number for one Ashburton, Catherine, age range twenty-five to thirty-five, employed by Lone Star, and make it snappy"—and hit the XQT key. A second later the screen flashes, "1 hit(s)", and asks for a second code, this one an authorization to reassure the poor machine that it’s okay to give me what I want. I rattle in the character string, and see Cat’s number displayed. LTG 5206 (15-2534)—that’s Tacoma, Menlo Park to be exact. Cat must be doing well for herself. Dossing down in that part of town isn’t cheap.
There’s a knock on the transplas door. My reflexes are jazzed so high that I’ve got my H & K out, and damn near almost squeezed off a burst before I see it’s the waiter with my lunch. He doesn’t twitch or faint or go for his own heat, so at least that’s some reassurance the one-way polarization works. The H & K goes back into its holster; I slide open the door and grab the fiberform tray covered with steaming food from the waiter’s hands. He opens his mouth—to ask for payment, probably—but I slam the door shut before he can get out the first word. Through the one-way transplas I see him shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot, apparently trying to decide whether to knock again. Then maybe he figures discretion is the better part, and all that drek, and off he slouches.
I take a minute to cram some gyoza and noodles into my face—hot enough to scorch my tongue, but who gives a frag, it’s
(synthesized) food—then I tell the pay phone to call Cat’s number. The vidscreen shows the normal shifting colors and patterns, supposedly designed by psych-wonks to calm people down so they don’t trash the phone while they’re waiting for the connection to be made. Then the status bar along the bottom of the display flashes CONNECTED. The screen clears, and there’s Cat—copper hair that looks like it’s polished, big round eyes, a polite if distant smile. "You have reached…."
I don’t listen to the rest of the spiel. Frag, a recording. I reach for the key to disconnect … .
And the image changes. The perfect, glossy image of Cat vanishes, to be replaced by a darkened room. A head moves into the shot, too close to the pickup and slightly out of focus. The same copper hair, but now it looks like a bird’s nest. Same eyes, but puffy with sleep and barely open. "Mmm," Cat says. Her voice catches in her throat. "Hoozit?"
"It’s me, Cat," I say, confirming that the pay phone’s vid pickup is on.
Her eyes open a little further, maybe even enough to see out of them. "Mmm," she repeats. Then, "Rick, ‘choo?" I nod. She moves a little further from the phone pickup, and I see a little more of her, in better focus too. I guess she sees my grin, because she glances down and mutters, "Drek!" Then I see a pale-skinned arm reach for the phone. The screen’s filled with shifting colors and patterns again, and I chuckle. Some things never change, and one of those is that Cat Ashburton sleeps in the raw.
Less than a minute later the screen clears again. Cat’s got on a fluffy white bathrobe, and her hair looks a little less like a Medusa’s head. Her full lips are quirked up in an embarrassed smile, but her eyes are warning me not to push things too far.
That’s chill with me; I’m not in the headspace to play the double entendre game anyway. So, "Late shift?" I ask.
"Mmm, midnight to noon," she tells me. Which means she’s been down less than two hours at the most. Make it an hour. I’ve got to keep that in mind. She might not be tracking as well as normally.
"Twelve hour shifts?"
She nods. "It’s new, some out-of-house consultants say it’ll improve efficiency." Her voice tells me all I need to know about her opinion of that.
"Tough."
She gives the kind of low, throaty chuckle I remember and still replay from time to time in my dreams. "Tough? They’re ball-busters, cobber." She pauses, and I see her eyes grow a little clearer. "What’s down, omae?" she asks, a hint of concern in her tone. "You’re not calling just to be sociable. Or you’d better not be …"
I smile, but I know the expression’s as tired as I am. "Not a social call," I confirm, "I’m in some heavy drek here."
Cat runs a hand through her hair, a gesture I remember as clearly as the chuckle. "Tell me."
"I’m blown," I admit. "Big-time, priyatel, bolshoi big."
"You got made by a random contact?"
I’m glad that’s her first assumption, not that I slotted up somewhere along the line. "Maybe, but I’m starting to doubt it."
"Tell me," she says again.
So I do. From the start, in all the gory detail. Frag, I know Drummond would have my nuts for cuff links if he knew, but Drummond can eat drek. It’s my hoop that’s out here hanging in the breeze, not his. Anyway, Cat’s Star. And our past history probably isn’t in the Lone Star Seattle computer system—if anywhere, it’s back in the Milwaukee files. (Does it sound like I’m trying to rationalize something? You got that, omae.)
Cat’s a good listener, but she doesn’t let that get in the way of asking what she needs to refine her understanding or of firing out comments that force me to elaborate or look at things from a new angle. While I’m babbling, I also manage to cram the gyoza and yakisoba down my yam. By the time I’m reaching the end of the story, I see the Chinese waiter doing the old approach-avoidance thing outside the phone booth. So I tell Cat, "Hold one," blank the screen, open the door, and shove the empty plates out into his hands. "One more plate of gyoza," I tell him, both to get him out of my hair and because I’m still ready to eat my own flesh. As he races off, I bring Cat back from limbo.
When I’m done with the story, she doesn’t say anything right away. I know she’s sliding the pieces of the puzzle around, trying to get them to make different shapes. Cat’s good at that, always was. Eventually she shakes her head with a wry grin. "How come every time you get yourself into drek it’s up to your eyeballs?" she asks.
I shrug. "Talent, I guess."
"Huh." She pauses again. "You’re assuming the Tir corp and the penetration of the Star are connected?"
Again I shrug. "Yeah, of course …" And then I stop, because I see what she’s thinking. I’d automatically assumed there was a link. An unstated, unexamined assumption, based, I suppose, on the fact that Nemo and I recognized each other and that my cover was blown relatively soon after the delegation’s visit. But now that I think about it, there doesn’t have to be any link at all. Frag, this kind of drek is too much of a mind-bender for a simple soul like me.
I give Cat a slightly embarrassed smile. "Search me, Cat," I say. "I don’t know anymore."
She smiles back. "Zero it. I’m just playing with ideas." Her face goes dead serious again. "What do you want me to do, omae? You’re not calling just to bounce ideas off me?"
"You got that," I tell her. "I need a nova-hot datasnoop, and one I can trust not to sell me out or frag me over."
"The Tir connection?"
"That’s it," I tell her. "What’s the buzz on the Matrix? Which Tir corps are trying to increase their presence in the sprawl? And which ones have a rep for dealing with gangs and organized crime? And what’s their biz?"
Cat chuckles. Then, "You’re not asking much, are you, omae? But why not just let it slide?" she asks in a different tone. "You’ll be pulled in soon, and then you can do this kind of drek in sanction. Why push it now?"
Yeah, well that’s a fragging good question. All I can do is shrug. "’Cause my gut tells me to, Cat," I say slowly. "That’s all I can tell you. Something’s telling me it’s important, and anyway …" I trail off.
"And anyway," she finishes for me, "it’s your case. Right?"
"I guess." I glance away. Looking at it logically, it doesn’t make sense to do any digging now. Come into the light, then use everything the Star’s got to search for the connection.
Don’t waste time and effort that could better be invested in keeping my skin intact.
But just letting it ride goes against every fragging fiber of my personality (such as it is). I’ve always been the kind of slag who can’t leave stones unturned, who’s got to roll them over and poke around with a stick at the creepy-crawlies underneath.
No. That’s not the whole truth either, is it? I’ve got to have something—some gem of data, some lead, some answer—that I can bring in with me when Layton and company bring me into the light. Something I can hand over to them with a smug grin, something they didn’t know about. Something to prove I’m not just a frag-up who can’t keep his cover intact.
I derail that train of thought right there. Cat’s eyes are on me, and I get the uncomfortable feeling she can see the way my mind’s working. So I put on a solid, emotionless biz mask, and meet her gaze directly. "Can you do it, Cat? I know it’s against regs to use the Star’s databanks for private drek like this …"
A pause as she thinks about it, then a warm smile spreads across her face. "I can do it," she confirms, "and we both know how much you really care about the regs. Have you got a time-frame for this? And don’t tell me ‘soonest,’ or I’m going to hang up."
I don’t answer immediately, my brain trying to come up with a guess about how long this could take her. After a second or two I shrug. "What can I tell you, Cat? Soon, priyatel."
She nods. "I’ve got two days off, so I can push it after I get some sleep. Depending on just what’s going down, I might be able to give you something preliminary by … midnight, maybe?"
"That’s better than I expected," I admit.
She shrugs that off with a smile. "I take it there isn’t a number where I can reach you," she says dryly.
"Right in one," I confirm. "I’ll call you."
"I might not be in," she reminds me. "I do have a life, omae." She thinks for a moment, then, "I’ll log everything I find as I find it," she says. "I’ll file it on my telecom under ‘Special Favors.’ How about that?" I nod. "I’ll encrypt and lock it," she goes on. "Give me a password, something you’ll remember."
A perfect opening. I stifle a grin. "Something I’ll never forget," I say earnestly, then use the phone’s keypad to enter the word "Mayflower." Cat blushes faintly, a factoid that I file away for future use. One never knows, do one?
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Midnight in the sprawl. Do you know where your kids are?
A good number of them seem to be hanging out in and around Denny Park, Mr. and Mrs. Seattle, in the shadow of the Space Needle. Chipped up or gooned out, frying their brains with chemicals or electronics, trying to escape from what we laughingly call reality. Somebody once told me Denny Park was refurbished a few years back to be a kind of friendly family park, somewhere to take the kiddies of an afternoon or a lover of an evening. Doesn’t look like it worked worth a damn.
Anyway, that doesn’t matter to me at the moment. For the first time in a long time, I’m feeling good.
Why? I’m coming into the light, that’s why. Layton and her little friends have finally come through for me. About time, too. I was starting to feel like the Flying fragging Dutchman or the Wandering fragging Jew, hopelessly roaming through the world looking for safe harbor or haven or some slotting thing.
As we agreed, I called in at 1730, and got told a big load of nothing. Still working on the matter, can’t help you out, go off and play, blah blah blah … oh, and phone back later. So I phone back later—from the only functioning public phone on Denny Way, it looks like—expecting much the same runaround.
Surprise, surprise, surprise. "The way’s clear to bring you in," Layton told me as soon as she answered the phone. "Hold for details."
Hold I did, and sure enough the details were forthcoming. Not that they made much sense, at least not from my standpoint. I guess what I’d expected was to receive the address of somewhere I could hunker down for awhile—a safe house that wasn’t listed in the Star’s databases—until other arrangements could be made. The fact that Layton and crew were laying on something a tad more elaborate hinted that there’s even more to this frag-up than meets the eye. Just what kind of drek is the Star going through? Oh well, not my biz. I’m coming in, and that’s all the matters at the moment.
Not immediately, but no surprise there. So much that has to do with Lone Star is "hurry up and wait." I don’t have to wait long, however, and that’s what counts: three hours or so. By the time the sun’s up again, I should be into the light, even be able to sleep. (What a concept!)
In the meantime, Cat said to give her a shout at midnight or thereabouts, and it’s pretty fragging close. So I key her number into the same pay phone I used to contact Layton, and wait for the connection. It’s not good fieldcraft, placing two calls from the same location, but frag it. I get the recorded message again, and this time Cat doesn’t break in live. That’s chill. I execute a "break" sequence and request access to the file called Special Favors. When the system requests a password, I type in "Mayflower," and I’m in.
I probably needn’t have bothered. Looks like so much drek in there; just a list of names without any kind of annotation. Crystalite, Griffin, Telestrian, Marguax, and Starbright. None of the names means anything to me. What the frag are they? Corps? Individuals? People Cat’s already dug up on or leads she’s planning to pursue? Frag knows, and nothing I can do about it. I guess it doesn’t really matter in the long run, anyway.
For the hundredth time I wonder why Layton and chummers decided to go this route to bring me in. I know they must have a good reason, and if I can scope out what it is, that might tell me more about what kind of deep drek the Star seems to be in. That’s how I scan it, at least. I know Drummond would tell me I’ve got no "need-to-know" on this one, but sometimes, "want-to-know" is enough of a driving force. Mentally, I go through it again, trying to work it out.
What’s unusual about this whole scam is the level of personnel involvement. The way it’s coming down, according to Layton, is that I’m supposed to keep an eye on the south end of Montlake Bridge—the single span that crosses the Lake Washington Ship Canal between U-Dub and the Montlake District—during the period from 0255 to 0305.
There’ll be a car with a single driver who’ll make contact using "generally accepted fieldcraft principles" (a high-toned way of saying "the same old drek"). I get in the car and we’re off.
Layton also came right out and said there’d be at least one exchange of vehicles along the way. That surprised me on a couple of levels: one, that she thought it was necessary to say, and another, that she’d even tell me, but ours is not to reason why drekcetera. Why the pickup and why the vehicle exchange? It doesn’t make any sense unless I’m hotter—much hotter—than I think or unless the penetration into the Star’s even deeper than I figured. Frag, scary. The Star’s always been the one constant in my (professional) life, the one thing I could trust and depend on when I was undercover. It rattles me that what I thought of as a solid rock foundation might actually be JelloSoy … .
I snort, and shove those thoughts into the "To Obsess About Later" file. It’s 0251 and the rain’s stopped, but there’s a nasty, thin wind blowing from the east across Lake Washington and Union Bay, and I’m fragging freezing. At least Layton chose a good spot for the pickup. There are a dozen good overwatch positions from which I can see the south end of Montlake Bridge without being spotted myself. (Too often, desk jockeys pick spots that offer one and only one place you can hang. If the meet gets hosed, that single spot turns into a death trap.)
I’m already hunkered down in the best of the lot, a small booth outside a restaurant where I figure the valet parking slots hang during the day. Without exposing myself significantly, I can see more than halfway north across the bridge, as far south as the overpass that crosses Highway 520, and a full block both east and west along East Shelby Street. The only kick I’ve got against it as an overwatch "nest" is that the fragging place isn’t heated. No matter where I crouch, there’s always an icy draft blowing down the back of my neck.
It’s 0300 on the button—the exact middle of the specified time-span—when I see headlights coming south across the bridge. It’s a single car, cruising slowly, moving not much faster than a person at a walk. As it hits the end of the bridge, the headlights flick off, leaving only the sidelights. Under the cold blue-white of the streetlamps, I see the bulbous and unmistakable shape of a Leyland-Zil Tsarina pull over to the curb at the corner of Montlake Boulevard and Shelby. It flashes its headlights once, then all the lights go out. I hear the high-pitched whine of its multifuel turbine spooling down, then a hydraulic hiss as the front and rear canopies open.
The L-Z Tsarina’s a weird car, which is probably what you’d expect from an English-Russian coproduction, but I’ve got to admit it’s a good choice for this kind of op. It’s a two-seater—a pure one, not a two-plus-two or even a two-plus luggage. The passenger compartment has room for two, and only two, people: the passenger in the front, the driver slightly above and to the rear (the same seating configuration as in a helicopter gunship, a chummer told me once). The point is, with the two canopies open, there’s no way or place for someone in the car to hide. Thus, no drek about someone ducking down in the passenger seat out of sight. The ambient light reveals the dark shape of one person in the car, a small figure sitting in the driver’s seat. I’m not figuring this as any kind of setup, but I decide to wait and watch another minute or two anyway just because it’s not chill to be overeager in this kind of situation. Then a vanity light flicks on inside the driver’s compartment and I see who it is.
I rise to my feet, ignoring the way my cold, stiff, knee joints crack and ache, and I jander across the street to the waiting car.
Cat Ashburton smiles up at me from the cramped confines of the Tsarina. "Going my way, sailor?" she asks.
I shake my head with a chuckle, and swing into the front seat, trying to find a comfortable position for my long legs. Down come the canopies, the engine fires up again—little more than a subliminal whir inside the car—and we’re off.
The disadvantage with the Tsarina is that you can’t carry on a face-to-face conversation. I’m facing straight forward out over the short, curved nose, and there’s not enough room for me to twist myself around. Cat, on the other hand, has a great view of the back of my head and my incipient bald spot. Still, you make do with what you’ve got. At least the car’s nice and warm.
"What are you doing here?" I ask her. "Are you my official ride?"
I hear her chuckle, and I wish I could see her face. "That’s me, omae," she confirms. "I got the word from Drummond. I guess he wanted someone you’d recognize, but who wasn’t traceable to you, or something."
"Maybe." A mental alarm sounds, but I don’t know why.
Without meaning to, Cat distracts me from that line of thought before I can pursue it further. "Did you check Mayflower?" she asks.
"Yeah, for all the good it did me. Crystalite, Griffin, and the rest—who the frag are they?"
"What are they," she corrects. "And what they are are major Tir-based corps that have no official operations in Seattle."
"What good’s that?" I want to know.
"The key word’s ‘official’."
"So?"
Cat sighs, probably frowning at my obtuseness. "If a corp’s got no official presence," she says slowly and clearly like she’s talking to a newborn ork, "it makes you wonder why they’ve got a security presence, doesn’t it, omae? It’s like, if you don’t have anything to guard, why have guards, neh?"
I’m too tired to think clearly—that’s my story, and I’m sticking with it. "Yeah, scan," I grumble. "And all those corps have a security presence in the plex?"
"That’s what the Star files say."
"Why?"
She chuckles again. "That’s the big question, isn’t it?" She pauses. "It’s also not something you’re going to find in one single record in one single database. If there’s any answer at all, you’ll only find it by cross-correlating a drekload of different data in a drekload of different files."
I sigh. "No go, huh? Well, thanks anyway, Cat, I owe you—"
"Damn straight you owe me," she cuts in, "but I didn’t say it’s impossible. Just that it’s difficult."
"Oh?" I feel a slight stirring of hope. Even if there’s no way I’ll have my gem to hand over to Layton, McMartin, and Drummond the moment I arrive on Star territory, it’d still be a partial victory if I could present them with something significant before they find it themselves.
"Yeah, ‘oh’," she says, "and do you ever owe me. I hardly got any sleep, thanks to you."
"Didn’t seem to bother you much in the past," I say innocently, then go, "Ouch, drek," as she delivers a stinging rap to the top of my head with a knuckle. I decide I hate L-Z Tsarinas after all.
"Why don’t you think with this for a change?" she says, punctuating her words with another rap to the skull. Yet there’s something in her tone that tells me she’s not as slotted off as she’d like me to think. "Anyway, as I was saying … I whomped up a couple of smartframes and demons and sent them out to do the dirty work and the cross-correlation. They’re at it right now."
"Huh? By themselves?"
She laughs out loud at that. "You’re out of date, chummer. You don’t have to actually do a datasearch anymore. You just write a code to do it for you."
I shake my head. Sometimes I think I’d have been better off born in the Dark Ages, like back in 1994 or some drek. "And what do they do when they find what they’re looking for? Phone home?"
I meant it as a joke, but she just says, "You got it. They’re programmed to log all their conclusions in Special Favors and the raw data in a couple of other files so we can cross-check it later. Satisfied?"
"Bolshoi satisfied."
We fall silent, and in that first instant of silence I listen, really listen, to the warning bells that have been ringing in my skull for the past few minutes. Cat said Drummond assigned her to pick me up because there’s no connection in our records between her and me. But if there’s no connection, how did he know to get in contact with her?
Oh, drek … I draw in a breath to tell her, but it’s too late, way too late.
At that moment I see a burst of light to the left and thirty degrees up, from the top of a low building. Yellow-red light, like fire. The next thing I know, that fire is streaking down toward us, an ultra-speed comet that burns an afterimage into my visual field.
Transition.
It’s like a badly cut trideo. One moment I’m sitting comfortably in the Tsarina’s front seat, the next I’m sprawled grotesquely across something hard and jagged, head down, hoop in the air. My face is freezing, my back’s scorching hot. There are sounds in my ears, but the horrible shrieking-ringing inside my head’s too overpowering for me to make sense of them. When I try to open my eyes, I feel the eyelids move, but I’m still blind. I try to move, but my body’s not paying attention to the messages my brain’s sending it. I feel like I’m in a fragging nightmare, which suddenly sends me into a panic. Or maybe it’s the turbocharged nerve-jolts of fear that do it. My legs and back spasm, and I roll over onto my right side. Something sharp and cold lances into my left buttock.
It’s the pain—precise, crystalline, localized—that seems to clear the fog from my mind. I’m lying out in the road, on top of wreckage of some kind. My eyes are open, but I can’t see because there’s something warm and sticky in them—blood, what else? A car crash … Then I remember the flaming comet.
And I’m rolling—madly, over and over to the right. Away from the direction the comet came, off the wreckage, and onto the cold, wet pavement. Frag the pain, frag the fact I’ve got something driven deep into my ham, frag the fact that my back feels like it’s on fire. If I don’t react fast—now—I’m dead. Still rolling, I drag my left hand across my eyes, trying to wipe away the blood, while my right hand pulls out my H & K.
I can see again, but I’m rolling over and over so fast I can’t make sense of anything. Night sky, flames, wet pavement, flames, night sky again. The ringing in my head’s decreasing, and now on top of it I can just hear the roaring of flames. And a woman screaming—high, continuous, throat-ripping … .
Then another sound, one I’ve heard before, a fast-paced triple concussion. Ba-ba-bam, and my face and hands are flayed with fragments of pavement. I roll again, this time getting my hands and one knee underneath me, then, with a convulsion of all my major muscle groups, I fling myself to my feet. I’m dizzy and almost go sprawling again, but I manage to keep my balance just. An instant later I almost trip over a curb, but I turn the move into a stutter-step and cut hard to my right. Ba-ba-bam again, and a garbage container next to me turns into shrapnel. Another stutter-step, cut left, and I risk a look over my shoulder.
In the middle of the road, the main body of the Tsarina is blazing madly, the rear of it twisted and torn into some horrible kind of sculpture. Flames are leaping merrily from inside the driver’s compartment. The screams have stopped, and I know that’s a blessing. The front part of the car, the portion ahead of the passenger seat, is lying a couple of meters from the rest of the wreckage—not on fire, by some strange chance—smashed free when the impact of the missile split the Tsarina in two right at the front axle.
There’s movement on top of a low building across the way—a single figure, I’d guess—and two more on the road, moving cautiously toward Cat and the car that’s her crematorium. The wire takes over and I send a couple of quick bursts their way. Just to keep them preoccupied, not with the expectation of doing damage. I know they’re armored, just as I know who and what they are.
All that took a split second, and fragging good job. The Mossberg combat gun across the way roars again, and this time the triple-shot pattern’s so close I can feel it.
There’s a rage inside me, a terrible, burning thing I’ve never experienced before. It feels almost like it’s separate from me, with its own needs and wants and personality. Just like the wire feels sometimes, but more so. The rage wants nothing more than to wade out into the road, emptying my H & K into the figures—into the killers—before I’m cut down myself. So does the wire.
But I can’t do that, I can’t die. Not yet. I’ve got things to do, I tell myself, and the rage inside me understands that. I’ve got to find out the why, and I’ve got to confirm the who (though I think I’ve got a pretty good fragging idea), and then I’ve got to pay a few less-than-social visits. Once I’m done with that, then whoever wants to can cut me down.
I fake right, then cut left with every joule of energy in my body. The Mossberg devastates a lamppost a good half-dozen meters away from me, only now the SMGs are joining in the fun. Too late. I’m down an alley, out of the well-lit street, back into the darkness and the shadows that I know so well. Let the Lone Star Fast Response Team troopers clean up the mess. There’ll be an accounting soon enough.
But not now.
I run on into the night.
 







 
 
 
 
BOOK TWO
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Insanity. Fragging insanity!
I’m lying on a creaky, uncomfortable bed in Room 2LR in one of the drekkiest flophouses I’ve ever had the bad fortune to encounter. There are honk-stains on the carpet, blood-stains on the mattress, and when the heater kicks in the reek tells me a previous occupant didn’t bother making the short walk down the hall to the drekker. Still, it’s the closest thing I’ve got to home at the moment. I needed sleep and I needed the sense of security—false or not—of a roof over my head and walls to keep out the wind and rain. If it wasn’t safe crashing in a flop when it was just the Cutters out after my hoop, it’s even more risky now. Maybe I could have kept wandering the streets until I got so fragging tired I started making drekheaded mistakes and didn’t have the mental wherewithal to compensate for them, but dossing down for a day or so seemed like the more viable alternative.
Frag knows, I didn’t get that much sleep anyway. It was just short of 0430 by the time I’d boosted a car—my bike’s still behind a restaurant in Montlake, assuming nobody’s managed to defeat the lock and security system yet—and rolled out to the Tarislar area of Puyallup. A major selling point for this whack of turf was that it’s about as far as you can get from downtown and not be in Salish-Shidhe territory, but that’s not all I had in mind when I headed south. Though the Cutters are everywhere, their presence in Tarislar is only minimal. Add to that the fact that Lone Star rarely patrols this elven neighborhood, and it becomes just about the safest place for me to hunker down at the moment.
Tarislar’s a hole, don’t let anybody tell you any different. The region between Kreger Lake and Harts Lake, it used to be a flash place to live, or so I’ve heard. Sometime around the turn of the century, it suddenly blossomed from a rural area into a "bedroom community," sprouting mid-rise apartment blocks like fungus. Then, of course, property rates kinda slipped a tad when Mount Rainier erupted and spewed toxic mud and other drek over the area now called Hell’s Kitchen. They slipped even further when the prevailing winds shifted, bringing the reek of the Kitchen—with all its associated toxins—wafting over it. People moved out just in time to make space for the influx of elves pouring southeast-ward after the Night of Rage.
So that’s Tarislar today, a "temporary" haven for elves who’ve never been able to move elsewhere, an area of decaying buildings filled with squatters and cities of shacks built on parks and golf courses. Charming.
Still, as I say, it was exactly what I was looking for. I don’t know why, but the Cutters have few elves among their ranks. It could be racism, but it probably has more to do with the dominance of elf-based outfits in Tarislar. Non-elven gangs aren’t going to make much of a dent against that. Lone Star, too, is mostly human, and that could well be one of the reasons for low police presence in the area—lower, even, than the "E" level of enforcement throughout the rest of Puyallup. Conversely, as a human, I stand out like a fragging sore thumb in Tarislar, and everybody’s going to take note of the celénit—the
"unevolved monkey-man"—walking the streets. But at least the odds are against them re-porting me to anyone who cares.
So, to continue, it was about 0430 when I hit Tarislar, and close to an hour later by the time I’d found a flophouse that would take me. I didn’t have much choice, which is the only reason I ended up at the rat-infested flea circus called The Promise. (Promise of what? Bed bugs, or a nice skin rash maybe?) Into bed by 0540, call it, for twelve-plus hours of blissful, uninterrupted sleep … .
Which categorically refused to come. Oh sure, I did drift off now and again—for five or ten minutes at a time, before the nightmare woke me up. The same nightmare, every fragging time, a replay of the ambush on Montlake Boulevard. The missile hitting the car, the FRT troopers on the roof and advancing across the street. Cat’s screams as she burns alive. Sometimes the car ruptures under the missile’s impact, throwing me free. Sometimes it doesn’t, trapping me inside while the flames rise up around me and Cat shrieks in my ears and I can see the satisfied grins of the troopers as they come forward to watch the fun … .
I shake my head, hard. Even just remembering those nightmares is unbearable. I check my watch—1300 hours, or close enough, which means I’ve had seven hours of something you couldn’t quite call sleep. It also means the gutterpunk elf who opened the lobby door when I pounded on it, and charged me entirely too much for a room, has had seven hours to rat out the celén in room 2LR to anyone who’s expressed an interest. The facts that my skin’s unpunctured and I’m still alone—not counting the multilegged creepy-crawlies—hints that I’m safe enough for the moment.
I sit up, slide my butt up toward the head of the bed so I can lean against the wall. My gaze settles on my black jacket, hung over the back of the room’s single chair. The back of the jacket’s scorched, the synthleather delaminated and blistered in places by extreme heat. All I can figure is that the fireball from the exploding missile spread forward through the passenger compartment, was deflected downward by Cat’s raised seat, and hit me in the small of the back to lick up toward my shoulders. Same with the shock wave, except it probably "echoed" in the space under Cat’s seat, delivering enough energy to crack the monocoque at its weakest point, the front wheel-wells. Pure luck I’m still alive, then. Luck that favored me and deserted Cat.
The rage churns and twists inside me like a live thing made of hot metal, but it’s under better control now. It’s not going to go away—I don’t want it to go away, not till it’s satisfied—but at the moment it feels more like a useful tool. Something I can control, whose power I can channel and focus, instead of it controlling me. That’s what I hope, at least. It’s an extension of something they taught us in the Academy: get angry when you have to, but use the anger. I don’t think my instructors were thinking about anything like this, but the result’s the same.
The Star. Thinking about the Academy rips off the … well, call it the mental equivalent of a scab over a painful train of thought. My eyes burn, and my throat tightens like someone’s got me by the windpipe.
The Star’s betrayed me, there’s no other way of reading it. They’ve put me "beyond salvage". Like the Cutters, Lone Star has decided that Richard Larson is "out of sanction," to be eliminated with extreme prejudice. And like them, the Star sent out the equivalent of a hit team to fry me. And, still like with the Cutters, I recognized them—after the fact. The biggest difference from the gang is that the Lone Star attempt brought with it a higher level of collateral damage than I really want to remember right now … .
Why, frag it? Why? The questions parallel those I wracked my fragging brains with after Marla and friends tried to scrag me at the Wenonah. Why did the Star decide I must die? And why did it have to be an ambush? Frag, they could have brought me in, debriefed me, then fragging poisoned me, if they had a mind to.
No, wait, I’m missing something here, aren’t I? I’m talking about "them" and "the Star" as if it’s a definite, known group. But is it? By frag I think so. I think it’s Layton, Drummond, and McMartin, that fragging unholy triumvirate who strung me along and kept me from coming into the light, then set up the parameters of the meet. Cat even said it was Drummond who sent her out to make the pickup. Doesn’t that lock it in? Doesn’t it prove Drummond’s fragging complicity?
It’s so tempting to say "yes," to pick out a nice, defined well-known target for my hatred. But it’s not necessarily the case. Remember, we’re dealing with someone—or some faction—that has penetrated the Star’s data fortress, that has gotten in deep enough to dig up my connection with Nicholas Finnigan. That kind of penetration gives them more power and control over Star operations than I really care to think about.
Like, try this as a possible scenario. Drummond and crew want to set up a meet. They figure I’m going to be jumpy—a good guess—particularly after being kept dangling for a day, and decide to send someone I’ll recognize and trust. Drummond knows the Seattle data fortress is compromised, so he accesses the Milwaukee files to find someone I know, and comes up with Cat. Unfortunately, IrreleCorp, or whoever, is in deeper than he thinks, and intercepts the data request—or maybe they’ve already got their hooks into Milwaukee anyway, it doesn’t matter.
Now Drummond sends Cat out to make the pickup. The order will certainly be logged somewhere, but just as certainly the assignment log won’t say anything about me. IrreleCorp, however, they’re smart; they know Cat knows me, and they figure out what her assignment actually is. They now issue an order, through the computer network, to an FRT team to set up on Montlake Boulevard near Roanoke and take out the Tsarina expected to be heading south sometime after 0255. The rationale’s probably something like "magical terrorists, considered extremely dangerous, eliminate before they can get their first spell off." In other words, ambush.
Despite the drek you see on the pirate trids, "shoot first, then question the remains" isn’t Lone Star SOP, and ambushes aren’t just another assignment. The FRT team leader would almost certainly have questioned the order, and checked it out through various channels. Unfortunately, those "various channels" would all have been electronic and computer-mediated, and IrreleCorp could have given the correct verifications and authorizations to set the team leader’s little mind at ease that the op was kosher. Off lumber the armed and armored troopers to do their bit to save Seattle.
Boom! Say farewell to Tsarina, Rick Larson, and Cat Ashburton. The next morning, of course, the drek’s going to hit the pot when it turns out the orders logged and verified as coming from Drummond’s office didn’t come from Drummond at all. Much chaos, but by that point I’m safely scragged—mission successfully accomplished.
Frag it, it holds together. It could have happened that way. With deep enough computer penetration, IrreleCorp could have turned a nice, clean pickup into an ambush. It didn’t have to be Drummond, Layton, McMartin, and the other suits at all. Frag, just when I thought I knew who to blame.
I shake my head again. I can run through all the paranoid options and alternatives and possibilities and probabilities till my ears bleed, but it’s not going to do any good without hard data to help me pick and choose between them. I need to know something—anything—about what’s going down. But how to go about it?
I’ve still got that bee in my fragging bonnet about the Tir corp-Cutters connection. Maybe it’s got nothing to do with anything, but at the moment it feels like the only thing I can follow up on. Everything else seems just too big, too overwhelming. (Like, how do I get some leverage on the fragging Star?) It’s like somebody told me years ago when I was at university: "If you don’t know what to do next, do what you can." Good advice, I suppose. With a heartfelt sigh
I swing my feet to the floor and prepare myself to face the day.
I feel naked and exposed and incredibly vulnerable walking the streets of Tarislar. It’s not just the way the elves glare at me with undisguised hostility or simply pretend I don’t fragging exist—though that’s part of it. No, it’s the realization that I don’t have the wheels to bug out if trouble comes looking for me. My bike’s gone, and cruising in a stolen car is too much of a risk.
If anything, Tarislar by day looks even worse than Tarislar by night. You can’t see the bonfires and jury-rigged braziers burning in the vacant lots among the wreckage of collapsed buildings, but you can see the shanty-town huts and makeshift shelters on what used to be manicured lawns. There’s a sense of despair that hangs in the air like a bad smell. Not the smoldering, volatile anger you’d feel in an ork-dominated slum, but a kind of dull acceptance and fatalism. It makes me sad.
After ten or fifteen minutes of walking in the cold gray drizzle, I find the public phone I’m looking for. The hinges are too rusted or jammed to close the door, but at least the booth shelters me from the rain. I sit down on the metal ledge and punch in Cat’s LTG number.
Frag, I should have known it would hit me like this, seeing Cat’s recorded message. But I didn’t. When her face resolves on the screen—big eyes, copper hair, sensuous lips—I feel like someone’s slipped an ice-cold stiletto between my ribs under my heart. My eyes burn and my vision blurs, and I have to fight to get air into my lungs. For a few moments, I don’t think I can stand it. I want nothing more than to jump up and run. But then the rage reasserts itself, burning and churning in my belly. Somebody’s going to pay, oh yes, they’re going to pay—and then I know I can handle it. My emotions fade away, and I feel cold and hard and barely human as Cat’s outgoing message comes to an end. With fingers that don’t quite feel like mine. I key in the access code for the Special Favors file. My hands shake so much I almost can’t enter the Mayflower password, but somehow I manage it.
Cat’s little demons or smartframes or whatever the frag she called them have been busy little buggers. The five names—Crystalite, Griffin, and the rest—have become section headings, with paragraphs of text and blocks of numerical data after each one. Instead of a list, it’s starting to look like a biz report. I quickly scan through the file, but the only one thing that catches my eye is that one entry—the one for Telestrian Industries Corporation—is much bigger, two or three times bigger, than the others. Using the phone’s keyboard, I flag that section of the file for future attention.
Then, working quickly, I insert a blank datachip into the phone’s data port, and key in the instruction to download the file. A second or two later the machine beeps, I extract the chip, break the connection, and head back out into the rain.
For a few moments I consider finding a good overwatch position, hunkering down and observing the pay phone. I might learn something important. After all, IrreleCorp or whoever set up the ambush must know by now I survived. If I were them, I don’t think I’d miss the trick of putting a trace on Cat’s phone. (But then I’d probably have remotely nuked all data files on her telecom, if that’s possible. Again, I feel like I’m missing something.)
Then again, I know so little about what’s going on that spotting a team responding to my call—coming to do a drive-by on the phone, for example—wouldn’t help me much. More background information, that’s what I need. I turn and stride off back toward The Promise.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
There are some advantages to dossing down at a fleabag like The Promise. For one thing, you don’t have to worry about maid service breezing in and disturbing your thought processes.
I’m sitting on the bed in an uncomfortable half-lotus, with a hot new pocket secretary on my lap. ("Hot" designating its origins, certainly not its performance.) My headware isn’t designed for poring over a textual data file like the drek I downloaded from Cat’s phone, and I seem to have misplaced my own palmtop computer somewhere along the way. Pretty careless. I really should keep better track of my toys. So anyway, I obviously needed something that could do the job, and just as obviously I wasn’t going to find a Radio Shack or a Fuchi distributor in the depths of the Tarislar ghetto.
Fortunately, ghettos and their ilk have their own channels of distribution, and a blind transfer of cred to a hard-bitten elf recommended to me by The Promise’s desk clerk—after another transfer of cred, of course—netted me an "almost-new" Yamaha PDA-5 that had "fallen off the back of a truck" elsewhere in the sprawl. The price was high—two-K, almost as much as I’d pay for a new one with a manual and warranty and such drek—but so was my level of need, and the elf fence knew it. We struck the deal and I hied myself off back "home" to get to work.
For the third time or so, I’m going over the file that Cat’s demons put together on the five names, hoping that something will ring a bell. So far, no luck. The five names are all corps—Crystalite Environmental Research Corporation, Griffin Technologies Incorporated, Telestrian Industries Corporation, Margaux Enterprises, and Starbright Advanced Synergetics (a good dandelion-eater corp name if I ever heard one)—all more or less significant players in the Tir and, in some cases, elsewhere in the world as well. As Cat herself told me, none has any official presence in Seattle or UCAS in general. Of the five, Telestrian Industries Corporation—generally known as TIC—is by far the biggest. A big, sprawling, aggressive conglomerate, with its fingers into a hundred different pies. Annual cash flow and assets both measured in the multibillions of nuyen with corporate headquarters in a fragging arcology in downtown Portland. Into everything from genetic engineering to cutting-edge software development, with a few really weird sidelines going on in parallel.
In contrast, the others are more moderate outfits. Not small—still up in the billion nuyen range—but much less diversified and pervasive than TIC. According to Cat’s demons, all of them have something in the way of "special security" forces—read "covert ops assets"—and hints that they’ve shown some kind of activity in the sprawl at one time or another.
And frag, why shouldn’t they? Seattle’s a major market, with a population density more than twice that of downtown Portland. There’s more megacorporate presence in Seattle than anywhere in the Tir, and thus more biz opportunities for an ambitious, aggressive outfit trying to evade the restrictive "business practices" laws promulgated by the elven Council of Princes. Why would a corp from the Tir not want to diversify northward into the sprawl?
But why would all five of these corps be sending "special security" assets into the sprawl rather than doing things openly? I can think of several reasons off the top of my head. First, to avoid legal restrictions on their out-of-Tir activities (I don’t know the details of the Tir biz laws, but I hear they’re pretty fragging draconian). Second, because they don’t want their competitors back home to know they’re cozying up to Aztechnology, say, for a major joint venture. Third, because what they’re planning is against UCAS and Seattle metroplex law. And fourth, from what I’ve seen of the biz world, corps sometimes like this cloak-and-dagger drek for the sheer frag of it, just because it’s chill. Of those possible reasons, it seems that only the third one might involve cutting some kind of deal with the Cutters.
Frag it, I’m getting more pieces to the puzzle, but they’re all fragging blank, with nothing at all to cue me as to how they go together. How can the espionage-counterespionage slots who do this on a daily basis keep from going round the fragging twist? I’d last a day or two—a week at most—before my brains started to pour out my ears … .
Hold the fragging phone, what the frag’s that?
While I was mentally shuffling all the blank pieces around, my fingers were idly playing with the pocket secretary’s mini-trackball, scanning up and down through the text file. My eyes were on the display, but they weren’t really seeing it. Then suddenly I spotted something. Fragged if I know what it was; I’d scanned way past it before I could react. I don’t know what I saw. Not consciously—at the time, my conscious brain apparently wasn’t jacked into my eyes—but, equally apparently, whatever my eyes snagged on meant something to my subconscious. Meant enough to trigger an internal alarm sharp enough to jolt me fragging near off the bed.
Desperately, I try to re-exert control, willing my fingers to stop trembling. Carefully—oh so carefully—I put my thumb back on the mini-trackball and start scanning slowly and carefully through the text. I’m near the beginning of the TIC entry, and I’m pretty sure I was scanning backward when it happened, so I scroll slowly forward through the text. I’m not trying to read every word—that’d numb my mind out for sure—but I am trying to make sure my eyes pass over every line. If my subconscious jumped up and yelled, "Here, you dumb frag," once before, maybe it’ll do it again. Where is it … where is it … ?
There. I lock out the trackball so I can’t accidentally jog it, and take a deep, slow breath.
I’ve got you, you fraggers. The first lead—oh so tiny, but maybe oh so important—the first time you didn’t tie up all loose ends. (Why not? Were you in too much of a rush? Or is this all just a red herring you’re dragging across my path? No, zero that, I can’t let doubt in, not now.) I lean closer to the screen and read the text surrounding the words that caught my eye.
It’s right in the middle of a long, long list of minor companies with which TIC has ongoing joint ventures, companies all across North America and around the world. All small, so small I’ve never heard of any of them before … except one.
Lightbringer Services Corporation. A small (as these things go) telecommunications provider, based in Honolulu, Kingdom of Hawaii. Offices in Tokyo, Macao, Singapore, Palembang, Quezon City, Sydney, Quito, Mexico City … and Seattle.
Lightbringer. The elf—Pietr Tal-something—who visited Nicholas Finnigan said he was with Lightbringer. At the time, we’d both assumed that was a cover. A logical guess, considering neither of us had heard of Lightbringer before, and there was no hint at a tie-in between that corp and anything else that was going down. Now? There’s a connection, all right, priyatel, a big fragging connection.
Or is there? Yet again, I feel like somebody’s poured cold water into my soul. Just like with blaming Drummond and squad for the Montlake ambush, there are some other twisty little complexities here. I don’t know that TIC’s the Tir corp hooking up with the Cutters. I don’t know that Pietr Taldrek’s actually a part of Lightbringer. Frag, maybe the elf who visited Finnigan just happened to pick Lightbringer as his cover, and Lightbringer just happens to be in bed with TIC, which just happpens to be one of several Tir corps interested in doing biz in Seattle. Does the Lightbringer-TIC connection mean, then, that Telestrian Industries Corporation is actually my so-called "IrreleCorp"? No, frag it. It could be pure chance, or it could be a really sly disinformation campaign designed to put me on the wrong track if I try to trace Finnigan’s visitor.
Frag this paranoid drek, my mind’s not built for it! Give me a gang to infiltrate—or, better yet, a troop of fragging Ork Scouts or some drek—and I’ll be a happy little narc. Leave the deep, paranoid, multilayered, cerebral crap to neurotics who are so twisted they meet themselves coming round corners, that’s what I say.
And hey, isn’t that a thought?
I pick up the pocket secretary again and carefully save the text file. Then I start scanning through the little unit’s help system. There’s a trick a chummer taught me about a year or so back that might really help out here. If the secretary has the feature-set I need, of course. I wish I’d paid the extra thousand nuyen and gotten the fragging manual … .
This pay phone’s seen better days. Every exposed surface is covered with graffiti, most in English or Cityspeak, but some in that brain-fragged pseudolanguage the elves call Sperethiel—some of it actually funny ("Help your local police: beat yourself up"). The heavy metal enclosure of the phone itself is dented across the front, the impressions unmistakably made by the impact of light bullets. (I guess the calming, aggression-reducing display on the screen while a call’s being placed didn’t work for somebody.) All the circuitry seems to work, though—except for the video pickup, which I broke myself.
It takes forever to make the connection. Not surprising, really. The pay phone is calling the cel unit built into my Yamaha pocket secretary, which is sitting on the bug-infested bed in my room at The Promise. The secretary is holding that call and using a parallel channel to place another call—that’s multiple call capability, the feature I spent so fragging long looking for in the help files—to a number I programmed into it before I left the flophouse. When the recipient of that second call picks up the phone, the secretary patches the two lines together. Simple (yeah, right).
And the recipient does pick up. "Yes?"
There’s a sequence of clicks, buzzes, and electronic echoes. For a moment I’m worried that I’ve asked too much of the pocket secretary, and that it’s busy slagging itself down and setting fire to my bed. But then the line clears. Audio only, which means my call might have been forwarded to a cellular on the other end. "Yes?" the precise voice says again on the other end of the line.
"It’s me, Nicholas," I say, and just like the last time I wait for him to clue me in.
"Richard," Finnigan replies, and I hear the honest pleasure in his voice. I relax—he wouldn’t have used my name, or sounded so glad to hear from me, if he was in any kind of trouble. "Far be it from me to discourage an acquaintance from calling for a chat, but are you really sure this is wise?"
I have to grin. When I first met the old fart, I figured this overdone way of speaking was a put-on for my benefit. Didn’t take me long to realize that’s how he always talks, and probably how he thinks, too. "Wise enough."
"Phones can be traced," he says doubtfully.
"They can find the one that’s calling you, I don’t care," I state. If the drek hits the pot, IrreleCorp, the Cutters, or the Star can have the pocket secretary, and they’re welcome to any fleas or other infestation they pick up at The Promise.
I can almost hear Finnigan shrug. "As you say," he accedes, but the doubt’s still there in his voice. He sighs. "So, now. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?"
"Lightbringer Services Corp for one," I tell him.
"Oh?" Now curiosity overrides the doubt, and I know I’ve got him hooked. "From your tone I assume you already know that Lightbringer does actually exist, that it’s not a false front?"
"You got that," I agree, "it’s real. And it’s in bed with Telestrian Industries Corporation."
"Indeed?" he asks mildly. "Well, I must admit I find little of note in that. A great number of companies are, as you put it, ‘in bed with’ Telestrian. By far the most widespread and aggressive conglomerate in Tir Tairngire, with ambitions that extend far beyond the boundaries of elven territory."
"You know about TIC, then?"
"A little," Finnigan admits. "Perhaps not enough to satisfy your curiosity, however, because I take it that is where your inquiries are leading." He paused, and I know what he’s going to ask.
So I cut him off. "I can’t tell you why I figure the tie-in with TIC’s important, Nicholas. You’ll understand why."
Finnigan pauses, then, "I see," he says slowly, "yes, I really think I do see. It’s not simply the fact that Lightbringer is joint-venturing with TIC—I rather imagine Lightbringer has a similar arrangement with many other organizations. It must be something else that piqued your curiosity. What, I wonder?"
"Don’t push it, Nicholas," I warn him quietly.
"Hmm. ‘"Curiouser and curiouser!" said Alice.’ You really must tell me the complete story some time." He pauses. "I take it you have a specific request to make of me, Richard. Is that not so?"
My turn to pause. "I need someone to dig deep into TIC," I tell him at last. "Deep, Nicholas. Turn over all the fragging rocks and stir the drek."
Finnigan goes, "Hmm," again. Then, "You obviously have some level of intelligence on the corporation," he muses. "To discover the connection with Lightbringer, for example."
I shrug, even though I know he can’t see me. "A chummer sent some demons and smartframes out for me."
"Preliminary research, then," he says slowly. "Autonomous data search constructs"—he rarely calls things what the rest of us do—"are of limited use for anything more extreme." He thinks for a moment, then continues, "The urn, colleague who created the constructs is no longer available?"
The pain and the rage twist in my gut. "No," I say, and my voice is cold and emotionless—almost inhuman—in my own ears.
There’s a long silence at the other end. Finally, Finnigan says, "Yes, well …" Another pause, nowhere near as long. "I believe I can help you in that regard," he says slowly.
"You?" That surprises me. "You write fiction."
He chuckles dryly, and I realize I’ve said something that would slot off just about anyone else. Finnigan’s not just anyone, thank Ghu. "Yes, I write fiction. But in order to twist reality, you have to understand reality. You have to know the laws in order to break them." He thinks for a moment, and I can almost see him tugging at his upper lip the way he does when he’s puzzling something through. "Yes," he says at last—firmly, as though he’s not going to take any drek from anyone on his decision. "I have the access and the skill—and, so it seems, the motivation—to handle this for you. It’s been a long time since I did any deep research in the corporate realm, and high time I took up the challenge again." Another pause. "It might take a while, you know. I assume I won’t be able to call you."
I smile grimly at that one, and don’t even bother answering. Instead, "How long?" I ask him.
"It depends," he says with another chuckle. "I’ll get on it right away, but depending on how deeply things are buried it might take considerable time. A couple of days, probably, perhaps more."
An uncomfortable thought strikes me. "You’re not planning to deck into TIC itself, are you?"
It’s a full-throated laugh that comes from the phone’s speaker this time. "Not even if my life depended on it. Or yours, for that matter. The sole result of even trying would be to call down whatever security assets TIC has in Seattle on my own precious cranium. No, third-party data sources only, I assure you. The effort involved and the expertise required might be high, but the danger is low. By the by, have you ever heard of Shadowland?"
I shake my head. "No. What is it, a club’?"
"You might say that," Finnigan muses. "Not a nightclub, but the more traditional notion of ‘club’, with a very, um, rarefied membership."
"A poli?"
"Not as such. Shadowland is the name some people give to an extensive electronic bulletin board service."
"Like UOL?" I ask. "Never heard of it."
"I’d be greatly surprised if you had," he says dryly, then corrects himself, "or maybe not, at that." He pauses to order his thoughts, then goes on, "As I say, Shadowland is a BBS, with no fixed geographical location. The server hubs and nodes that make up the network ‘float,’ like illegal crap games. Rarely are they in the same place for more than a week at a time. So, too, the access lines—the LTG numbers and communication protocols—are highly variable."
"Why so much security? Who’s after them?"
"The megacorporations," Finnigan shoots back at once. "Governments. Law enforcement agencies. Effectively, everyone."
And suddenly I know what he’s talking about. "Shadowrunners," I say sourly.
Finnigan chuckles again, and I realize my reaction’s given him another clue in the fragging puzzle-game he’s playing-guess who/what Larson is. "Useful assets, at times," he points out.
I snort. Too many people—especially in Seattle, I’ve found—seem to put shadowrunners up on some kind of pedestal, viewing them as fragging "heroes of the underdog" or some such drek. Maybe Finnigan too. Who knows? Me, I think they’re scum-mercenary street drek, no more heroic than the guttermeat informers and stoolies and rats I spent too much time dealing with in Milwaukee. They’d sell out their mothers for a few nuyen, and the only reason they wouldn’t do the same for their fathers is that they generally don’t know who their fathers are.
"Take the contact data anyway, Richard," Finnigan urges. "It might be useful." An LTG number, an extension number, and a complex string that has to be an access protocol of some kind, appear on the phone’s data screen. Out of instinct, I commit them to memory. "They’re current, I think," the old writer reassures me.
"How would you know?" I ask, suddenly curious.
"Stories come from everywhere, Richard," he chides me, "perhaps from Shadowland most of all." He sighs. "Unfortunately, the best ones I cannot use."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
By the time I’m off the phone with Finnigan, the sun’s going down—or it would be, if you could see it through the clouds. All sunset really means at the moment is a transition from wet, dark gray to wet, darker gray. A few streetlights fire up, and the braziers and fires I remember from last night start to flicker and smoke again.
With that, I feel the force of my rage once more. By all that’s fragging holy, I’m going to find out who scragged Cat and tried to do the same to me, who ratted me out to the Cutters. I’m going to find them, and I’m going to invest a lot of time and a lot of inventiveness in making them pay. In full.
How I’m going to do it is the hard part. At the moment I’ve got no assets—unless you count Nicholas Finnigan, which I don’t, not really. A couple of leads, but nothing solid, nothing you couldn’t read a couple of different and mutually exclusive ways. My resources are limited to the few thousand nuyen on my private credsticks. Of course, I don’t dare touch the contingency fund set up by the Star—not unless I want each transaction to fly a little flag saying "Geek me!" No, wait, I forgot about buying the fragging pocket secretary. That brings my monetary resources down to … oh, something like one or two hundred nuyen. Frag! Not even enough to get out of the sprawl.
Which, I’ve got to admit, is starting to look like a fragging good idea. Not to get away for long, though. There’s a difference between running for the hills and making a strategic retreat to regroup and plan the next battle. Seattle may be a megaplex of three-plus million, but it’s a very small town when you want to hide. It’d make my life much easier if I could pull the old fade, hang for a few weeks—in Sioux land, maybe, or further south—until the dust settles some, then make my reappearance. Armed with information and resources and maybe a big fragging gun or two. The more I think about it, the better that starts to sound.
And that brings me back to resources. I need some, priyatel, and that’s all there is to it. I might be able to get out of the sprawl on two hundred nuyen, possibly even make it out of the Salish-Shidhe lands into another nation without such tight ties to Seattle. But once I got there I’d have zilch in the way of resources. And you need money to get money, even in the Awakened world of 2054—maybe particularly in 2054. Ask the elves of Tarislar.
So that’s why I’m jandering back toward The Promise on this cold and rainy early evening. That fragging pocket secretary. Heroes on the trid—and probably in Finnigan’s books, too—never seem to worry about credit when they cut loose from their corp or government or whatever. They always seem able to buy the guns and the grenades and the ammo and the gewgaws—not to mention drinks for the biffs and a room in the hottest hotel—without worrying where the next nuyen’s coming from. Me, I’ve got to skulk on back to my flop to pick up the pocket secretary so I can sell the pecker again—for half what I paid for it a couple of hours ago, you can bet your hoop on that.
It puts me at risk, or course, and it effectively counteracts that wiz little stunt I pulled with the relayed phone call. If anyone was monitoring Finnigan’s number, a trace on my call would send them hustling off to Tarislar and The Promise. And now that’s just where I’m going. No doubt things would be going very different if Finnigan were plotting this.
The one good thing about heading back for the flop is that any team out looking for me would expect to find me inside the building, because that’s where the phone is. They won’t be looking for me out on the street, inbound, which means I should be able to make them before they make me. Depending on who it is that might come a-visiting, I’ll know something I didn’t know before, maybe something important. (That’s the story I keep telling myself to counteract the fear in my gut as I get closer and closer to The Promise.)
I make my approach carefully, using all the tradecraft I’ve learned over the years. For example, I don’t come jandering east, straight down the street that The Promise is on, oh no. Instead, I jog over a block, and come swinging down the cross-street from the north, keep going through the intersection like I’ve got somewhere to be, all the while giving the front of the low building some solid but covert scrutiny.
No car out front. Good, as far as that goes. No suspicious figures hanging on the sidewalks either. Even better.
Now I double back to the street The Promise fronts onto. Cautiously again, of course, I move in on the other side of the street. It’s dark, and maybe one in ten steetlights actually works, so there are plenty of shadows, particularly in the vacant lots and gutted buildings. I’ve got the moves and I’m on top of my game. I’m a ghost in the night.
I’m almost directly across from The Promise when I see him. Sprawled on the sidewalk, back propped up against the ferrocrete wall of the flophouse is a bagged-out gutterpunk elf. Looks like he was dragged through a hedge backward while trying to drink a distillery. I didn’t see him when making my first pass down the cross-street because The Promise has a slightly recessed front door under the remnants of what used to be a kind of portico. He’s wearing what must have been decent clothing once but has since suffered years of drek and abuse. His face matches his clothes.
It’s strange about elves, that something setting them apart from all the other metatypes. Not anything as obvious as their oh-so-precious pointy little ears. No, it’s more profound than that, an atmosphere or aura they carry around with them. When it’s an ork or a human sprawled in the gutter, it’s just plain squalid. But when its one of those rare down-and-outer elves, it’s like seeing some great and noble tragedy.
But enough of the fragging sociology. Time to move in.
I’m fortunate in one sense—the streetlight right outside The Promise and the two nearest me on my side of the street are dead. The lights inside the flophouse lobby cast a pool of illumination—which could be why the bagged-out elf chose that spot to crash—but the street itself and the sidewalk in front of me are dark. I can see that the Plexiglas lobby doors are shut, which means anyone watching from outside would have to look from a brightly lit environment into a dark one. Even with enhanced optics, about all they’re going to see is their own reflection in the Plexiglas door.
I take a good deep breath, and start to cross the street. Not directly in front of The Promise; I’m not that frizz-headed. No, I’m further down the block, again moving with the air of someone whose destination is far from the rundown flop-house.
The bagged-out elf stirs. His head comes up slowly like he’s just emerging from a major drunk. He turns his head slightly, and the light from the lobby glints off his eyes.
It’s in the eyes, always in the eyes, the way the pros study what’s going on around them. Not just a steadiness of the gaze, but more like the eyes are the front end of a sophisticated and task-designated data analysis machine. Once you’ve seen it you’ll know what I mean. You’ll never mistake it and you’ll never forget it.
I reach the sidewalk on the same side of the street as The Promise, and I turn right, away from the flophouse. I want to run, I want to jink left and right to make myself a tougher target in case a laser spot is already painting the back of my neck. But instead I keep to the same steady stride. When I reach the intersection—a fragging eternity later, every moment of which I’m expecting the smashing impact of a round to the head—I turn left. The moment I’m around the corner, I flatten myself against the wall of the building and I let the trembling in my hands run its course.
I’ve found the first member of the team lying in wait for me.
An elf. Does that mean anything? The Tir connection resurfacing, maybe? Or is it just good tactics and asset selection? After all, this is Tarislar … .
Okay, I know something. I know somebody had a tap on Finnigan’s line, traced the call to the cel phone built into the pocket secretary, and sent a team to respond. (Bag or ice? What are their orders? Take me alive or geek on sight? After the two previous attempts on my life, I’ve got to assume they want to color me dead.) Fast response time, which means either extensive assets or just my bad luck that a team happened to be in the area. It’s not more than five minutes since I got off the horn with Finnigan, and I don’t think the call itself lasted much more than three. Eight minutes from the time I made the connection. Estimate a minute, maybe two, to lock onto the cel phone and refine the locater signal enough to pick out a specific building. Another minute, maybe, to contact a mobile team. (You don’t jack with the cellular network from portable gear, let me tell you.) That gives the team five fragging minutes, maybe six, to roll and reach The Promise. Tight, tight timing, but still probably not enough to figure out that I’m not in room 2LR at the moment.
But what does it mean that they’ve got a watcher out front? Especially since there’s no vehicle on the street and no signs of a ruckus from inside the building. Neither of the other attempts to scag me have been what you’d call subtle: first a Cutters hit team and then a fragging missile from ambush. The equivalent response now would be to locate the room I’m in, then pump grenades in through the window. But they’re not doing that. So what does that tell me?
Not a frag of a lot, other than maybe—just maybe—the mission this time is bag, not ice, after all. Best not to count on that, though.
Without really deciding to do it consciously, I’m looping back toward the back of the building. Room 2LR is at the rear, on the left as you’re coming up the stairs. If there’s any activity inside, I might just be able to see and hear what’s going on through the window, particularly if it involves firearms or explosives. I start to make my way down the narrow, drek-filled alley that runs behind The Promise.
It’s dark, but not pitch-black. The skies of Seattle always seem to glow with this sick and sullen light. Sure, it’s just the clouds and the drek in the air reflecting back the lights of downtown, but sometimes it looks like the air’s glowing on its own, like it’s radioactive or something. It’s dark enough to give me cover, but there’s still enough light to keep me from running into dumpsters or tripping over rats. Of course that’s a mixed blessing. Cover for me also means cover for others, and while I’m depending on meat eyes, I’ve got to assume the hostiles have cyber enhancements that turn night into fragging day.
The Promise is about halfway up the block. The other buildings on both sides of the alley are similar to the flop-house, low—no more than the three floors—and pretty drek-kicked. Unlike some of the other gutted buildings I’ve passed, all are more or less intact, dark and probably filled with squatters. The original identities and purposes of the buildings have been lost to decay, except for one across the alley from The Promise and nearer the end of the block. What’s left of a sign over the rear door reads: Fi nes Que t. For a few seconds I try to puzzle it out, then the meaning hits me: Fitness Quest, it’s the only thing that fits.
Then I shake my head. Frag, what the subconscious won’t do to distract the conscious mind from something it doesn’t want to do—to the point of playing New Wheel of fragging Fortune with building signs. Give me a fragging break. I ghost my way past Fi nes Que t, deeper into the darkness of the alley, away from the partially lit street behind me.
Apart from the small shaded light over the flop’s back alley door, the place is dark. No lights on in 2LR … .
Or in any window, for that matter. Before the thought really has time to penetrate, I’ve flattened and frozen myself against the wall of the building across the alley from Fi nes Que t. I glance down at my watch. Not quite 2045, according to the faint green display. I know The Promise is full, or close to it. How likely is it that everybody dossed down here has gone out on the town or toddled off to bed before nine at night? Not likely. By all odds there should be at least one light on somewhere, right?
I feel cold all over. Whoever the hostiles are, they’ve secured the whole fragging building—and it’s still not much more than twelve minutes—fifteen at the outside—since I placed the call to Finnigan. Frag, that’s fast. The Star might be able to do it with a couple of FRT squads, and the same for any corp security force worthy of the name. But quietly? So quietly the only indication is one watcher out front and no lights in the windows? Not a chance, priyatel.
Who the frag are these guys?
Movement. I’m pressed even harder back against the wall, and the wire has my H & K clear of its holster even before I consciously realize it.
Suddenly I see a figure step into the small cone of light cast from over the back door. Tall, thin—an elf? No obvious weapons, hands in the pockets of a long, dark duster-style coat. Armored, natch.
I watch to see what he’s doing, but the slag just keeps standing there directly under the light.
Facing directly toward me. As if he knows I’m here.
Quick as drek through a rat, I drop into a crouch behind what was once a bar fridge before enterprising souls stole the compressor and the door and other assorted odds and sods. It’s lousy hard cover—anything with a decent propellant charge is going to punch right on through—but as soft-cover concealment it’s the best I’ve got at the moment. I hunker down and wait for the drek to hit the pot.
Nothing comes punching through the fridge, or through my body. I shift, stick my head out for an instant at about knee-level. Then pull it back and review what I saw in that momentary glimpse.
The figure’s still there, hasn’t moved a millimeter that I can see. No heat of any kind. He’s just standing there under the light, like he’s on stage and it’s a spotlight. Like he wants to be seen. Like he wants me to look at him. And keep looking at him … .
I snap my head around so fast I feel a muscle pull in my neck. The wire brings my H & K around onto the same line.
And I’m looking over my sights at two figures in the mouth of the alley. Tall, slender—again I can’t tell for sure whether they’re elves, but it’s a good fragging bet. Moving forward slowly. With them silhouetted against the lights of the road, I can’t see for sure whether they’ve got their weapons drawn, but it’s another good bet. There’s something about the way they move—slow, steady, six or seven meters apart so the same burst can’t take them both—that just screams pro. Pros from what source? Not the Cutters—there’s none of the ganger’s swaggering machismo in their moves. The Star? Lightbringer? TIC? Or someone else—IrreleCorp, maybe?
The wire wants to cack them both, hose down the area. Burn the clip that’s in the H & K, slap in another and do it again. But that would be stupid, suicidal. If they’re pros, I’ve got to assume they’re also armored. It’s too far and too dark and too uncertain for a guaranteed, clean head-shot, which would be the only sure way to take them down. Even if I could cut through their armor, one of them would be returning fire and running for cover while I was geeking the other one. Not to mention Mr. Spotlight behind me, doing the same thing.
No, the Gunfight at the fragging O.K. Corral isn’t the way to go here. I duck down lower and scope out my options.
Not a long process—there aren’t many. Behind me is a wall. It has a door in it to my right—a heavy metal fire door of some kind—which might or might not be locked. To get to the door, I’ve got to move toward the two pros moving slowly down the alley, then expose myself for a few seconds while opening the door. Just a tick or two, but it’s more than enough to take a few hundred grams of steel-jacketed lead. And that’s if the door’s not locked … Pass, thanks.
About a dozen meters to my left is a narrow passageway that connects The Promise and the building next to it. Duck through that and I’m out on the main street again—and straight into the fire pattern of the elf watcher outside the lobby. If I could even make it that far. There’s not a drop of cover between me and that passage, and I’d have to move directly toward Mr. Spotlight to get there. No matter what you see on the trid, running into the bad guys’ guns rather than across their line of fire isn’t a tactically defensible option. Pass.
Almost directly across the alley from me is another one of those narrow passageways, this one running between Fi nes Que t and the building next to it. That’s probably my best bet, but it’s sure as frag not a good one. To make it I’ve got to break from behind the fridge, cross the alley—fast, there’s no cover, and I’m the line of fire of all three ops—and keep a-going. When I get to the street—one block south of The Promise, so there shouldn’t be watchers there—then I decide what’s next. The advantage of this option is that I’d be moving fast, at right angles to all three lines of sight. That means a tracking shot, the hardest kind, even for somebody heavily cybered up. (Again, don’t let the trid tell you any different.)
I could better my odds if I had a way to distract these slags for a few instants, but fragged if I know how. Sure, if this were trid, I’d find something lying close to hand that I could turn into a diversion. A rock in a tin can, maybe, or a soykaf filter and some bleach I could make into a fragging hand grenade. Or I could just yell something like, "Look! It’s Comet Swift-Tuttle!" And in the confusion stroll across the fragging alley.
Null! This is reality, priyatel. No rocks, no tin cans, not even a soykaf filter.
So I’m up on my feet before I can talk myself out of it, head down and legs driving like a sprinter exploding out of the blocks. Wildly overbalanced forward, ready to go down face-first if my legs don’t keep up or if a foot catches on anything. Vision tunneled down, so all I can see is the dark rectangle that’s the passageway across the alley. I give it everything I’ve got, every joule of energy in my body. Any moment expecting to be blown out of my boots by three bursts of autofire.
No impacts, and I’m across, into the narrow passageway between the buildings. No shouts of surprise or alarm from behind me, just the sound of running footsteps. (Pros, like I said. Pros don’t have to yell, "There he goes!")
I slow down for an instant, expecting to find the passageway filled with drek and maybe squatters. But for a wonder it’s empty, a clear sprinting lane for me, leading toward the light of another street. I pour it on again.
And an instant later put on the brakes. I see someone, a figure stepping into the mouth of the passageway, another tall form silhouetted against the light. Ahead of me.
I’m dead.
I skid to a stop. Up comes the H & K, but I don’t fire. Same as in the alley, I might be able to cack the scag in front of me, but no guarantees. And doing it will only slow me down enough for the other three to come up behind me. I’m trapped. Unless … .
Solid wall to the left. Windows, but four meters off the ground. To the right … .
A door. Heavy, metal. No doorknob. I fling myself at it, slamming into it with all my weight, feeling something give in my shoulder. For a wonder, the door bursts open, and I go sprawling headlong into Fi nes Que t. As I skid on the concrete, the door hits the wall and swings back, closing almost all the way.
Where I am is a narrow hallway, black as a fragging ork’s heart. Waiting for me outside are armed street ops, with one or two soon to be inside. My situation’s only marginally better than it was a couple of moments ago unless I can do something to even up the odds a little. That has to wait, though, until I can get further away from that door.
I force myself to my feet and shuffle off down the hallway. It’s so dark I can’t see squat ahead of me anyway, so I glance back. The H & K’s status lights are like little red fireflies in the blackness. First slag through the door eats thirty-two rounds of nine-mil.
And presumably the pros outside have guessed that would be the outcome, because the door doesn’t open and no silhouettes appear in the doorway.
That’s when I find the end of the hallway, by running into it. Another door. I take my attention off the door behind me long enough to find the knob on this one, then fling it open and duck through in a combat crouch.
Another fragging hallway, this one running left-right. That’s what I guess from the ambiance and the echoes, at least. My bowels feel like they’re filled with ice water, and my skin’s prickling so hard it feels like I’m wearing a fragging Velcro undershirt. I still can’t see, but to anyone with thermographic vision, I’m one big glowing target. Frag if I can remember if that includes elves, but if it does, not much I can do about it right now.
Which way? For a moment my sense of direction spins like a tumbled gyro. Then it straightens up. The door I barged through was closer to the front of the building than to the alley, and it was to my right. That means the street’s to my left now, and that’s the way I want to go.
But then comes a sound from my left. A click—a door, I think, I hope, and not the charging lever of an SMG or the slide of an auto-pistol—and the soft scuff of cautious footsteps. Decision made for me, yet again. I turn right, probing the darkness ahead with the muzzle of my H & K and my left hand, moving as fast and as silently as I can.
My left fingers touch something—another fragging door, feels like. Yes, there’s the doorknob. I’ve got a real drekky feeling about this, but now’s definitely not the time to analyze it.
I’m torn. I hate doors in this kind of situation. I hated them in the Academy when we trained in house-to-house ops. I hate them even more now. They block sound, they block light. For all I know, on the other side of the door is a fragging firing squad of elves, with xenon spots slung under the barrels of their SMGs, just waiting for me to open it.
Another sound from behind me, back toward the front of the building. Another click, and this one does sound like a weapon being cocked. I look back over my shoulder. Nothing, just blackness—no lights, no target, no options. With my left hand I grab the doorknob, turn it and push. Simultaneously I drop into the lowest crouch—eyes narrowed to slits so I (theoretically) won’t be dazzled if the lights are on through the door.
More darkness. Not another hallway, though. It feels like a room, possibly a big one. I don’t want to, but I duck into it, still in a tight crouch. Behind me I close the door as softly as I can with my left hand. My gaze and my H & K track back and forth across the darkness, each as useless as the other without light. I open my eyes as wide as they’ll go.
And then there is light. A silent concussion of it, so sudden and so bright it’s like fingernails jabbed into my eyes. I hear myself gasp as I flinch back. Both hands come up reflexively before I can stop them, and I rap myself in the forehead with the clip of my H & K. The pain in my eyes is so bad I want to whimper. I slump back against the door, sliding to the floor. Nothing I can do, nothing at all. Just wait for the bullet to take away the pain in my eyes. Even with my eyelids shut and hands over them, the light’s so bright I can still see it.
Then the light dims. Not to darkness, but it might as well be, compared to the preceding harsh wash of light. My eyes still feel like they’ve got needles in them, and they’re pouring tears. But I know I’ve got to open them. Tentatively, I take my hands away from my face and open my eyes a slit.
The light level’s way down, probably lower than normal ambient light in an office, but I still can’t see squat because of the big floaty blue afterimages. I close my eyes again, rub at them hard with my left fist. The wire badly wants to hose everything down—fire blindly and just get the party started—but I don’t let it go.
I try to open my eyes once more, and this time I can see a little better. Everything’s still blurry and the pain’s just as bad. But I can see I was right: I’m in a big room, probably a gym. Nothing but bare concrete walls, floor, and ceiling now.
Except for the anomaly that’s in the geometric center of the room. A table. A plain, desk-sized, macroplast table. And sitting behind it is a corp-style woman. Long blonde hair pulled back behind pointed ears, suit of severe cut. Instinctively, the wire tracks the H & K in on her, but I don’t fire. She’s sitting there quietly, watching me. Empty hands flat down on the tabletop in front of her. No heat, no bodyguards. Just the three of us—me, her, and the H & K. Jam, priyatel. This lady’s got big brass ones.
Feeling like a half-fragged fool, I lower my gun, thumb on the safety. Then I push myself to my feet.
At last my hostess speaks. "Mr Larson," she says, her voice like silk. "I think it’s high time we had a little talk."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
I look around slowly, trying to keep chill, struggling to get myself under control. It’s tough—too many shocks in too short a time. The watcher in front of The Promise, the three men in the alley, the race through the blacked-out building. And now this. My mind’s spinning, like I’ve taken a snap to the head in an escrima sparring session.
So focus on my surroundings, on reality, until everything shakes out and comes back to normal. The table and the woman are right in the middle of the room. There’s only one door—the one behind me—and no windows. Light comes from half a dozen collapsible fixtures around the room, big bulbs, diffusers, and reflectors aimed at the door and at me. No wonder I was blinded at first—it’s like being the focus of six spotlights. The intensity on all the bulbs is turned down low now, with enough illumination to see clearly, but tolerable to my traumatized eyes.
I glance again at the woman. Hands flat on the table, unmoving. No obvious heat. She’s almost certainly packing, but the wire reassures me I could splatter her long before she could pull anything. Yet she was able to adjust the intensity of the room’s light even without obvious controls. Has to be concealed tech, probably including an internal radio or cel phone link. Either that or magic. Otherwise how could she and her goons outside have orchestrated this setup?
Yeah, that’s right—and it fragging picks me to admit it—a setup. I was manipulated and channeled and played like a sap and made to dance like a fragging puppet. Every move and countermove, every option, already plotted out before-hand. This woman—or whoever she represents—knew I was coming, and guessed all too fragging accurately how I’d react to various stimuli. The whole thing was choreographed to get me into this room, coming face to face with this elf biff across this table. I hate being predictable.
Still, I’m here now. My bowels still feel like water and my head like it’s got big targets painted on it, maybe an X-ring between my eyes and another at the base of my skull. But if this elf biff here wanted me dead, she could have arranged that early on in the gavotte, without going to all this trouble.
So I take a couple of steps forward, the H & K still in my right hand, but hanging at my side. I try to focus the last shreds of my confidence into my movements and my expression as I approach. I watch her eyes. Green, cold and hard as volcanic glass. Her face shows no expression, and her body language tells me even less. I stop about three meters away from the table and go, "Well?"
She doesn’t answer immediately, just looks me up and down. I try to guess her age, but she could be anywhere between twenty and two hundred.
At last she says, "We should get a few matters clear up front, Mr. Larson." Her voice is smooth, detached. "You have a weapon, I don’t. But my people are outside and I assure you that they are definitely armed. You kill me, they kill you. You hurt me, they kill you. You do anything but listen to me, they kill you. Do you understand?"
I don’t even dignify that with an answer—it’s not like it’s the theory of fragging relativity or anything. I just wait her out.
"So," she says after a few more seconds of inspecting me, "I could, quite truthfully, say I regret the nature of this meeting, but you wouldn’t believe me. Just let’s say it’s necessary."
"To who?" I ask.
"To both of us," she shoots back, "and again I’m speaking the truth." She pauses once more. When she speaks again, her voice is quieter, more speculative. "You’re in an interesting position, Mr. Larson. Through no fault of your own, you’re in the middle of something bigger than your experience and training have prepared you for."
"No drek," I say sarcastically. "Tell me something I don’t know."
For the first time she smiles (almost), a minuscule upward quirking of her lips. "As a matter of fact," she says dryly, "that’s the purpose of this whole meeting, Mr. Larson."
"Yeah, right," I sneer. "What corp owns you anyway, lady? Lightbringer? Or Telestrian Industries Corporation? Or maybe even Lone Star? Which?"
Her smile fades. "If you’re trying to impress me with how much you know, don’t waste your time," she snaps, her silky voice now lined with steel. "If your want to live through this, keep your mouth shut and listen. If you don’t want to listen, you’re free to leave—right now, no strings—and I’ll gladly place side bets on who will get you first." She fixes me with a gaze like twin lasers. "Are you going to listen, or do I write this off as a bad investment of time and effort?"
I shrug. "My time’s cheap at the moment. I’m all ears."
She nods. "I’m authorized to confirm to you that there is a link between a corporate executive called Timothy Telestrian and the Cutters gang."
"What kind of link?"
"I’m not authorized to tell you that," she says flatly. "But I strongly suggest you find out what it is, and why it’s important. And then take whatever action you see fit."
"You don’t know, then," I say just as flatly.
"We know."
"Then why the frag should I bother?" I let my frustration out, and I can hear the harsh edge to my voice. "Frag you and the hog you rode in on, lady," I spit out, then start to turn away
"Then you’re dead, Larson." She says it quietly, without emotion—and it’s all the more of a stopper for that.
But I can’t let her see how she’s scored. Slowly I turn back, and let my lips twist in a smile. "So now the threats begin?"
"Call it a promise," she counters.
"Whatever. Same thing—I play your game or you cack me, right?"
"Wrong!" And her voice is like the crack of a whip. High corp or maybe military background—someone who’s used to giving orders and having them obeyed right fragging now.
"Oh?" I give her my most annoying grin.
"We’re not going to kill you," she states calmly. "It wouldn’t even be worth the cost of ammunition expended. There are enough others lined up to do the job. The Cutters. Lone Star. Timothy Telestrian’s people. One of them will get you. Soon."
"Yeah?" I drawl. "So why tell me about this Telestrian rat-frag anyway?"
No matter how hard I try to slot her off, the elf biff refuses to be rattled. "Irrelevant," she says crisply. "All you need to know is that tracing and elucidating the connection between Timothy Telestrian and the Cutters is the only hope you have of staying alive. Following any other course will just get you killed. Believe it, Larson. I’ve got no reason to lie to you about this."
I don’t have to answer that, my face says it all.
There’s a click from behind me. I spin and crouch, up comes the H & K.
The door’s swinging open, revealing two figures. Tall—elves?—but bulky with the heavy armor they’re wearing. Both have machine pistols leveled at my head. I freeze, then slowly lower the H & K, opening my hand so the gun hangs from my forefinger by the trigger-guard, pivoting muzzle-down. I take it the interview’s over.
Both armored goons come through the door, one sidestepping to the left, the other to the right, to flank me. They’re good—careful not to get in each other’s line of fire. And I mentally kick myself in the hoop. For a few seconds there when the door first opened, they couldn’t have fired without a very real risk of greasing the biff. Unless she’s got some kind of magical protection up, of course. I guess, on second thought, my instincts were right.
"My associates will escort you out, Mr. Larson," she says calmly from behind me. "Please don’t force them to do something you’ll regret."
I want to snarl some wildly improbable speculation about her ancestry and sexual proclivities, but the muzzles of the machine pistols persuade me to keep my yap shut. One of the armored slots gestures with his weapon, and I start to-ward the door.
"Just so you don’t think I’ve totally wasted your time," the elf-cow says suddenly, "I’ll tell you two things for free."
My little entourage—me and the armored goons—stops. I turn back. "Oh?"
"One. Your cover with the Cutters was blown by a faction within Lone Star itself. This faction told the gang leader—Blake, I believe his name is—that you were an undercover operative and that you knew too much about some plans Blake wanted kept very quiet." She grins wryly. "They told him you knew much more than you actually did, by the way. They also created a sense of urgency by telling him that Lone Star was calling you in for a full report within twelve hours. Do you understand that?"
I nod my head slowly. I understand what she’s saying, and it certainly makes sense. Doesn’t mean I believe a fragging word, of course. "That’s one," I point out.
"Two," she says crisply. "Nicholas Finnigan suggested that you contact the shadow underground for help. I second that suggestion. It might just be the best way for you to stay alive. Perhaps the best person for you to approach is someone who goes by the handle of Argent. You can contact him through a blind relay—LTG number twelve oh-six oh-three oh-four oh-nine. Do I need to repeat that?"
"No."
"Then that’s it," she states. "We won’t meet or communicate again."
Don’t bet on it, sister, is what I want to say, but I don’t. One of the hard-men gestures again with his machine pistol. As calmly as I can manage, I slide the H & K back into its holster, and turn my back on the elf biff. Then I step through the door, hearing the two goons take up station behind me.
Lights are on in the hallway, letting me see where I’m going this time. I jander on down it, trying to stop the muscles of my back from cringing as I imagine the laser sights of those two machine pistols drifting over my spine. I keep telling myself they’re not going to ice me now, not after the elf slitch went to so much trouble just to give me a message, but it’s never fragging easy to turn your back on two weapons. We pass the door I came through, then continue down the hallway to where it ends with another door. This one swings open as we approach, and there’s another figure framed in it. Not armored, this one. Behind him I see the lights of the street.
I jander on by him, trying my damndest to stay frosty, but I blow it and jump a couple of meters when he suddenly pulls something out of one pocket. Then I see what it is he’s got in his hand.
It’s the pocket secretary I left on the bed of my doss. I take it from him, and it’s all I can do not to turn tail and run. I hear the door shut behind me, and I’m alone on the street in front of Fi nes Que t.
Frag, these guys are chill!
I’ve managed to hold it together long enough to walk a few blocks from Fi nes Que t, boost another car, and make tracks out of Tarislar. Now I’m sitting behind the wheel of a hot Ford Americar, stopped in the parking lot of a Stuffer Shack in downtown Sumner—probably an oxymoron—and I’ve got the shakes, big-time. Like, it’s been too many shocks piled one on top of another for the past few days. To finish it off, there’s the slick and frosty way the elf biff and her yobos danced me around, letting me know at just about every fragging step that they could have blown my guts out without my so much as being able to return fire. All so calm, so pro, so fragging urbane, all the way to the topper, giving me my drek-sucking pocket secretary back. If this is the level of professionalism you get from corp security assets, I’ll stick with the fragging gangs. Like the lady said—or at least implied—I’m out of my league.
I drag a hand across my forehead, brush the hair back out of my eyes. My hand comes back wet. Not from the rain; I’ve been inside the car long enough for it to dry off. It’s sweat, priyatel, fragging cold sweat.
It’s not just that I was waltzed around like some greenie on the streets, though that’s a big drek-eating part of it, let me tell you. A lot of it’s what the elf biff said, and what she knew. She knew about Finnigan, she knew about Blake. She hinted at some really nasty fragging drek—that it was the fragging Star that blew my cover, for one thing. But who at the Star? Drummond and crew? If so, then I was on the money with my suspicions about the ambush, about Cat’s death. It would have been the unholy fragging trinity of Drummond, McMartin, and Layton who geeked Cat.
But is that possible? Maybe the elf biff doesn’t know about the data penetration and isn’t distinguishing between official Star orders/operations and drek that’s being driven by the slags who’ve cracked the system. Or maybe she was just lying through her chops about the whole thing, all the better to manipulate me. For all I know, it could have been she who ratted me out to the Cutters. And, for that matter, she might be the one who’s got her hooks deep into the Star’s computer system.
No, that doesn’t make sense. Why rat me out and almost get me assassinated, then draw me into a "white contact" like the one at Fi nes Que t? Unless the circumstances have really changed, and I’ve suddenly assumed a lot more importance somehow … .
Frag! I shake my head, wipe my face with my hands again. I’m just not down for this drek. Too many possibilities, too many options, too many wheels within fragging wheels for my poor little brain. Simplify things as much as possible. Either the elf biff was telling the truth or she was lying. Binary solution set, as simple as it gets. If she was feeding me a line of drek, she knew how to make it appetizing enough so I’d eat it, which implies a frag of a lot of good intelligence. So I’ll assume she’s on the level until something happens to indicate otherwise, but I won’t put so much trust in that assumption that I’ll take any chances.
Okay, that’s better. As a working assumption, then, accept the existence of a connection between some slag called Timothy Telestrian—presumably the head honcho at TIC—and the Cutters. Since I’ve got nothing else more likely to lead to paydata, why not follow up on that?
Then comes the even bigger question of how?
Well, frag, it seems like everyone I’ve talked to recently has got an opinion about that. For the second time in half an hour, somebody’s suggested I should try to contact some shadow-scum. First Finnigan, then the elf.
Suddenly edgy at being in the same place too long, I fire up the Americar and start cruising again.
It’s been one of those days, and looks like it’s not over yet.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Well, we all knew I’d do it eventually, didn’t we?
The sun’s coming up, a sullen glow to the east, off over the Barrens, and I’m cruising slowly north on Highway 5. My stolen Americar’s got a fairly sophisticated autopilot, the kind that’s supposed to be able to synch up so well with the traffic-control grids in the roads that it can follow a set course and not slam into anything on the way. Now’s as good a time as any for a test run. While keeping my eyes on the road and at least one hand within easy grabbing range of the wheel, I’m also trying to monitor the tech and place a phone call using the pocket secretary so considerately returned a few hours ago.
Placing a call through the cel system from a moving car is the best way to avoid anyone locating me. Sure, someone decked into the phone system might be able to figure out I’m heading north on Highway 5 near such-and-such exit. But with the morning rush-hour traffic starting to build around me, I figure the resolution of any locator circuit in the phone won’t be good enough to select one car from many. (Frag, I wish I’d thought of this last night …)
That’s part of the reason. The other is that I’m heartily sick of public phones.
So who am I calling? Like I said, priyatel, we all knew I’d do it eventually. Place the call to the LTG number the elf gave me last night, I mean. The one to the blind relay that should get me in touch with the shadowrunner who calls himself Argent.
I chewed on it for most of the night, the advice I got from both Finnigan—a friend—and the elf biff—most definitely not a friend, but maybe not an enemy either. On reflection, I can see that the idea makes sense. Shadowrunners have resources that I don’t—not anymore, not now that I’m cut off from the Star. They’ve got freedom of action, and they’ve got no love or loyalty for any established organization—Lone Star, the Cutters, or Telestrian Industries Corporation. They’re used to navigating the nooks and crannies of society, staying out of the light, and keeping one step ahead of all the factions that’d like to see their guts ripped out. Sort of like me at the moment. But—
But shadowrunners are the bad guys, that’s what’s bothering me. And no one whose gone through any kind of police training can escape that line of thought. To a cop’s mind all people can be lumped into three simple categories: cops, civilians, and scumbags. A simple breakdown, with no exceptions. Oh sure, the "civilian" classification tends to drift a bit. When a cadet first leaves the Academy, all fired up and eager, naive and green, he might tend to rate civilians as right up there, almost as admirable and worthy of attention as cops. That doesn’t last long, though, and soon civilians drop way down the scale to rest only a few notches above scumbags. Some cops—the real hard-bitten and cynical ones—don’t even bother making the distinction. If you ain’t a cop, you ain’t drek, and that’s all she wrote.
And there’s never any doubt where shadowrunners fit into the grand scheme. Scumbags, all of them. In fact, they represent what I most hate about the scumbag category—amorality. Not immorality—that I can live with. Frag, who hasn’t gone through one or two immoral phases in his own life?
No, it’s the amoral route I can’t handle. The amoral just opt out of (meta)human society, totally refuse to play by any rules. Opt out of all laws, all standards, all conventions of conduct. Refuse to accept that there’s anything more important than individual wants, desires, and impulses. Refuse to accept that some conventions—some laws, some standards, some social mores—are valuable to the development and advancement of society as a whole. Sure, there are some laws I don’t agree with, even some I choose not to obey and not to enforce. But laws in general are important. I’ve always believed that, and I always will. It’s the same belief that led me to the Lone Star Academy.
And it’s because shadowrunners don’t share that belief that they’re scumbags in my book. End of story.
Yet here I am riding along Highway 5 trying to get hold of one by phone. It’s a weird fragging world, priyatel, let me tell you.
The pocket secretary warbles on the seat next to me, telling me it’s registered with the cel network and is now dialing LTG number 1206 (03-0409), the blind relay. (I’m not sure what the frag that is, but it’s probably something like the scam I pulled with the pay phone when I called Finnigan—though a lot more sophisticated.) As if to confirm that, the ringing tone from the secretary is interrupted three times by clicks and faint electronic beeps—almost certainly transfers to different lines. Finally comes one click louder than the others, then silence except for the ghost voices of channel cross-talk. Disconnected? Frag, typical. Probably one of the clicks represented some kind of notification to the elf biff that I was calling the fake number she gave me, so she could start laughing her hoop off at me.
I reach out angrily to shut off the phone, but freeze with my finger a millimeter from the End key. There’s another ring tone, this one half an octave higher than the standard cellular net tone. A private phone system? A PBX at "Shadowrunners R Us"? Who the frag knows?
With an almost musical click, the final connection is made, and a voice says, "Yes?" Male, well-modulated, not harsh. Not particularly welcoming, either. Not that I expected it would be.
I key the phone’s microphone on. "I want to speak to Argent," I say flatly.
"Oh?" There’s a hint of dry amusement in the voice now. "Do you, now?"
I figure there must be some kind of recognition code—password and answer, cloak-and-dagger kind of drek—which I don’t know, and that slots me off even more than I was a moment ago. "Yeah," I growl. "Are you him?"
"Who wants to know?"
"I do," I bark back. "The fact I know this number means something, doesn’t it?"
"Not as much as you seem to think, chummer," the voice comes back immediately.
I let that pass. "Are you Argent?" I demand again.
A moment’s pause, then, "I can relay a message," he says. "You want him to call you, or what?"
"Tell me when he’ll be back, and I’ll phone him."
There’s a low-pitched laugh. "You don’t do this often, do you, omae? Thanks for an amusing conversation …"
"Don’t hang up!" I snap, my mind racing desperately. I’m risking my hoop enough by placing this call. Giving this slag the number for a call-back can’t increase the danger much more than it already is. "Okay, okay," I say at last. "Get Argent to call me." I recite the pocket secretary’s cel phone number. "Right fragging quick, priyatel. Got it?"
"And who the hell are you, anyway?"
"Somebody who wants to talk to Argent, that’s all you need to know."
Another laugh, but this time with no humor in it. "Like frag it’s all I need to know. Lots of people want to talk to Argent. Not many people Argent wants to talk to, if you get my drift."
I grind my teeth. "I’ll make it worth his while," I grate.
"Give me a name, friend." The voice on the other end of the circuit is cold and hard. For a moment the tone reminds me of Blake, back with the Cutters. Another hard man, this, just like the gang boss.
"Why?"
"No name, no message. Let Argent figure if it’s going to be worth his while."
The rage is back in my gut, squirming like a cold metal snake. I want to scream, I want to kill. Not doing either one is probably the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I manage it. "You want a name," I almost whisper.
"That’s right, chummer. And make it a real one, okay? You know Argent’s going to check."
Yeah, I know it all right. Well, what the frag have I got to lose? Anybody who’s tapping into my line already knows who I am. And if it’s possible to accurately locate a particular mobile phone during Seattle’s morning rush hour, it’s not Argent and his scroffy runner friends I’m most worried about. "You want a name?" I spit out. "Tell him Rick Larson called, browncone, and tell him I’m waiting." And with that I hit the End key almost hard enough to crack the secretary’s composite enclosure.
So what the frag did that gain me, tell me that? Argent the motherfragging shadowrunner isn’t going to call me back. Why should he? There’s no fragging credit in it for him, and shadowrunners don’t do anything—anything—that doesn’t pay. That’s what "shadowrunner" means—amoral, sociopathic mercenary. All I did was increase my exposure—make a call that could be traced and then give out my fragging phone number! Drek, what was I thinking? If I don’t get my head out of my fragging hoop, I don’t deserve to live … .
What I really should do is get rid of the fragging pocket secretary. I glance out the car window. And now’s probably the best time. I’m right in the middle of the Evergreen Point floating bridge, heading east toward Bellevue. Just open the window, heave it out into Lake Washington, and more fragging power to anyone who wants to trace it.
Holding the wheel steady with my left hand, I power down the passenger-side window. I’ve cut out the autopilot, needing to do something physical to keep myself from kicking my own hoop too long and hard. I grab the secretary and wind up to chuck it out of the car.
At that moment the fragging thing lets out a ring, startling me so much I almost drive into the guardrail. I hit the button on the dash to re-enable the autopilot, then I glare at the secretary. Do I even want to answer it now?
Do I dare not answer it? I punch the Stand-By/Talk key. "What?"
"You’ve got jam, Larson. I’ll give you that." It’s the same voice as before, with a strange undertone of ironic amusement.
"You’re Argent, aren’t you?"
There’s a moment’s silence on the other end. Then, "I’m Argent," the voice confirms. "And you’re Richard Norman Larson, Lone Star employee number 714-80-795, highly trained and experienced deep-cover operative, Milkwaukee Organized Crime (Gang) task force, indefinitely seconded to Seattle in 2052." Another pause, then Argent goes on, "Like I say, chummer, you’ve got real jam." (Is that a hint of admiration in his voice?) "No fragging brains, but real jam. It’s been a pleasure talking to you, omae."
I can imagine Argent’s finger reaching out to break the circuit. "Wait!" I snap.
"Why?" The amusement’s back in the runner’s voice. "So you can trace my location? Don’t waste your time."
"No." My mind’s racing again. There’s something here I’m not getting, something important. My subconscious is sounding all my mental alarms. It’s also telling me not to lose contact with Argent. I just need time to figure out what to say to him. Time … .
I look at my watch. Time! How long since I called the blind relay, since I left the message for Argent? Not more than about ten minutes. A horrible suspicion starts to dawn in my mind. Ten minutes … "You’re a quick worker, Argent," I say, trying to keep my voice light. "It took you—what?—about ten minutes to crack my personnel file out of Milwaukee? Fast work, priyatel … Or maybe you didn’t have to check Milwaukee. Maybe you’ve already got your datahooks deep into the Seattle data fortress, huh?"
Argent snorts. "You’re a paranoid frag, Larson," he says flatly. "It didn’t take any deep penetration at all. Lone Star Seattle doesn’t protect its personnel files worth drek."
"Huh?" To my own ears, my voice sounds like I’ve been kicked in the gut. Something cold tightens under my heart, like a fist. "What are you saying, Argent?"
He’s surprised, and—no drek, Sherlock—suspicious. "What do you mean?"
"You’re saying you just cracked into Lone Star Seattle’s standard personnel files, and there I was?"
"Yeah, that’s just what I’m …" The runner’s voice trails off, and I know he’s picked up on the same anomaly I have. There’s silence for a good couple of seconds, then he comes back, "What kind of half-fragged game are you trying to play here, Larson?"
"Game? Yeah, right. Like urban brawl, and I’m the flag."
"What the frag are you trying to say?"
"I don’t have to say it, do I?" I snarl back. "I’m this drek-hot undercover op from Milwaukee, right? Trained and experienced, like my personnel jacket says. And you find that jacket in the standard employee files along with the secretaries and word-processing pool drones? Yeah, right. Come on, Argent, grab a fragging brain here. How many other deep-cover ops did you find in the files, huh? Tell me that? No, on second thought, I’ll tell you. Exactly fragging none, right?"
Another silence, and I know I’m right. "If this is some kind of reverse cover, it’s not going to work," Argent growls, but the anger’s at least partially feigned now, I can hear it.
"Yeah, right, brilliant cover," I sneer. "Maybe it gets me closer to you, but meanwhile I’m getting chopped by the Cutters. My file did say I was doing deep-cover on the Cutters, right? You think maybe, just fragging maybe, the Cutters might occasionally glance at the Lone Star standard employment files, huh?"
"So …"
"So I’m out of fragging sanction," I cut him off harshly. "Beyond fragging salvage. You know what I’m talking about?"
"I’ve heard the phrases," he says dryly. "Prove it."
"You want proof? You’re so hot with a fragging ‘puter, check into a missile attack on a private vehicle, about thirty hours ago in Montlake. One fatality, a Catherine Ashburton—you’ll find her in the Lone Star files if you dig deep enough."
"Another covert op?" Argent wants to know.
"Data processing manager," I shoot back.
"What’s she got to do with … ?"
Again I cut him off. The rage feels like something huge within me, pressing on my lungs and squeezing off my throat so I can hardly force the words out. "I was in the fragging car." My voice is cold, like death. "Sheer luck I didn’t croak too." I try to stop myself—this Argent motherfragger doesn’t need to know—but I can’t. "She burned. Cat Ashburton burned alive. It was a Star FRT squad pulled the ambush. They were after me. Check it out."
There’s a long, heavy silence—ten seconds, maybe more—then Argent comes back. The hostility’s gone from his voice, replaced now by a cool professionalism. "I’ll check, Larson," he
says. "Now, what do you want from me?"
"A meet." The words are out of my mouth before I know what I’m going to say. But, as I say them, I know they’re the truth.
"If this is a setup …"
"No setup," I almost shout. "You pick the place, you pick the time. Bring friends, saturate the fragging area, I don’t care. I’ll come alone. If you don’t like the way it comes down—if you don’t like the way I’m fragging dressed—cack me, I need the peace and fragging quiet!"
He doesn’t respond immediately. Then he chuckles quietly. "You’ve got your meet, Lone Star," he concedes. "Hold the line for details."
Why the frag did I agree to this? Yeah, sure, my brain knows it’s the only logical next step—I’m dead-ended without more resources. But it’s not my brain that’s knotting my guts up so hard I want to spew. Fear? Who wouldn’t be afraid walking into an unknown situation with someone who’s always viewed your kind as an enemy? The other feeling is disgust, all that "to think I’ve sunk so low" bulldrek. Just the thought of dealing with shadowrunners leaves me feeling soiled somehow.
I force those thoughts deep, deep into the back of my mind. This meet’s going to be edgy enough without Argent seeing in my eyes that I despise him and every other runner.
One thing I’ve got to give him, though. He does choose good places for meets. (He didn’t give me the details over the cel phone, of course. That would have been little more than an open invitation for IrreleCorp and anyone else tapping the line to put in an appearance. I got the scoop via another call to another blind relay through yet another fragging public phone.) When Argent agreed to the meet, I expected he would wait for nightfall and pick a spot near the docks. That would have meant me spending the rest of the day trying to kill time, somehow, somewhere.
Instead he surprised me. An early-afternoon meet, at a place I’d only heard about in street rumors—the Hole in the Wall, a tavern out in Renton near the intersection of Maple Valley Road and Jones Road. Buzz on the street claims the Hole’s a hangout for shadowrunners—mainly burn-outs and wannabes, according to some, but with a few of the "A-list" names putting in an appearance from time to time. (But if that’s the case, you say, why the frag hasn’t Lone Star closed the place down? Because street buzz isn’t proof, chum-merino. Apparently the Hole’s one of the grottiest places you’d ever go a long way to avoid, but the owner—one Jean Trudel, according to the streets—keeps it just inside the limits of the health codes. Other than that? Well, frag, say the Star’s after some shadow scum perp, and she ducks into the Hole. In come the boys in blue … and everyone and their fragging dog swears up and down that the perp hasn’t been here in months. Meanwhile she’s bugging out the back way or maybe hiding out in the basement. Sure, you could probably put surveillance on the place, but that means diverting resources from other work. So the Hole—and other places like it throughout the sprawl—stay in business. That’s life in the big city, priyatel.)
So that’s why I’m jandering into the Hole in the Wall on a gray and rainy afternoon, feeling like I’d rather be just about anywhere else in the fragging universe at the moment.
The Hole’s well-named, let me tell you. A small tavern fronting onto Maple Valley Road, with a wood-facade metal door and a single small window so grimed up it might as well be frosted transplast. I stand in the doorway for a few moments, holding the door partially open behind me while I let my eyes adapt to the darkness. The air’s thick with smoke-tobacco and other more exotic substances—and the reek of stale beer, old sweat, and the unmistakable tang of fear. Great place, excellent ambiance. Why the frag am I here?
"Come in if you’re coming," a voice growls from the shadows, "or get the frag out, but shut the drek-eating door."
Obediently I take a step forward, let the door swing shut behind me.
It takes a few more seconds before I can see worth drek. When I can, I scope the place out. The Hole’s a "shotgun" arrangement, not much more than six meters wide, but stretching almost three times that in length. To the right of the door’s the bar, a scarred macroplast thing with uncomfortable-looking stools in front of it. Directly to the left is what’s left of a laser jukebox—you’d call it an antique if its electronic guts weren’t trailing on the floor. Down the left wall are half a dozen round tables covered with terry cloth to soak up spilled beer and other fluids. Two of them are occupied, one by the hulking figure of a troll, the other by a couple of dwarfs. All three customers are giving me the evil eye, probably watching to see if I’ll back down. So I give them a killer grin, jander over to the bar and settle myself down on a stool.
The bartender’s down the bar, smearing the macroplast surface with a grimy rag. An ork, she’s seen better decades, it looks like. Her left cheek’s deeply scarred, and in the dim light of a holo beer sign, her left eye glints unnaturally. Cheap replacement, I guess. She sneers, baring chipped and yellowing fangs, and makes no move to come toward me.
I shrug. Whatever. I can play the chill game too. I wait, and eventually she puts down here cloth and stomps over to me. "Well?" she snaps.
"Draft," I reply. "And tell our mutual friend that Wolf’s here." That’s the code, such as it is, that Argent told me to use. Internally I cringe a little—it could well translate to "Cack me now," for all I know, but I don’t let anything show in my face or posture.
The ork doesn’t respond at all until she’s drawn my beer, put the glass down in front of me, and slotted the credstick I hand her. Then she gestures toward the back of the tavern with a jerk of her scraggly, whiskered jaw. "Back room," she grunts. "He’s waiting for you."
I nod my thanks, retrieve my credstick, pick up my beer, and jander back into the deeper shadows. There are three unmarked doors in the back wall. By the smell I identify two as cans. I take a pull on the beer—sharp tang of chemicals on my tongue—and push open the center one.
A short hallway, a closed door to my right, and a partially open one directly ahead. I step forward, and push the door open.
I’m looking into a small, cramped office—a couple of chairs, a desk with an archaic telecom, and a portable trideo box. Light comes from a single fluorescent tube mounted in a three-tube fixture in the center of the ceiling.
But I give the office itself only the briefest of scans. All my attention is drawn to the figure sitting behind the desk. Argent. It has to be.
I had no preconceived notions about this slag, but apparently I’ve got some about shadowrunners in general. A weasel, that’s what I would have expected—a sly, sneaking drek who looks more like a rodent than a human. Dirty and ill-kempt, no charisma or what you’d like to think of as personality, the kind of slot you wouldn’t turn your back on for fear he’d stick a knife into it. Maybe it’s an image I picked up from the trid, then modified and filtered through my own preconceptions until it’s become so deeply ingrained I didn’t even know it was there until it got overturned.
And overturned it certainly is. Argent’s a big man, no weasel. At a guess, I’d say he stands taller than two meters and masses ninety-five kilos, with the only fat in his body from the hamburger he ate for lunch. Broad shoulders, deep chest. Handsome, in a hard, chiseled kind of way, with short-cropped dark hair speckled with gray. Calm expression, steady, cold gray eyes that glint sharply in the light. Lying palm-down on the desktop, his hands are empty, presumably to reassure me, but it does just the opposite.
Argent’s hands are both cyber—angular metal things, brutal and absolutely lethal-looking, with a smooth matte-black finish. Terrifying. I try to keep the reaction out of my face, out of my eyes, but I know I don’t manage it.
The runner sees my reaction, that’s for sure. Odds are he doesn’t miss much, but he merely nods at me, and says, "Close the door and take a seat, Wolf."
I shut the door, but I don’t sit down. I’m uncomfortable, and when I’m uncomfortable I’ve got to be free to pace. "Wolf," I repeat. "What’s this drek about Wolf?"
His lips quirk up in a wry smile. "You need a street handle," he says calmly. "Never use your own name if you can avoid it."
"So why Wolf?"
"Haven’t you ever read any books?" he asks quietly. "Jack London? Wolf Larson …" He shakes his head. "Forget it." He interlinks his fingers, and metal clicks on metal. I shiver. "You’ve got your meet, Wolf," he says calmly. "Now what do you want to do with it?"
"Did you scope out the missile attack like I told you?" I ask.
"An associate looked into it for me," he says, and I know he means a decker.
"And?"
The runner pauses for a long moment, his cold eyes steady on my face. "Interesting," he says at last. "Tell me again what you told me on the phone."
"What the frag do you need to hear again?" I ask him sharply. "Lone Star FRT set up on the rooftops. AVM into the car. I’m blown clear, the driver cooks. Need anything else, drekhead?"
Again he doesn’t answer at once, just looks at me with those slightly unnatural eyes. Then he shakes his head. "That’ll do," he says calmly.
I force myself to calm down—with minimal success. Will I ever be able to talk about the ambush without hearing Cat’s screams in my head? "So what did your decker find?" I want to know.
"A media clamp-down and evidence of a cover-up," he tells me. "The official story is that terrorists were using the car to carry explosives, and the charge went up prematurely. That’s what the Star told the media … then told them they couldn’t broadcast it." He shrugs. "Standard Lone Star procedure, as I’m sure you’re aware. Under the surface, though, things are much different. There’s a lot of drek going down—personnel reassignments, increased security on communication logs, that kind of thing. Just what you’d expect if the Star was trying to cover up their involvement."
I nod slowly. Yeah, just what you’d expect if they were trying to cover up the fact that they’d lost control of their comm channels … .
"You think Lone Star’s put you out of sanction?" Argent wants to know.
I’m still not sure I should give up on the possibility someone outside the organization’s orchestrating everything through the Star’s compromised data fortress, but Argent doesn’t have to know that, not yet. So, "Yes," I tell him.
He smiles humorlessly. "Then you’re dead, chummer," he states. "It’s just a matter of time."
I raise my eyebrows at that. "Oh? Why?"
"The corporation’s got a tissue sample on deposit for you, omae," he says patiently. "Standard Lone Star procedure, part of the recruitment process, isn’t it?"
"How’d you know that?"
The shadowrunner shrugs. "I heard it from a Johnson—a friend, actually—who used to be in the Star himself. Anyway, eventually they drag up that sample, they hire a mage or shaman, and they slam a ritual sending into you wherever you happen to be hiding at the time. End of story, Wolf. Nothing I can do about that."
I chuckle quietly. Argent knows more about the way the Star works than I’m really comfortable with, but at least he’s wrong on this one. "No sample, Argent," I tell him.
"Did you crack in and purge it?" he asks.
"The Star purged it," I correct him. "Standard procedure for deep-cover ops, but I guess you didn’t know that." I shrug lightly. "Some drek about somebody on the outside being able to take a skin sample or something from the op, then magically assensing if there’s a ‘contiguous’ sample in the Lone Star vaults. Doesn’t make much sense to me, but that’s SOP. So, no sample."
"You think," he says softly.
That stops me for a moment. "I think," I have to allow. "But I’ve got to work on that assumption."
He nods his acceptance of that. "Your call," he says equably. He spreads his metal hands. "So you’ve got your meet and the meter’s running, Wolf. What is it you want with me?"
I take a deep breath. I’ve been cogitating this for the past couple of hours, and I think I’ve got it refined as tight as I can. "Deep research," I tell him. "I need a decker to dig up some deep background on a corp in the Tir."
Argent smiles. "That’s all?"
"It’s a start," I snap back.
"You’re taking some big chances coming to me if all you want’s some database search done, omae," he says quietly. "There are some runners out there who’d geek a Star op—or even an ex-Star op—just on principle."
"And you wouldn’t?" I say sarcastically.
"I haven’t yet," he points out quietly, "and I’ve never been knee-jerk about that kind of thing anyway. You’ve got your job to do, I’ve got mine. Stay out of each other’s way and we should have no quarrel with each other."
"Your job?" I sneer. "Feathering your own nest by fragging people over?" The words are out of my mouth before I even realize it.
The chromed shadowrunner looks at me, a speculative expression on his face. I expect some kind of justification, or an angry retort. Instead he just says quietly, "You don’t know me."
Nor do I fragging want to, but this time I manage to keep my yap shut.
Argent glances down at his hands, and I can almost hear the intensity of his thoughts. After maybe half a minute, he looks back up at me. "Data search," he muses. "Why?"
"My biz."
"Actually, no," he comes back immediately. "You want me to make it my biz. Why should I?"
"I’ll pay you."
"How?" He smiles grimly. "If you’re really beyond salvage, the Star’s frozen your contingency fund accounts, maybe your cover accounts too."
"I’ll pay you when it all shakes out," I growl.
His smile grows broader, but no less ironic, as he shakes his head. "My people don’t work on spec."
Fragging mercenary drek-eater. Why did I expect anything else from a fragging shadowrunner? I bite back hard on my anger. He could still geek me if I push him too far. "Then I guess we don’t have anything else to talk about," I say coldly.
"I suppose not." I start to turn away, but his voice calls me back. "Unless …
"Unless what?"
"Unless you fragging open up on this, Wolf," he says, a real hard and frosty edge to his voice. "Tell me what it’s about and give me a fragging reason why I might want to do it. You got me, omae?"
I just stare at him.
"Come on, slot and run," he says impatiently. "Why not just start at the beginning?"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
So, what the hell, that’s just what I do. I begin right from the fragging start, from the first moment I set eyes on that slag calling himself Nemo. All the way up to the elf biff’s suggestion about contacting the shadowrunner.
Argent nods slowly at that last bit. "I wondered how you got the number," he says quietly. Then his lips twist in a faint smile. "That elf certainly danced you around, didn’t she?"
I grind my teeth. "Yeah," I grate. "She certainly did."
His grin fades. "No kick against you, Wolf," he says. "I’m just admiring a pro’s moves, scan?"
I nod curtly. Frag, I wish he wouldn’t do that—act like a decent human being, I mean, with any kind of concern for my feelings. He did it when I repeated, in detail, the events of the Lone Star ambush and Cat’s death, and he’s doing it again now. What the frag right does he have?
But I push my feelings out of my consciousness. No time for them now. "Got everything?" I ask him harshly.
He raises an eyebrow at my tone, but all he says is, "I’ve got enough for a first pass." He leans back, and the chair creaks. "So, what do we know?"
"Squat!"
"Not quite. We do know there’s some connection—of some kind, to some degree—between a corp in the Tir and the Seattle Cutters. That came out before the drek hit the pot, so I think we can accept it at face value." I nod grudgingly. "We also know that someone in the Star’s put you out of sanction."
I shake my head at that. "Not necessarily," I correct him. "If somebody’s penetrated the Star’s data fortress—this Telestrian corp, maybe—they might be the one who ordered the ambush and who posted my personnel file in a less secure database."
Argent shakes his head, unconvinced.
"Why the frag not?" I demand.
He sighs faintly, and clasps his hands behind his head. "Maybe I can accept the ambush," he says. "Subject to confirmation, of course. That fits with the heavy-duty cover-up. But your personnel jacket?" He shakes his head again. "I can see somebody posting it there initially. But why hasn’t the Star deleted it by now? And why haven’t they found some way to bring you in? No," he goes on thoughtfully, "maybe Lone Star didn’t put you beyond salvage initially—maybe that was Telestrian or whoever. But they certainly haven’t done anything to reverse it, to repair the situation, have they?" He doesn’t wait for an answer—not that he has to, he can probably see it on my face. "The only way I read it is that your superiors have decided it might be better all around to color you dead as well."
I feel the chill touch of fear. "Why?"
The shadowrunner shrugs. "Because you know they’ve been compromised, maybe?" he muses. "It’s one possibility. Have you thought how it’d hurt the Lone Star corporation if word gets out they’re penetrated?"
I have to nod. Yes, I’ve thought about it. And bad, that’s how it’d hurt them.
"So maybe they didn’t issue the original death sentence," he goes on, "but it looks to me like they’ve decided to let it stand."
Frag. It picks me, but, "Yeah, I scan that," I have to admit.
"There could be other reasons as well," he cautions. "We should keep that in mind too."
"We?"
He flashes me a wry grin. "I mean ‘you’, of course."
"Of course." I slump down in the chair across the desk from him. "Well, oh high and mighty shadowrunner?" I ask sarcastically. "What’s your verdict?"
Argent looks at me speculatively for a half a minute, his lips set in a tight line. For a few moments I think he’s going to flare back at me—frag, that’s what I’m looking for, isn’t it, pushing him the way I’m doing? But he doesn’t. Eventually he shrugs millimetrically. "Either way," he says calmly, "something’s out of line within Lone Star. Either the corporation’s seriously penetrated, seriously compromised, or …" His voice trails off reflectively.
"Or what?"
"Or …" He shrugs again. "Or something else is going on that we just don’t understand. Either way, the corp’s more or less out of control, and I don’t like the thought of that."
"Oh?" That surprises me, deep down.
The shadowrunner gives me another one of his ironic grins. "Where do you get your ideas about runners, Wolf?" he asks quietly.
I’ve got no real answer for him, other than an uncomfortable shrug.
"It’s not like Lone Star’s the enemy, or anything," he goes on—quietly, thoughtfully, almost as if talking to himself, not to me. "Lone Star’s like any corporation. Sometimes I’m working against it, most of the time I’ve got nothing to do with it at all, and sometimes I’m working for it."
I try to smother my reaction to that, but Argent’s spreading smile tells me I didn’t manage it.
"Didn’t know that Lone Star sometimes hires shadowrunners, huh?" he asks me. "They do, you know. Not as often as some corps, maybe. But there are times when they need ‘deniable’ assets." His smile fades for a moment. "Sometimes expendable ones, too."
"Bulldrek," I tell him.
"I’ve got no reason to lie to you about this, chummer," he goes on as if I hadn’t interrupted. "I’ve brokered maybe half a dozen Lone Star contracts in my time, and I’ve taken on two myself. And I’ve got no reason to believe I’m the only fixer in the plex that the corporation deals with." He hesitates. "There’s a thought," he says after a moment. "If Lone Star has decided to color you dead, the odds are they won’t use their own assets to handle it." He raises a matte-black hand to still my argument, and goes on, "I know they did the first time, but the way I scan it that was probably a rush job. Now they’ve had time to think it through, and if they’re still out for your hide, they’ve probably decided to use unattributable assets." He hooks a metal thumb toward his chest. "Like me and my colleagues. Maybe I’ll put out a couple of feelers," he muses, "and see if they’re hiring."
"So you can take the contract yourself?"
"Give it a fragging rest, will you?" he says wearily. "It’s just another way of finding out how serious they are about greasing you."
I nod slowly. I’m goading him, and I don’t really know why. It’s drekheaded, it’s counterproductive—he’s the only resource I’ve got at the moment—but I know I’m going to do it again. "You were saying … ?" I prompt him.
"I was saying, I’ve got no reason to hate Lone Star. Some people have axes to grind, but the real pros—the real shadowrunners—can’t afford grudges like that." He chuckles softly. "Sound mercenary, Wolf?" he asks. "Like, ‘I can’t hold a grudge against Lone Star because then they won’t give me any more money.’ It’s more than that, though."
"What?" I find I’m interested, despite myself.
"Lone Star’s the … the ‘lid on the garbage can’." He smiles again, but it’s a slightly self-conscious one this time. "That’s about the best way I can put it. They keep things under control. Any business requires a stable, predictable environment to operate in … "
"So it all comes down to biz."
He shoots me a complicated look. "I’ve got to live here too, Wolf. Would you want to stay in the plex if Lone Star was losing control?"
I shake my head slowly. "And is that reason enough to help me out?"
"For the moment." He sits up straight. The thoughtful air’s gone, and he’s all biz again. The consummate shadowrunner. "I’ll set Peg, my decker, on your Timothy Telestrian connection," he says, "but it might take a while. Decking into the Tir’s not an easy proposition. Twelve hours minimum, I’d guess." I raise an eyebrow at that. This Peg must be nova-hot. My guess would have been more like a few days. "Have you got a safe place to flop in the mean-time?"
I think about it for a moment. "Nowhere I feel particularly secure," I admit.
Argent nods. "I’ll talk to Jean. She’s got a doss upstairs you can probably use."
Great. A squat situated over a bar frequented by shadow-scum. Yes, sir, that’ll certainly make me feel fragging secure. Yeah, right.
"Wolf" The voice is quiet, close by.
I surge up out of sleep—disoriented as all frag, but too busy rolling over to snatch my H & K from beside the bed to worry about it. The wire and the smartgun are synching up even before I’ve got my eyes open. Then my eyes do open, and I see who spoke.
Drek, drek, drek … I let my gun hand fall and slump back onto the bed. My heart’s racing at fifty-seven to the bar, and I feel like I came this close to having a foolish accident. "You slot," I gasp.
Argent the shadowrunner’s sitting comfortably in a chair against the far wall of the one-room-and-drekker doss upstairs from the Hole in the Wall. I’d locked all the windows, none of which were big enough for anything more than a rat to squeeze through anyway. Which means Argent must have come in through the single door, somehow moving the wooden chair I’d lodged under the door knob. All without waking me up.
"Deep sleeper," the chromed runner remarks.
"Actually, I’m not," I counter, still staring at the ceiling and trying to control my heart rate before I have a seizure. "You fragging slot, I could have cut you down."
Argent’s grinning like a fragging bandit. "Actually," he says, in what he apparently thinks is an imitation of my voice, "you couldn’t."
I lift the H & K again, and this time I pay attention to what the wire’s telling me about the gun’s status. With a tired sigh, I drop the weapon back onto the floor and hold out my hand toward Argent. He flips something across the room to me. I catch it, turn it over and over idly in my hand. The clip from the H & K. Not only did he crack my defenses—admittedly rudimentary—to get into my room, but he also stole the ammunition out of my fragging weapon, all without waking me. I shake my head slowly. I’m getting too old for this drek.
I roll over and fix him with what I hope is a steely glare. "Okay, slot," I tell him in a cold, hard voice. "Point taken. You could have cacked me. I get the message."
His smile fades a little. "But I didn’t," he points out. "And that’s the message."
"Yeah, well, if you’re trying to set me at my fragging ease, pick another way," I growl. What I don’t say is that he’s made his point. If he’d wanted me dead, or bagged, or whatever, I wouldn’t be awake now—or if I was, it wouldn’t be here.
Without looking, I slap the clip into the butt of the H & K, and let the wire confirm that everything’s peachy. Then I let my gaze drift around the dingy room. Judging by the light coming through the tiny windows, I guess it’s midday. To confirm, I pick up my watch from the bedside table. It reads 1235, which means I’ve been sleeping for fragging near twenty hours. I rub at gritty eyes as I swing up to sit on the edge of the bed.
Argent’s watching me appraisingly. "Feeling better?" he asks.
I run a quick mental inventory and the wetware equivalent of a Power-On Self-Test. My brain’s nowhere near as slagged-down as it was yesterday, but my body still needs even more rest to overcome the protracted strain of the last couple of days. Memory fragments of a dream—a nightmare, really—drift through my mind. I died and went to hell, but hell wasn’t the stereotypical pit of flames and torture. It was a fragging parking lot—a world-sized parking lot—where everyone lived in their cars while they waited for … well, I don’t know what they—we—were waiting for, and I don’t think I want to know. All I remember was that Cat was living in the next car to me, and she was a mite bent that I got her scragged. Understandable, and I’d probably have felt much the same.
Wool-gathering. With a snort, I shake my head and force the memories away. I fix Argent with another hard stare. "So, got anything to tell me?" I demand. "Or is this just a social call?"
"I’ve got something," he says slowly. "Peg’s been busy. But I think you’re going to have to help me make sense of it."
"I’ll give it a shot." As I swing off the bed, Argent’s already on his feet, and I join him by the large desk that dominates the room.
In contrast to the room, the sophisticated telecom that sits on the desk is in pristine condition. This year’s tech, it’s right out on the cutting edge. Argent sits down in front of it and powers the unit on while I drag up another chair and settle myself astride it, resting my forearms across the top of the chair’s back.
Argent slots a chip into the telecom port, and rattles a string of commands on the keyboard. I watch him with interest. He’s got two cyberarms and mods to his eyes—and, who knows, maybe wired reflexes and other toys—but no datajack. Why, I wonder? Interesting contradictions.
"It took Peg a little longer than she thought," Argent explains, almost apologetically. "She’s in San Francisco, and the Tir’s got extra-heavy security on the datalines from Cal Free. That’s understandable, considering their situation, but still a pain in the butt. She had to relay through Seattle." He grins wryly. "Not that the security’s much less on those lines, but every little bit helps in this kind of thing."
I nod wordlessly. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that Argent’s decker isn’t even in the sprawl—a decker can work anywhere as long as she’s got datalines—but it does. I’d have thought Argent—or any shadowrunner, for that matter—would trust only people he had some physical control over. Maybe he has some serious dirt on this Peg and that’s why he can trust her "remotely." I’ll have to think about that when I’ve got some time.
The telecom screen fills with text—every second word or so highlighted, indicating a hypermedia link to other data files. I shake my head. Fast fragging work. This Peg must be one burner, I figure. I don’t bother trying to read what’s on the screen. Argent’s scrolling and flipping around through the file. I decide to just wait until he’s done.
After maybe a minute of scanning the files, the chromed runner turns to me. "This is everything Peg could dredge up on Timothy Telestrian." He shrugs. "Lots of background drek, more than you probably need."
"Summarize," I suggest.
For a moment it looks like he’s about to refuse, then he shrugs. "Timothy Telestrian," he says. "Elf metatype, age thirty." A digitized image—flat not holo, the telecom’s not that good—flashes up on the screen. Thin face, straight blond hair fine as a baby’s, cool blue eyes, arrogant expression. Typical elf. I nod, and Argent goes on, "Son of James Telestrian III, also elf metatype …"
"Wait a tick," I cut him off. "That doesn’t scan. Elves are born, right? They don’t goblinize. And the Awakening happened in 2011. So that means …"
He grins. "That means James Telestrian would have been thirteen when he fathered Timothy?" He chuckles. "Yeah, that caught me, too, but I dug deeper. James Telestrian was a ‘spike baby,’ born before the Awakening. Rare, but it hap-pens. James is fifty-five, born in 1999, according to Peg’s research. Makes him probably the oldest elf in the world."
I sigh. "Okay, okay, forget I mentioned it."
Argent nods, but his drek-eating grin doesn’t fade. "James Telestrian III founded Telestrian Industries Corporation, one of the biggest and most aggressive conglomerates in the Tir. He’s still president and CEO. Timothy’s his only son …"
"Which probably means Timothy’s Senior Executive Vice President of Things Beginning with H, or some drek," I say sarcastically.
"Would have been my guess too," Argent says with a shrug. "But that’s not the way it works. Surprisingly little nepotism in TIC."
I raise an eyebrow at that. "Oh?"
"Not to say Timothy’s totally on his own," Argent continues. "He’s a part of the TIC … empire, I guess you could call it, just not among the more rarefied ranks. Chummer Timothy is president of BioLogic Technologies, a subsidiary of TIC, but not a particularly large or successful one."
"And that’s not nepotism?"
"Not compared to the big prize," Argent says flatly. "Bio-Logic is extremely small potatoes."
I shrug, and gesture for him to go on.
He does. "Peg doesn’t think things were ever really close between James and Timothy, but they got even more distant about a year ago, maybe more. The senior suit in charge of a major TIC subsidiary called"—he leans closer to the screen—"Novalis Optical Technologies jumped ship to join a competitor, leaving the top spot open. Seems Timothy figured the corner office should be his."
"But daddy surprised him?"
"Big-time," Argent confirms. "Maybe you could call it nepotism because the slot went to family. But the slag he picked was a real hot prospect, really competent, with a solid track record. One Lynne Telestrian, Timothy’s cousin."
"And Timothy didn’t approve of daddy’s choice?"
Argent chuckles. "You might say he was … critical … of James’ business acumen. Loudly and publicly critical. Which, of course, didn’t give James much incentive to change his mind." He sits back in his chair and smiles. "So Lynne got the corner officer and the stock options and the major perks, and Timothy got slotted off. So he declared war."
That makes me sit up straight. "Huh?"
"Probably not the way you’re thinking of it," the runner amends quickly. "No drive-bys or geeked suits or blown-up facilities. No, this was corp warfare—stock manipulation, industrial espionage, and one of the nastiest proxy battles you’ve ever seen.
"Seems young Timothy wasn’t quite the frag-up daddy imagined," Argent goes on, seeming to warm to the role of storyteller. "As soon as the drek hit the pot, James tried to can Timothy from his position as prez of BioLogic."
"Tried?" I blurt. "James is head honcho of the whole fragging Telestrian empire, isn’t he?"
Argent nods. "True, but the various subsidiaries have some degree of autonomy. That’s the way he set them up. They’re under the TIC umbrella, but they’ve got their own boards of directors, their own shareholders, and all that drek. What happened was that James went to the BioLogic board of directors and told them to turf Timothy. The board told James to go frag himself."
I nod slowly. "Timothy’s got some kind of lock on the BioLogic board.
"At the very least. It seems that James got a little twitchy at this point, and checked out the … the political reliability, I guess you could call it … of other parts of his empire …"
"Only to find Timothy had the fix in with them, too," I finish.
"Bingo. Not enough to give Timothy control—not as such—but enough so that daddy didn’t have complete control himself. I understand he was a tad slotted off."
"Wonder why." I ponder for a moment, then nod again. "Okay, proxy fight between father and son. Where does cousin Lynne stand?"
"Firmly in James’ camp. In fact, she’s his expediter and honorable hatchet-man. James either has other fish to fry, or he judges Lynne is better than he is at this kind of drek. She’s his Saint Michael, fighting off Timothy’s incursions."
"What kind of incursions?"
Argent shrugs again. "Proxy fights, like I said. Intimidating shareholders, undercutting contracts …" He refers to the screen, pointing to a particular paragraph with a metallic finger. "Yeah, here it is. As one of the oldest elves around, James Telestrian has a megahuge rep in the Tir, which he’s managed to parlay into a partial lock on the business community. That means if Timothy wants to increase his market share—and trust me, he does—he’s got to do it outside the Tir." He looks at me expectantly.
I nod. Yeah, it makes sense, doesn’t it? "And since all’s fair in love and war, he’d have no qualms about dealing with the Cutters if it suited him." Then something else strikes me. "Got a picture of Lynne?"
He blinks, then rattles in a command on the keyboard. Another image appears in a secondary window. Long blonde hair pulled back behind her ears. Cold green eyes. Aloof, almost arrogant expression. "Pleased to make your acquaintance, Lynne Telestrian," I say quietly. "Again."
"The elf biff?"
"That’s her." I pause. "Unless it’s someone magically impersonating her …" Then I shake my head with a snort. "Nah, that’s just getting too complicated, too paranoid."
Argent is scrutinizing the image on the display. "Lynne Telestrian. Interesting." Now he glances my way again. "So what does that tell us?" he asks.
I don’t answer immediately. It tells me a few things, but I’m not sure why the frag I should share them with a fragging shadowrunner. Then I shake off that thought. He’s treated fairly with me—so far, I amend—and there’s no reason—again, so far—why I shouldn’t level with him. His eyes are steady on my face, and it’s not the first time I get the feeling he’s making much too fragging good a guess about what’s going on in my mind. I break eye contact, studiously examining the image of the elf woman. "It tells us we can put more faith in the Timothy Telestrian tie-in," I muse. "What would Lynne gain from sending us after a Timothy-Seattle connection that doesn’t exist?"
Argent nods brusque agreement. "Anything else?"
"Maybe." What was it Argent called her? "If she’s James Telestrian’s Saint Michael, it means that the Seattle connection is important—to both sides—otherwise she wouldn’t be wasting her time dancing me around." I shrug. "That’s about it."
"There’s something more," the shadowrunner says quietly. "You’re important, Wolf."
I snap my head around so fast I almost sprain my neck. "Huh? Bulldrek." The word’s out of my mouth before I realize it isn’t bulldrek after all.
"It’s the same logic," Argent says firmly, reinforcing what I just realized myself. "You must be important, or else she wouldn’t be wasting her time dancing you around. She’d ignore you or geek you. But she hasn’t done either."
"Yeah," I agree unwillingly. "All right. But why?"
"My guess is you should be putting some serious skull-sweat into figuring that one out," the runner says. "She must figure you know something—or can do something—that could frag up whatever Timothy’s got happening in the plex. Any ideas?"
What fragging danger could I be to some ambitious elf suit? Unless Timothy were to get caught in the crossfire when the Star and the Cutters try to geek me, I can’t see I’m of any significance to Timothy fragging Telestrian. "Not right at the moment," I say mildly.
Argent chuckles. "Well, give it some thought, omae. For your own sake, if for no other reason."
"No drek, Sherlock." I rub at my eyes. Frag of a thing to have to deal with when you first wake up—trying to figure out how you fit into some elf-corp infighting. "Did Peg dig up anything on Mr. Nemo?"
"Nothing under that name," Argent says, face twisting wryly. "No fragging surprise. And it’s not as if your description was worth much."
"It’s not as if there was much to fragging describe," I snap back, feeling suddenly defensive. "Brown and brown, olive complexion, medium height, medium build, no distinguishing features, age twenty-eight to forty. Not a frag of a lot to go on, you know what I mean?" Translation: I’d like to see you do any better, hotshot … .
For an instant, Argent’s modified optics narrow and take on a frosty glint. I know he scanned the last message just fine, and I think maybe this time I’ve pushed him too far. But the tension lasts only an instant, then the hard lines of his body relax and he nods. "No kick against you, Wolf."
"None taken," I lie back, and honor’s satisfied. Frag this Alpha-male, ¿Quien es mas macho? drek. It just gets in the way. "Too bad."
"Shoganai," the runner says. "Jap for ‘drek all we can do about it.-
I’m silent for a moment, then, "You know, sometimes no distinguishing features can be distinguishing enough. Like, neither of us qualify. I’m too tall, you’re …" I don’t finish the thought.
Argent gives a feral grin, and there’s a metallic snick as he clenches both fists. "Point taken."
"So assume Nemo’s in the TIC empire somewhere," I go on. The runner nods in acceptance. "Personnel jackets have photos. Could Peg pull up shots of everyone who’s male and plain vanilla, no distinguishing features? I’ll do the mug-shot route and see if I can spot him."
Argent’s not convinced. "You know how big the TIC empire is, omae?"
"Then limit it to Timothy’s bloc," I say impatiently. "Maybe."
"Can you think of a better way?"
Eventually the shadowrunner shakes his head. "No," he admits. But he’s not giving up totally. "You figure Nemo’s worth the effort?"
"Fragged if I know, but he could be. We marked each other, remember?"
"I also remember you don’t know from where or when."
"Frag, I know that, okay?" I bite back on my impatience the best I can. "I don’t know if it’s important. I only know it might be important. Got any better ideas" … butthead?
Argent doesn’t say a word, but his steady gaze gets the message across just fine: Yeah, kick your sorry hoop out of here back onto the street, and go back to hoopfragging the corps for major nuyen like a good little shadowrunner.
For maybe fifteen seconds we sit like that, giving each other the old stare-down, and the wire starts really wanting to scrag Argent. But it’s the shadowrunner who looks away first, with a minuscule nod. "Okay, it’s another possible lead," he says quietly. "I’ll pass it on to Peg."
And I realize I’ve just won an argument with a shadowrunner.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Which leaves me with the question, just what the frag am I supposed to do next? I’m a nullhead, so I can’t do squat to help the datasearch. And with a death-mark on me—courtesy of the Cutters and the Star and who knows who else (Timothy fragging Telestrian, maybe?), going out to work the streets is an invitation to get myself geeked. And where would I go and what streets would I work anyway? I feel about as useless as tits on a fragging bull, and I don’t like it.
The moment Argent leaves to go relay the Nemo lead to Peg the decker, I feel like a caged fragging animal. I have to do something—anything. I jander on down the stairs that lead into one of the back rooms of the Hole in the Wall and I look around for something to occupy my time and my mind. I’m still looking for it in the office where I first met Argent, when I hear the door open behind me.
Pull the H & K, spin and drop into a crouch … .
And wind up looking over the sights at the crabby old cow of an ork-woman who was tending bar yesterday. Jean Trudel, the owner of this place, according to Argent.
If staring down the muzzle of an SMG fazes Trudel in the slightest, she’s too hard-bitten to show it. She just glares at me out of her mismatched eyes, and snorts. I don’t know whether the sound is one of disgust, amusement, or both, and don’t really want to know.
Trying not to show my chagrin, I make a production of safing and returning the weapon to its holster and standing back up. "You startled me," I say mildly.
She makes a disgusting phlegmy noise I tentatively identify as a laugh. "Big man with his little gun," she chortles. "Lone Wolf, hah?"
I don’t need to put up with this drek. I head right past her for the door without giving her so much as a glance. I’m just about out of the office when she says, "You want a car?"
That stops me, just like she knew it would. I turn slowly. She’s smiling, giving me a better look at her chipped tusks than I really want at the moment.
"Argent said you’d want a car," she says again, as unfazed by my hard-eyed appraisal as she was by the H & K. Tough old bat—either that or too dumb to know when it’s smart to be scared.
"He did, huh?"
"Surprised it took you so fragging long."
I decide to leave that the frag alone, and go along with the game. "Where?" I ask.
She’s got one hand deep in a pocket of her baggy jumpsuit, and now it comes out. I have to overrule the wire to keep from dragging out my weapon. I look down at her hand. Hanging from a stained and callused forefinger is a keyring with an electronic codekey hanging from it. "Parked out front," she says.
I snag the key as I brush past her. She chuckles, and my stomach twists at the sound. "It’s red," she says helpfully to my retreating back.
"To match your fragging eyes," I mutter under my breath. Her hearing’s better than it has any right to be, because she barks with laughter. Frag her and the hog she rode in on. And frag Argent too for knowing I’d want to hit the streets and for letting Trudel in on it. Serve them both fragging right if I took their car, slipped the border heading north—I’ve always liked north—and sold the pecker for a starting stake in, say, Vancouver. Let Lone Star, Timothy Telestrian, cousin Lynne, the Cutters, and the shadowrunners of Seattle frag each other’s hoops till they bleed, and good riddance say I. Pleasant daydream, but everyone knows I’m not going to put it into practice.
Trudel-hag spoke truly: the car is red, and it’s parked out front. Right out front, in a taxi-only zone. Either somebody’s got a much better handle on predicting my actions than I’d really like—all odds say it’s Argent—or I’m under surveillance, electronic, meat, magical—or all three. Can’t say I like either option worth drek. The car, however, is enough to make me feel marginally better. It’s a Eurocar Westwind 2000, the 2054 model. A rag-top, which means it’s got the turbo engine and performance suspension package. Just short of 150-K nuyen worth of high speed and high performance—and somehow I get the feeling Argent bought the fragging thing instead of boosting it. Once again I find my image of shadowrunners isn’t exactly on the money.
I trigger the codekey, hear the doors unlock and the engine—smooth as silk, like music to my fragging ears—light up instantly. I slide into the driver’s seat, which is low to the road and contoured like something from a fighter plane, and run my hands and eyes over the instrument suite. I blip the gas pedal, and watch the low-intensity orange symbology of the analog instruments respond instantly. Yes, even though I’m not exactly sure where I’m going, I get the feeling I’m going to enjoy getting there. I close the door—a whoosh-click, not the clunk you get from your typical Americar—drop the transmission into gear, and pull out.
The Westwind’s got a sophisticated entertainment system installed, and I put it to good use as I head north on 405 through Bellevue. At first I scan the bands for some music hot enough to blow the cobwebs out of my brains. Classic Mercurial, maybe, or the latest by Marli Bremerton and the Shadows. Anything but Darwin’s Bastards. The music is fine but it gets old pretty fast, and I start feeling the need for a serious data fix.
I’ve always been a news junkie, a tendency repressed but not extinguished when I got into undercover work. How long since I checked in with what’s happening outside the tiny little sphere that’s my own existence? Too fragging long—three days at least. I wander the bands again looking for a newsbreak, then I’m in heaven when I hit something I recognize as the NewsNet feed—audio only, of course—out of Atlanta. The Westwind’s pilot and handling package are so smooth the thing feels like it wants to drive itself, so I give it free rein while I concentrate on Ted Turner’s spiritual descendants.
Nothing much new or earthshaking, at least not at first. Among the NAN states, Salish-Shidhe and Tsimshian are still slagging each other off in council meetings, and threatening war over some new resource-allocation scheme. Pueblo doesn’t like Ute now, while Sioux—the old enemy—seems to be the flavor of the week. In Europe, the Serbs and the Croats are at it again, and everybody still hates the Israelis. Three universities are holding celebrations of the one-hundredth anniversary of some slag named Tolkien publishing the first book in some trilogy or other, and an Atlanta Neo-Anarchist group wants to declare a "Day of Shame" about the activities of someone called McCarthy, also from a fragging century ago. (Get with the present, will you?) The biz news boils down to the megacorps still giving it to the consumer up the hoop. No mention of TIC, Bio-Logic, Lightbringer, or Novalis Optical Technologies, but that’s no big surprise.
The local news—from some sprawl-based NN affiliate, I assume jars me, makes me realize how out of touch I am. NewsNet has a better rep for sticking to the facts than any competing organization, including the Catholic Church. According to this report there’s some kind of nasty viral infection cutting a swath through the underclass of the Seattle metroplex. Sure, this is NN, but the network’s still concerned with ratings, so cut back the level of hype and hysteria by a factor of ten. If the announcer’s on the money, then this is something a little more disturbing than the latest outbreak of Shanghai P super-flu. I slow down and punch up the volume.
"City health officer Dr. Ken Blatherman describes the mini-epidemic as a novel species of retrovirus, showing limited infectivity, and spread by an unknown vector," the talking head announces, hardly stumbling over the big words at all. (This is NN …) "The fact that, so far, the viral infection seems limited to the city’s underclass indicates more that the conditions faced by the under-housed and underemployed"—translation: squatters—"lead to increased expression of the disease than that the source of the infection is somewhere on the streets of Seattle, Dr. Blatherman states. The doctor also takes pain to contradict the reports from irresponsible media sources"—translation: NN’s competitors—"that fatalities have, so far, been limited to the metroplex gang subculture. He also states—even more vehemently—that this is not similar in any way, shape, or form to Virally Induced Toxic Allergy Syndrome. This is not, as has been previously—and irresponsibly—reported by others, an outbreak of some mythical strain of VITAS 4.
"In other local news …"
I reach out a finger and hit the Scan key, and the talking head’s voice is replaced by the assembly-line blast of some neoindustrial hit. Christ knows, I’m not one of those drekheads who look back on some mythically ideal "good old days," some Camelot golden age when everything was fragging peachy and everybody loved everybody else, but sometimes I can’t shake the feeling that some evil drek’s started going down recently. Maybe it’s just my Lone Star background, but whenever someone officially and vehemently denies the truth of any rumor, I start taking fragging precautions. VITAS 4? Just fragging wonderful. How many people did VITAS 3 take down forty-some years ago? One-plus percent of the world’s population. Something like fifty million deaders—if I haven’t slipped a decimal point somewhere.
Then again, maybe something like this putative VITAS 4 is just what Seattle needs. A super-bug that takes down only gangers, and maybe add the shadowrunners into the mix while we’re at it. Some of my old Star colleagues would just love that, and I surely wouldn’t shed any tears along the way.
Ah, it’s just hysterical drek anyway. How many outbreaks of "VITAS 4" have the news media ragged on about over the last decade? Three or four that I can remember, and none of them turned out to be the great apocalyptic pandemic. One round was unpleasant—that new strain of meningitis that cacked a dozen school-kids in Chicago back in 2045—but the rest were just non-starters like nuevomycin-resistant strains of herpes and syphilis. No scare as long as you took basic fragging precautions. It only makes sense; throw enough antibiotics and wonder drugs at bugs and all you’re doing is selecting for tougher and more resistant bugs. Isn’t that how evolution and natural selection work in the first place?
Forget about it. I don’t have the bug, nobody I know has the bug, and it wouldn’t make much difference anyway. I’m still out here cruising the highways and byways of the sprawl, without the slightest fragging clue about what to do next, a fact not changed an iota by news of a killer bug that happens to be going after the local gangs.
I take the next exit off 405, cut over onto 520. I kick the throttle as I hit the floating bridge, and the Westwind howls with feral joy all the way across Lake Washington. I hang a right into Montlake and rocket onto Montlake Bridge, the car fragging near painted onto the road, even taking the exit at almost twice the posted speed. I keep my eyes fixed straight ahead, trying to blot out all glimpses of the area. It’s no good, though, and I know I’m going to relive the ambush in my nightmares again tonight. Onto the U-Dub campus past the cantilevered nightmare of the new stadium, through University Village and into Ravenna. And that’s when I cut way back on my speed and start to wrestle with whether I might actually have thought of a way to handle this whole thing or whether I just want to call it a bust and blast on back to my hidey-hole in Renton.
Like, it’s just the most unformed idea possible, nothing concrete enough to merit the name of a plan. It was the "super-bug" report that got me thinking about the Cutters, you see. The gang is the one angle I haven’t been paying much attention to lately. Instead, I’ve been wracking my fragging brains about the way the Star’s been acting, while Argent and Peg are presumably digging up the dirt on Timothy Telestrian. But we seem to have forgotten all about the Cutters, the other end of the Tir-Seattle connection. (Well, "forgotten" might not be the right word. It’s kind of hard to totally forget about people who’ve put a death-mark on you, but maybe I could say something like "failed to give adequate attention.") The connection’s there, though. Nemo and the elf contingent, who I’m assuming are linked with Timothy Telestrian, did meet with Blake, and it only makes sense to follow up on that angle. But how?
And that’s the question. The Cutters did try to geek me, and there’s no good reason to believe they’ve changed their opinion of my continued existence. That means I can’t very well just march into one or another of their safe houses and ask, "Hey, chummers, what’s down?" Not if I don’t want to suck hot lead, at least.
But maybe I could learn something important by observing the activity around one of the safe houses. Frag knows what that might be. If I had the answer to that question, I probably wouldn’t be looking in the first place. Who knows? Maybe I’d spot Nemo again or another member of the contingent—spot, follow, bag, and interrogate. Now what you’d call a likely outcome, but remotely possible.
Sure, it’s a risk to go anywhere near Cutters activity, but I figure it’s a calculated one. Even if the gang’s still looking for me with intent to scrag, the last place they’d be expecting to see me is the street right outside one of their safe houses. Also, the Westwind represents excellent cover and concealment. The car’s windows are nicely tinted, letting me see out clearly, but making it a cast-iron bitch to see in. Besides, nobody who knows Rick Larson, ganger, will expect him to come cruising by in one hundred-fifty-K worth of Eurocar Westwind 2000 high-performance automotive technology. Or, that’s the line I keep trying to feed myself, with limited success.
Well, if I’m going to do it, let’s fragging do it. I cruise east on Northeast Fifty-fifth Street, then hang a right onto Thirty-sixth Avenue Northeast. The safe house is in the middle of the block, on the east side of the street. I figure a pass right in front to scope out the overall situation, then from there I’ll decide what to do next. I punch up the Westwind’s autopilot so I don’t have to split my attention between surveillance and trying not to hit parked cars. I lock in the speed at forty-five klicks—slow enough to give me a reasonable view but not so slow it’ll attract unwanted attention—and we’re off.
But something’s wrong, I see that at once. The safe house is just that—a safe place for Cutters gang-bangers to hang, a place for them to doss when they need to, that kind of drek. It’s not going to remain safe if it’s got a lot of activity around it, particularly such obvious gang action as knife-duels and such drek. Predictably, then, all Cutters safe houses are more or less quiet places—unobtrusive, not memorable.
But there’s a difference between quiet or unobtrusive and totally fragging dead—which is how the Ravenna house looks as I cruise by. Front door open—that door’s never left open—with not the slightest sign of movement inside or outside. Yeah, sure, everybody could be out doing biz or maybe attending some major gang meeting in the basement. But they wouldn’t leave the front door open while doing it. And that doesn’t explain my unshakable gut sense that the place is dead as the Calvary Cemetery a block away. (Deader, maybe, considering the rumors of ghouls in Calvary.)
Before I can have any second thoughts about the wisdom of my actions, I’ve disabled the Westwind’s autopilot and pulled over to the curb. I open the door and get out, sliding my hand under my jacket to grip the butt of my H & K to let tech and gun handshake. Still no movement in or around the safe house. I cross the road to stand in the partial cover of a drek-kicked van that’s up on blocks. (This is Ravenna, after all …) And I stare at the building until it feels like I’m getting segs on my eyeballs.
Nothing, priyatel, not a fragging thing.
So what now? Something’s gone down with the Cutters, something significant. I think. But am I certain enough of my conclusion to put my hoop on the line? Think about it—even if Blake hasn’t actively sent out any more hit teams after me, I’m still known among the gangers as a Star mole. Chances are that if I should happen to jander across somebody’s gunsight, that somebody would cack me for sure. Strolling into a Cutters safe house is just an invitation to trouble, right?
But it’s too late to turn my back and play things safe now. No fragging way. Who knows, maybe this is some kind of clue to the Telestrian-Cutters link I was babbling about on the way to Ravenna. Curiosity may have killed the cat, and maybe it’ll kill the Wolf as well, but right now I can’t seem to turn it off like some fragging light switch.
Okay, I’ve been standing and watching long enough. If I’m ever gonna move, now’s the time. For the benefit of any neighbors or pedestrians who’d probably be all too glad to hit the PANICBUTTON and report the presence of an armed man in their street, I keep both empty hands at my sides as I jander frostily up the front steps and in through the open door.
The minute I’m into the hallway, out comes the H & K and jander turns into combat crouch. My back against the wall in the corner, I hold my breath and listen. Again, nothing—no running water, no muffled trideo, no footsteps. Nothing. The place is empty, the feeling hits me again even stronger than before. It’s a chill, creepy sensation. Scanning with the H & K muzzle, I move deeper into the house. At the back, looking out over the optical-chip-sized yard, is a lounge where gangers hang, watch the trid, and generally blow the drek. Usually the place looks like a grenade hit it, with pizza boxes, beer cans, and similar drek thrown and scattered everywhich where. There’s a phone, too, next to a patch of the wall scrawled over with notes, LTG numbers, and such. If I’m going to get a quick indication of what’s gone down, and when, the garbage lying around might be where I find it.
I pass the staircase, then the kitchen-check both of them out quickly, finding sweet frag all. I reach for the door to the lounge … .
Then instantly freeze in my tracks. I can hear something now. Breathing—a steady, bubbling, phlegmy noise that reminds me of Jean Trudel’s laugh. Like the sound of somebody snoring—an old man, maybe—but not quite that.
I study the situation. The door to the lounge is closed almost all the way but it’s not latched, which means I don’t have to slot around with doorknobs. It opens away from me, into the room—the perfect deal for kicking the door open, going in low, and hosing down anything that moves.
Which in real life is rarely the best tactic in a tight situation, no matter how many times you see it on the trideo. The snoring—or whatever—is steady and deep. There’s a kind of hitching sound—more like a bubbling click, actually—after the exhalation and before the inhalation, and from way out of left field the thought suddenly strikes me that that’s exactly where the breathing’s going to eventually stop. Breathe out, click … and nothing at all, ever again. I shove that thought away violently, and slowly open the door with my left hand. The H & K’s ready and the wire’s humming, ready to pop anything that threatens me.
There’s nothing threatening inside the room, not immediately threatening at least. Drek everywhere—chip carriers, empty flash-pak food containers, beer cans, the usual—piled on the two low tables and the handful of chairs. Everywhere except on the single big couch under the window and across from the trideo set.
And that’s because there’s a figure on the couch who’s the one doing the snoring. But with the door open now, it doesn’t sound so much like snoring anymore as someone trying to breathe through scuba gear clogged with porridge. More than disconcerting. I feel claustrophobic and smothered just to hear it.
The figure looks small—not a kid, but a small-framed adult human, I guess—and it’s so bundled up in coats and stained blankets and the lounge’s curtains, for frag’s sake, that I can’t tell who or even what sex it is. The most important thing at the moment is that nobody else is in the room, so I move forward on cat’s feet. The H & K’s leveled at the center of the figure’s forehead, just in case, but that’s more out of habit than because I’m really worried about facing any problems here.
There’s no change in the breathing—none at all—as I get close. I get a whiff of something unpleasant—biological, kind of like rotting meat, but not quite. And a whole bunch of different ideas all fall into place with an almost-audible click, and I don’t like the picture they make. Not one little fragging bit. Using the H & K’s flash-suppresser, I push a fold of curtain back from the figure’s head so I can see the face.
It’s Paco, and he looks like drek. His skin’s not so much white as a faint tinge of blue, except for two big, dark smudges under the eyes. I could almost convince myself those smudges came from somebody blacking the young ganger’s eyes for him, but the truth is those marks didn’t come from external trauma. His lips are cracked and peeling, showing fissures here and there so deep they’re down to pink meat. There’s thick, yellow-white mucus trailing from his nose, and now I know why his breathing’s got that underwater sound to it—his lungs must be full of that drek. He stirs and coughs, and his breath on my face is thick with that rotting-meat reek. "Frag!" I mutter, backing away, stifling an impulse to retch.
His puffy eyes blink, then slowly open. They’re so blood-shot I can barely see any white at all. They roll wildly, blindly for a moment, then they settle on my face. "Larson." Paco’s voice is a tortured, horrible thing, bubbling like a man being drowned in a swamp. "Larson, ‘choo?"
Oh Mary Mother of fragging God. I move closer—if whatever this drek is gets transmitted by breath, I’m already infected. "It’s me, Paco," I tell him softly.
"I’m sick, ‘mano," he says. "I never feel this bad. Help me, huh?"
I nod—I don’t trust myself to speak. "I’ll help you," I tell him, though I haven’t got a fragging clue how to go about it.
"Help me," he says again, like he hasn’t heard me. "I got the bug, ‘mano. I think I’m gonna die."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
I’ve never liked doctors, and I’ve never liked hanging in places where doctors are around. Sure, I’ve dragged chummers, comrades, perps, and strangers into more emergency rooms than I really care to count, but I’ve always hated the experience. I suppose because some irrational part of me is drek-scared I’m going to catch whatever the other guy’s got—even if he’s not diseased, but shot, cut, broken, or otherwise injured. Frag logic. I can tell myself a hundred times that bullet wounds are not contagious, but I still want to get the frag out into the open air as fast as I can.
So, imagine how I feel when the other slag actually is diseased? Infinitely worse, priyatel. And if that weren’t bad enough, it’s not a real hospital where I’m hanging, and that motherfragging Argent is fragging late … .
Nothing to do but pace, my boots clicking dully on the scarred linoleum floor. (Linoleum! Tells you how old this fragging place is.) There’s a tattered vinyl couch in the waiting room, but I’m not in the mood for multiple puncture wounds from the springs. Sit on the couch and you suddenly become another patient for the doc to patch up and charge you a hundred nuyen for doing it. I keep finding my gaze drawn back to the ancient twelve-hour-style digital clock on the wall. It reads six oh-three, which translates to 1803 in real time, only a minute or two since I last looked. Time fragging flies when you’re having a drekky time.
Okay, so I’m probably not having as drekky a time as Paco. The shadow doc has been working on the poor slot in the operating room or clinic or whatever ever since I got him here three hours ago. The fact that the doc hasn’t come out yet probably means that Paco hasn’t snuffed, but that’s about all I can say. Not a fragging clue about how serious the situation is or what the diagnosis and prognosis are. The doc told me—ordered me, more like—not to so much as touch the OR door, and that’s one order I’ve got no real desire to buck.
Looking around at the decaying shadow clinic, I feel kind of guilty about bringing Paco here. Sure, the kid’s Cutters, and according to the Lone Star canon that makes him a scumbag. But I always kind of liked him, on a personal level. He always dealt straight with me. Frag, he was the one to warn me when my cover was first blown. He put personal loyalty to me—a chummer, a comrade—above loyalty to the gang. That’s got to count for something. It surprises me, but I’m feeling like Paco’s a friend, and I don’t have too many of those. Like, none, if he bites it, and that’s a sad fragging thought.
So, all in all, I’d be much happier if I’d dragged him off to Harborview Hospital. Out of the question, of course. Paco never mentioned it, but I’m assuming he’s SINless. Harborview wouldn’t touch anybody without a System Identification Number. Plus there’s always a major Star presence in the Pill Hill area. Dragging Paco into the lobby would probably have only got him booted out, and me bagged or geeked. That, of course, left a street doc, a shadow cutter, as the only option.
The one I picked—one Dr. Mary Dacia, known to the street as Doc Dicer—had a good rep among the Cutters, and was even mentioned as a "resource of last resort" in my Lone Star briefing when I was transferred to Seattle from Milwaukee. Apparently a real-and-for-true M.D., specializing in trauma cases, with publications in the academic literature and everything. (So, why the frag is she working as a shadow cutter and not a real doc? Got me hangin’.) Doc Dicer works out of a defunct restaurant on Blanchard, within sight of the Space Needle. A small, well-built woman with short red hair, she’s tough, competent, and has a real frosty edge. And yet I sense a caring human being under that street-hard facade. Best I could do for Paco, and maybe good enough.
The door from the alley—Dicer’s "front door"—swings open, and out comes my H & K. I put it away when I see it’s Argent. "Took you long enough," I grouse.
The chromed runner shrugs. "Jean told you I was busy when you called," he says reasonably. "I only got the message"—he glances at his watch—"twenty minutes ago." He crosses to the couch and slumps down wearily. Hitting the treacherous springs doesn’t make him jump back up again. Either he’s too tired to react to multiple puncture wounds or his hoop’s as armored as a tank. "You said it was important," he notes.
"Maybe." And I tell him about my visit to the Cutters safehouse.
From his expression I can tell he’s not too thrilled to hear about my decision to go to Ravenna, but he keeps listening, then nods as I explain the rationale. "Risky," he says, "But I’d probably have done the same. Go on."
So I do, telling him how I brought the Westwind around back, dragged Paco out of the house wrapped in curtains, and blasted downtown to Doc Dicer’s establishment, whereupon I called him. When I’m finished, he nods slowly. "Interesting," the runner muses quietly. "I’ve heard about this super-bug. You can imagine the wild rumors on the street. But it’s all been ‘friend-of-a-friend-of-an-acquaintance’ kind of thing. Nobody I know has caught it, or even knows anyone personally whose got it. I just wrote it off as this-year’s-model flu epidemic and a huge whack of hysteria." He glances toward the door. "Maybe it’s time to reevaluate."
"No drek," I growl. Now that Argent’s here, I’m not completely sure why I called him in the first place. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now? Do I want to be cooped up in here with the shadowrunner if all he can do is help me wait?
As if in divine response to my doubts, the door to the OR-or-whatever-it-is swings open, and Doc Dicer appears. She’s scragged—I can see that in her face and the sag of her body—but she’s also worried. Not a good sign.
"How is he?" I ask.
She doesn’t answer immediately, instead turning to Argent, who’s already on his feet. A broad smile spreads over her face, and she suddenly looks a decade younger. They embrace, the petite woman dwarfed by the burly runner. His matte-black cyberarms hold her gently, almost tenderly. After a moment they separate.
"Long time," says the doc.
Argent shakes his head slowly as he looks around. "Quite a change."
She shrugs. "I can make a difference here," she says, "and that’s a change worth making." She raises an eyebrow as she looks pointedly at his arms. "Some changes on your side, too."
"Can we, like, postpone old-home week?" I put in dryly. Both turn suddenly cold gazes on me, but I don’t back down. "How’s your patient, Doctor?"
"Dying, maybe," she shoots back. "Every time I think I’ve got him stabilized, the retrovirus does this funky anti-genic shift and he’s on the greased slope again." She pauses, and her hard expression softens slightly. "A friend?"
"Yeah," I say, and it’s the truth. "Yeah, a friend." A new thought hits me. "Would he be better off in a real hospital?"
"Maybe, but it’s not a sure thing," she replies. "Might just be a better-decorated place for him to die in."
I nod. "Can I talk to him?"
She wants to say no, I can see it in her eyes. But after a second or two she nods. "I’ll give you two minutes," she says sharply, casting a glance at Argent as if recruiting the big runner to help keep me in line.
"Two minutes," I say, and Doc Dicer opens the door.
Paco looks small in a bed surrounded by high-tech monitors and other drek. He’s got wires and sensors and other crap attached to his head and his wrists and also disappearing under the covers to reach his chest. He looks like a little fragging kid. The smudges under his eyes are darker and more pronounced, and his lips still look like hell, but at least there’s not any of that yellow drek pouring from his nose, and his breathing sounds almost clear. His eyes themselves and his cheeks are sunken, though, and it looks like he’s gotten thinner in the three hours since I dragged him in here. I feel cold.
"Is he contagious?" I ask.
The doc smiles humorlessly. "About time you asked that question," she says. "He’s surrounded by laminar-airflow isolation, which should keep any bugs right where they are. Without that?" She shrugs. "I don’t really know, and I’ll tell you more about that in"—she raises her watch—"precisely two minutes. Mark."
I move closer to the bed—not too close, I don’t know how far out that laminar-airflow drek extends. "Paco." Then again, louder, "Paco."
His eyelids flicker, then open. The eyes fasten on my face immediately this time, and I’d have said that was an improvement if not for their glassy, unnatural sheen under the white lights, and the fact that one pupil is dilated maybe twice as much as the other. "Larson," he says, his voice sounding like he’s got gravel in his throat. "You didn’t leave me, ‘mano."
"Only long enough to get you to a doc, chummer," I tell him past a lump in my throat.
"Yeah …" His voice trails off.
"Paco," I say sharply, "stay with me, chummer. Don’t drift on me. Okay?" He nods, and I glance over at Doc Dicer. She’s pointedly watching the display on her watch.
No time for the gentle, subtle approach. Small she is, but I get the feeling the doc could chase even Argent out of her clinic if he broke her rules. "What the frag happened, chummer?" I ask him. "The house was empty. Why?"
"Sick," he mumbles. His eyes flicker, then shut. I’m losing him.
"Yeah," I say hurriedly, "I know you got sick. But what about the rest of the gang, huh? What happened?"
He shakes his head. "No. Not me." He takes a deep breath, and the bubbling’s back. "Yeah, I mean, yeah, I got sick. But not just me. Others."
What? "How many others, Paco?"
"Seven, eight. Ten, maybe. Thought it was food poisoning. That’s what they thought at first, thought we ate some bad drek. But that’s not it. People who got sick didn’t eat the same things. Sick. People got scared. It got real bad."
"Yeah, I can imagine." Frag, there’s so much I need to know. Much more than I can get in two minutes, but it’s a sure thing Doc Dicer isn’t planning to give me any extensions. I’ve got to cut to the fragging chase, and fill in the details later, or just let them hang. "When did this go down, Paco? When did it start?"
He doesn’t answer at once. His eyes are shut, he’s breathing porridge through his regulator again, and I think he’s gone. But then he twitches, and says, "Couple days. Couple days back. Day after the meeting."
"What meeting?" Dicer’s eyes are telling me I’m on borrowed time here. "What meeting, chummer?"
Again there’s the long delay, and I desperately want to tell the doc not to count dead air against my total. Then he says, "The elves, ‘mano. The elves, like the last time."
"The elves from the Tir?"
"Yeah. After that." His voice is fading so much I start to lean closer to hear better. Out the corner of my eye I see the doc’s warning look, and I freeze. Oh yeah, laminar-airflow isolation drek.
"Okay, Paco, I scan it—the elves. Then what?"
Long pause, and I think he’s drifted off totally into oblivion. But then his cracked lips move again. "Panic," he whispers, "get out of there … people run … leave me. I’m sick, ‘mano …" And then, with a long sigh, he does fade away. There’s that click again between exhalation and inhalation, and I feel sick.
Dicer grabs my arm in a firm grip. "Right," she snaps. "Out."
Like before, I don’t want to buck her order.
Argent and I don’t talk as we hang in the waiting room. I’ve got too many thoughts rattling around in my skull for conversation, and the runner’s eyes tell me the same thing’s happening in his head.
Elves. Elves from the Tir. Then this disease—frag, ten people down in two days, it does sound like VITAS. Is there a connection with the elves—a real causal connection? Or is it just coincidence? From out of the deep black depths of the past, I flash on something from a freshman philosophy course. One of the common logical mistakes—post hoc, ergo propter hoc—"after this, therefore because of this"—the assumption that because event B follows event A that event A somehow caused B.
Frag, I know I’m emotionally burned when I start remembering fragging Latin … .
The OR door opens, and Doc Dicer emerges. "No, he’s not dead yet," she says haggardly, answering my question before I can ask it. "He’s sleeping—probably the best thing for him at the moment—and I think he’s stable … but I thought that before." She leans against the wall, and rubs at her eyes. What’s she feeling at the moment? Scared, maybe? I can’t see how that laminar-airflow drek could protect her while she’s actually working on Paco. There are magically based isolation schemes that are supposed to block out every bug known (and unknown) to man, but I’ve seen none of the fetishes and talismans and other drek associated with that kind of thing around here. Somewhere in the back of her mind Doc Dicer must fear being exposed to VITAS 4 or whatever it is that Paco’s got, but she agreed to treat him and she’s still working on him. It’s one thing for me to risk dragging him out of the safe house and schlepping him across town; he’s my chummer. I don’t know whether I’d put my hoop on the line for a stranger.
"Any joy?" Argent asks.
Dicer nods slowly. "Something major. Whatever your friend’s got," she says, turning to me, "it’s not contagious."
"Huh?" say I, or something equally cogent and compelling.
She shrugs. "I don’t fully understand it," she admits, "but it’s not contagious, not at the moment. It might have been at some point, like when your friend first came in with it, but I’m not totally convinced." She sighs. "It’s got this trick of pulling a really profound antigenic shift. That’s the best way I can describe it, though it’s not exactly right."
"In English," I suggest.
She shoots me a nasty glare, then seems to repent, and nods apologetically. "Antigenic shift," she says, starting again. "It’s like …" She closes her eyes as she searches for an analogy suitable for bonedomes like me. "As part of the immune response, the body produces these things called antibodies. You can think of them like cops, okay?" I glimpse Argent’s faint grin, but I ignore him.
"The cops get this report to stop a red Jackrabbit with tag thus-and-so," the doc goes on, "and the car’s the virus. Okay?" I nod. No-brainer so far. "In an antigenic shift, it’s like the red Jackrabbit keeps changing its tag and its color," she continues. "The cops keep getting updated reports—now it’s a black Jackrabbit with out-of-sprawl tags, that kind of thing—but they’re always one step behind. That’s antigenic shift, and that’s what this virus is doing." She frowns. "Sort of."
"Why ‘sort of’?" Argent wants to know.
Dicer shakes her head, and her eyes flash with anger. Not at either of us, I suddenly realize, but at herself maybe. "It’s an antigenic shift, but it’s more than that, too. Let’s go back to the car analogy. It’s like the Jackrabbit suddenly changing into a Westwind instead of just changing its color and tag when the cops start getting too close. And then maybe into a city bus. And then a Merlin V/STOL. And then a suborbital. And then a fragging cruise-liner." She snorts. "That’s why I said it might have been contagious when your friend got it, but it’s not now. It can change that profoundly. It’s not precisely like anything I’ve ever seen. And there are even more disturbing characteristics …"
Argent holds up a matte-black hand. "Let’s take this slow," he suggests. "You say it’s not precisely like anything you’ve seen before. Is it vaguely like anything else?"
The street doc smiles wryly. "I hear you," she says, "and yes, the thought had crossed my mind, believe me." She pauses, as though she doesn’t want to voice her conclusion. "It is similar in some ways to VITAS 3. In some says," she stresses again.
"VITAS 4?" The question’s out of my mouth before I can stop it.
She scowls at me. "Meaningless label," she snaps.
"But it says it, doesn’t it?" I shoot back.
"To the uneducated," Dicer ripostes, and the battle’s joined … .
Or it would be, if Argent doesn’t raise another metallic hand. Both the doc and I shut up instantly. "We’re both uneducated when it comes to this kind of thing, Mary," he says softly. "How about giving it to us in words of one syllable?"
Her hard expression softens, and she nods. "This is a retrovirus," she says after a few moments. She glances at me. "Like VITAS 3, yes, I’ll admit that. But there are other retroviruses too. Some are nasty—HMHVV causes vampirism, for example—one causes a kind of meningitis, but then there’s the retrovirus that causes recurrent dandruff in trolls, and one that seems to convey a severe allergy to peanuts. Popular media to the contrary, ‘retrovirus’ doesn’t necessarily mean ‘global pandemic,’ okay?"
"Okay," I agree. "But is this particular retrovirus like the particular retrovirus that causes VITAS 3?"
"Sometimes," she says grudgingly. "I’ve seen some modes where it looks remotely like the VITAS 3 virus. And I’ve seen some modes where it looks nothing like it. It’s this damn antigenic shift thing."
"Yeah, moving target, I get that." I pause for a moment. "You’re saying that in this mode"—I hit the words hard, earning me a scowl from the doc, but what the frag—"it’s not contagious. But it may have been, and it might get that way again. So even if it’s not a—what did you call it?—a global pandemic, it can still get pretty fragging nasty?"
Dicer doesn’t want to, but she nods. "Theoretically," and she hits the word pretty fragging hard herself. "And, also theoretically, it might antigen-shift itself into something totally harmless …"
"Or something that causes recurrent dandruff in trolls … . Yeah, right."
Dicer looks at me curiously. "Why do you want this to be VITAS 4?" she asks quietly.
That shuts me up for a moment. It’s sure as frag the way I’ve been sounding, I realize, reviewing my last few comments. Then a new thought hits me. "Hey, wait a tick," I say suddenly. "It had to be contagious at one point, right? Paco caught it, nine or ten other people caught it. That’s contagious, isn’t it?"
Both Argent and Dicer are shaking their heads, but it’s the doc who answers. "Not necessarily. Not necessarily at all. ‘Contagious’ means you can catch a disease from someone who’s already infected. But there are lots of other vectors—that’s ‘ways of transmitting a bug’," she amplifies. "Off the top of my head, I could list you a dozen diseases that are nasty as drek but aren’t strictly contagious."
"I don’t get that," I admit.
"There was a nasty bug that decimated the hemophiliac population in France back in about 2037," the doc explains, her voice taking on a dry, lecturing tone. "A virus with a long latency period—decades, in some cases. You couldn’t catch it from someone infected, not normally. You could suck face with them, jam with them, share eating utensils, whatever. But if you get a blood transfusion from them, bingo, you’ve got the bug." She pauses. "Okay, that’s still contagious, strictly speaking, because you can catch it from someone who’s got it, even though only through special circumstances."
"Tsimshian two-day fever," Argent suggests, and the doc nods.
"Good example," she agrees. "That’s a kind of bug you find in certain streams in the Queen Charlotte Islands in Tsimshian—or whatever they call those islands now. The experts think it might be a retrovirus, but nobody’s sure because the Tsimshian government has outlawed research, for some wrong-headed reason.
"Anyway, if you drink the water, you get the bug, you get the fever, and you’re probably dead in forty-eight hours. But even while you’re honking up your stomach lining," she goes on, "you can’t infect anyone else. Not by breathing on them, spitting on them, honking on them, drekking on them, bleeding on them … nothing. The sole vector for the bug that’s ever been found is the water of those particular streams. If you don’t drink the water, you’ll never get the bug. Got it?"
I nod. Explained that way, it’s an easy enough concept to grasp. "So what’s the … the vector … for what Paco’s got?" I want to know.
"Yes, that’s the sixty-four thousand nuyen question, isn’t it?" From her expression, I figure Doc Dicer’s got an answer, but I also figure it’s one she doesn’t like at all.
"Go on, Mary," Argent prompts, his voice quiet, and I know he’s scanned it the same way I have.
The woman nods and makes a grim face. "This is all tentative," she starts, "without more study … ".
"Received and logged," Argent interrupts gently. "We’re not holding you to anything here."
Her smile combines gratitude and embarrassment, as she goes on, "Okay, I’m assuming this isn’t contagious, and it wasn’t when the subject …"
"Paco," I correct.
Her gaze meets mine for a moment, then she glances away. "Sorry. It wasn’t contagious when Paco was infected. Granted, it could have been, but I think the odds are small.
"So that means some other vector," she goes on. "I’d guess it’s either airborne or ingested."
"Lots of mucus," Argent points out.
Dicer nods. "His GI tract’s a nightmare too," she says, "though I don’t know which is primary and which is secondary."
"Paco said they thought it was food poisoning," I say.
"He also said they all ate different things," she comes back fast. Then she relents, "Okay, it’s possible … Maybe something in the water. But I still put my money on airborne. I think the … I think Paco breathed it and it got into the bloodstream through the lungs."
"So the question becomes, where did it come from? Right?" I press. "How did it get into the air, or the water, or the food, or whatever." I glance at Argent, see his frown. From somewhere I get the feeling he’s wondering the same thing as me—a connection with the elves here?
Dicer nods, but slowly, like she’s not totally convinced. "What?" I ask.
She doesn’t answer immediately, and I feel a kind of cold twisting in my gut. Suddenly I don’t want to hear what she’s got to say. Just keep me comfortably and reassuringly ignorant, thanks all the same. "Yes," she says finally, "that is important. But there’s another question. What triggered it?"
Argent and I go, "Huh?" in unison.
"Some viruses and bacteria are infective all the time," the doc explains slowly, as though it’s something she doesn’t want to think about either. "They get into your system and they make you sick, end of story.
"But then there are some that act differently." The dry lecture-tone’s back, and I get the sudden strong feeling she’s using it to numb out her own emotions. And that’s even scarier. "Some bugs—viruses and bacteria—can get into your system," she goes on, "and just stay there for months or years or decades … sometimes your whole life. They’re totally latent—they’re there, but they don’t do anything. Until something happens to trigger them. Then they start to replicate, and they start to make the body sick. AIDS was like that before the T5 phage treatment was discovered. HMHVV is like that. Harmless until triggered, then they go on a rampage.
"You can have all kinds of triggering conditions. Some are internal—the body’s immunological response to another infection can trigger a latent form of viral meningitis, very nasty. Some are external—like a certain chemical or combination of chemicals in the diet, for example." The doc’s voice trails off.
"And this bug has a triggering agent or condition?" Argent prompts quietly after a moment.
The shadow cutter nods. "Magic. A spell."
"Impossible," Argent counters.
"Why?" I demand, and they both look at me. "There’s Awakened animals," I explain hurriedly, "and insects, and even fragging plants that are sensitive to magic, or resistant, or can use it—or all three. What do they call it?"
"Paranatural." It’s Argent who answers.
"So why not viruses?" I finish.
Dicer looks at me, and her expression seems to hint she’s decided I’m not a congenital idiot after all. She nods. "Why not?" she echoes. "Okay, granted, this isn’t quite MIT&M or Berkeley, and I’m not exactly Dr. Derek Maclean either." (Who? I want to ask, but I keep my yap shut.) "But it certainly looks like there are several sections in the virus’ RNA almost directly analogous to the magic-sensitive introns in the DNA of Awakened species."
"Which means?" Argent asks.
"Which implies," she responds, "that this particular retrovirus is latent—no, more than that, totally inert—until it’s triggered by magic."
The shadowrunner clenches his metal fists. This is worrying him a lot more than it is me, and I don’t understand why. Frag, at the moment I’m still dealing with the relief that I’m probably not going to kick off from VITAS 4. "How certain are you of this?"
"Not certain," she replies, "not certain at all. I can’t be, based on one case, and with the limited resources at my disposal. But," she emphasizes, "I’d definitely say it’s indicative. Strongly indicative."
Argent nods soberly, and I remember he knows more about her background than I do. He seems to consider that as serious drek.
In contrast, I feel like I’ve missed the fragging meeting. "I don’t get it," I blurt. "What’s so fragging important? It’s an Awakened virus, and its triggering condition is magical activity nearby, right?"
"Wrong." The doc turns a cold and steady gaze on me. "The trigger isn’t just background magical activity or magic use in the vicinity."
It hits me then. I glance at Argent, and he’s nodding again. He’s got it, too. "You said the trigger was magic," I say slowly, "a spell. A spell. A specific spell."
"A spell specifically tailored to the particular RNA subsequence of this particular retrovirus," Dacia confirms. "Until the virus is in the area of effect of that specific spell, it’s totally inert."
"But that’s impossible, isn’t it?" I say, and my words sound lame in my own ears.
"Evolutionarily speaking," she amends, "I’d agree. This retrovirus couldn’t have evolved naturally. Which means … "
"It was engineered." It takes me a moment to realize the voice is mine.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Doc Dicer’s eyes are steady, locked with mine. For a moment she doesn’t say anything or react in any way, like she’s trying to stare me down.
She’s the one who blinks first, then looks away a little uncomfortably. "Maybe," she says. "There’s a whole lot of ‘ifs’. If I’m right that the trigger is magical. If I’m right that it’s only a specific spell and not just generalized magical activity. If, if, if …" She tries to smile, but there’s no humor in it, the expression ending up more like a grimace. "If I had a real lab, with a trained staff, and all the bells and whistles …" Her lips twist back from her teeth, and she spits, "Frag it!"
Argent and I both react. It’s the first time the doc has cursed, which adds immeasurably to the impact.
"But you said it was ‘strongly indicative,’" the shadowrunner points out, echoing her own words back to her.
She glares at him for an instant, then her hard expression softens. "I did say that, didn’t I?" She takes a deep breath, and I’m momentarily distracted by what that does to the lines of her white jumpsuit. "I stand by it, too. I could be wrong. But I don’t think so."
Argent sits back down on the couch, and again he seems immune—or oblivious—to the grievous bodily harm it tried to inflict on me earlier. "Okay," he says slowly, his voice even more tired than it was when he first arrived at the shadow clinic. "Let’s assume you’re right, Mary. The virus is genetically engineered—whether from scratch or just tweaked doesn’t really matter at the moment and only a single, specific spell will trigger it, presumably developed in tandem with the bug itself." He glances at the doc, and she nods confirmation. "Then where does that lead us?"
Nobody speaks immediately, and the silence grows heavier and more tangible. Finally I have to say something just to break it. "It’s the perfect murder weapon, isn’t it?" I ask. "Unattributable. Silent. Fragging elegant, almost. The victim doesn’t even know he’s dead until later."
"I don’t see it," Argent says thoughtfully. "It’s a two-step process. You’ve got to get the bug into the victim’s system, then you’ve got to hit him with the spell. Too complicated, too much to go wrong." This from someone who’s probably got some hands-on experience at assassination.
But I still think I’m right. "The first step’s easy, because you don’t have to worry about nailing collateral targets," I insist. "Infect as many people as you like …"
"The entire Cutters gang?" he puts in.
"... a whole fragging city, if necessary," I override him. "It doesn’t matter, they’re not going to get sick, are they? Then, as much later as you like, you nail the victim with the spell. He gets the bug, and keels over."
The shadowrunner shakes his head firmly. "No good, Wolf. You’ve got to get a mage or a shaman within range of the target. And if you can do that, why not just cook him in his boots or turn him into a tree or something?"
"It’s a good way to keep your assassin alive," I say doggedly. "No manhunt, ‘cause there’s no murder … not one that’s obvious at the moment."
"Okay, point," Argent concedes. "But it still doesn’t scan right. To trigger the bug, you’ve got to hit it with a spell, right?" Dicer nods. "Which means the spell’s got to get through any magical resistance or shielding or whatever the target’s got up. A serious target’s going to have that shielding—because if he didn’t, you could get the same effect by acquiring an astral link and slamming some nasty ritual sending into him from the other side of the world. And if the target’s too inconsequential to have serious astral security, this is just way too much technological overkill. Just hit ‘em with a power bolt. Or better yet, knife ‘em in an elevator if you really want them gone."
Which leaves me grinding my teeth. The fragger’s right, and that slots me right off. "Then how do you scan it?" I snap.
To my surprise, it’s Doc Dicer who answers. "It seems to me it’s the perfect terrorist weapon," she says quietly.
We both turn to look at her. "Why?" we say, almost at once.
For a moment it looks like she’s going to back down in the face of our scrutiny, but she visibly grabs some guts and soldiers on. "Several reasons." She ticks them off on slender fingers. "One. Maximum impact, maximum penetration. Terrorists have tried bioweapons in the past, but they’ve never had full impact. Mainly because some people always come down with the bug before everyone’s been exposed to it, which cues the authorities to what’s going on, and leads to precautions to stop the spread. With something like this? Drop some into the water supply or wherever, and wait a few days—weeks or months, if you feel like it—until a large percentage of the target population’s been exposed."
She shakes her head. "Hell, you could even wait years, couldn’t you? Then, when you’re ready, you hit the group with the spell—some area-effect thing, probably—and that’s it. Okay, sure, important people—the people who go around with serious astral security—aren’t going to get sick, because the spell won’t get to the bugs. But what percentage of the population is that? Pretty small, I’d say.
"Two." Another finger. "It’s not a quick kill, which has all sorts of advantages from the terrorist’s point of view. First, there’s the hysteria. Panic, xenophobia, scapegoating of various groups—all the stuff you read about with every plague in history. You’ll probably end up with lots of casualties among people who weren’t even exposed to the bug or the spell, and much greater demands on a city’s or country’s infrastructure.
"And then there’s the medical load. Terrorists kill somebody, and he’s dead. Put him on ice until the ruckus is over, then incinerate him. But this way isn’t anywhere near that clean. This bug doesn’t kill people, it makes them very sick. They go to the hospital or to a clinic, where they tie up a bed, the time and energy of doctors and staff, and other resources, for as long as it takes them to get better or die." She looks really sour, and I don’t blame her. "If the bug has a high fatality rate, if there were an epidemic, the logical thing to do would be triage—simply don’t treat bug victims, because they’re going to die anyway. But no society could do that. And if a society got to the point where it could, the terrorists have basically destroyed it anyway."
She sighs, a deep, heartfelt sound. "And there are other advantages, too," she goes on steadily—dully now, almost mechanically, as if suppressing her emotions. "Theoretically, you could spread the bug in advance, years before you even start your terror campaign, whatever it is. The society or government doesn’t know it’s in trouble, so its security is low. After you start your campaign, security’s tightened up, but it doesn’t matter—you’ve already infected the victims. Then, when the time is right, you trigger the bug. Hell, you could even withhold the epidemic if you get what you want by other means, and nobody would ever know about it." She shudders. "You could bring down a government with this."
I exchange glances with Argent. Neither of us say anything—there’s not much that needs to be said. Doc Dicer’s right, her analysis makes perfect sense, and I can’t punch any holes in it. I find myself shuddering too. The perfect terrorist weapon is right. Except … .
"Why’s Paco got it, then?" I ask. "And why the other Cutters? It’s not like it’s something you can pick up from a fragging toilet seat, is it? You’ve got to get the bug—ingest it, breathe it, whatever—and then get nailed by the spell. Why do that to the Cutters?"
"A rival gang?" Dicer asks tentatively, then she scowls and shakes her head. "Erase that. Too complex. Too high-tech for gang war, right?"
The shadowrunner and I nod. Then we exchange glances again, and I get the strong feeling he’s scanning it just the same way I am. And he doesn’t like it either.
It’s me who voices it first. "Field test?"
"Yeah," Argent rumbles deep in his chest. "That tracks." The street doc looks back and forth between the two of us. Obviously it doesn’t track for her.
"You’re going to try out something like this before you base a whole terrorist campaign on it," I explain. "Pick some limited social group that’s as parallel as possible to the society you’re eventually going after, then put the scheme through its paces. Work the bugs out early." I shrug. "And why not a gang? It’s a tight-knit but socially heterogeneous group—the Cutters are, at least—and best of all, mainstream society’s not going to pay much attention."
"If they hear about it at all," Dicer concludes quietly. She’s obviously heard the news media’s attempts to downplay the "gang plague" too. "A field test, then?"
"Military and paramilitary organizations always test drek before they put any trust in it," I say, and Argent nods agreement.
A new expression spreads across the doc’s face. "So do marketers," she says, so quietly I can barely hear her.
I don’t know how Argent got to the clinic, but he’s happy enough to ride back to Renton with me in the Westwind. Being in close proximity to the shadowrunner still gives me the creeps, but I’ve got to admit I welcome the chance to bounce ideas off someone else, someone who knows more of the background than I figured was wise to tell Doc Dicer.
Maybe Argent is reading my mind. "How do you scan it?" he asks as we howl up the ramp onto Highway 5 south-bound.
I shrug. "The doe’s probably right," I say slowly. "A bug like that is the perfect terrorist weapon, but terrorists aren’t likely to be the ones to develop a bioweapon, right? Just like terrorists don’t make their own C9 plastique. They buy it from Ares Arms or whoever."
"Or they steal it," the runner puts in.
"Whatever. It’s the same thing. What they’re getting is a fully developed, fully tested product."
"Frightening."
"No fragging kidding!" I almost snarl back.
We drive on in silence for a couple of minutes. We’re wailing past the gray-black stained Kingdome when Argent speaks again. "So who?"
I shoot him a glance. His face is locked in a grim expression, the same kind of tight control you see on the faces of point-men in Desert Wars gun-cam footage—and again I know he’s thinking the same thing I am. Well, frag, some-body’s got to say it. "The fragging elves, who else? The Tir Tairngire contingent, including chummer Nemo. Too much of a coincidence otherwise." I shrug again. "Anyway, they had the best opportunity to set it up. Two meets with Blake and the others—at least two—in a Cutters safe house. The first meet to release the bug into the air, or get it into the food, or whatever. The second to cast the triggering spell." A new thought hits like a nine-mil hollow-point, and I feel suddenly very, very cold. "I was around for the first meet …"
Argent’s grinning tightly, but it’s not an expression of humor. "I wondered if you’d catch that," he says quietly.
"I could have that drek inside me, too."
"You could," he stresses. "But you weren’t in the area of the spell effect at the second meet—if that’s actually what went down."
True, but not as reassuring as it might be. If my whole chain of logic is right, I’ve got a biological time bomb in my lungs or in my guts, and whoever put it there can set it off with the casting of a single spell. Only with a major effort do I stuff those fears deep down into the mental swamp. They’ll bubble up again, sure—and probably at the worst possible time—but at least they’re out of the way for the moment. What I tell myself is that, okay, maybe I’ve got the bug in my system. But activating it means the bad guys—whoever they are—have to target me with the trigger spell. Which requires them knowing where the frag I am and that I’ve been infected with the virus in the first place. Chances of that? Pretty fragging slim, or at least that’s the way I choose to look at it. Who knows? Maybe I avoided infection in the first place.
The chromed runner’s still watching me, so I slap a frosty expression on my face. "Yeah, well, doesn’t make much fragging difference, does it?" I say. His lip quirks ever so slightly, and I know he scans the truth, but isn’t calling me on it. At least he’s got the decency to leave a man to his own fragging paranoia.
We cruise on through the gathering dark for a few minutes more, then again it’s Argent who breaks the heavy silence. "Who?" he asks.
He doesn’t have to elaborate. "Timothy Telestrian and his faction," I say flatly.
"You don’t know that," he points out.
"The Telestrian angle’s there," I stress. "Lynne Telestrian and Lightbringer establish that. And if it’s not Timothy, we’ve got frag all else to go on. I say we stick with what we’ve got until something else comes up to prove otherwise."
Argent nods slowly. He doesn’t argue because he knows I’m right. If one lead is all you’ve got, you follow it up even if it doesn’t seem one hundred percent germane, hoping it’ll break something else loose. The only other alternative is to sit around waiting for something to fall into your lap, and that’s a bulldrek waste of time.
"Timothy’s prez of BioLogic, isn’t he?" I muse. Argent nods confirmation. "BioLogic sounds like it might be into genetic drek, doesn’t it?"
"A gengineering firm? Could be. I’ll have Peg dig into it."
"Go after any gengineering activity under the TIC umbrella," I say. "The link might not be that obvious."
He nods again. "I’ll get her on it." He’s silent for a moment, then, "It might take some time. Maybe you’d best stay low profile in the meantime."
I find myself thinking about the smears under Paco’s eyes and the sound of his breathing, and my skin crawls. "I think I’m down for that," I say quietly.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Paco died that night at about 0230. Doc Dicer phoned me with the news, through the same kind of blind relay I’d used to contact Argent in the first place. (The runner had resisted the idea of giving the doc the number, despite their apparent friendship, but I held my ground, and eventually he caved.) She didn’t say, "He went peacefully," or any of that feel-good drek doctors usually feed to the families. She didn’t have to tell me anything, I know how he went—inhale, exhale, click … and then nothing.
The news slotted me up so much I couldn’t get back to sleep until the thunderclouds were starting to lighten in the east. Another friend gone. And of course it didn’t help to know the same fragging bug might be lurking in my own system. When I did get back to sleep, the dreams weren’t pleasant. I was back in the parking lot that was Hell, but this time everyone around me was breathing like Paco, and I could feel the start of the bubbling mucus in my own lungs. Just fragging peachy.
When I finally got up to face the day at about 1030, I decided to take Argent’s advice to heart and keep my head way down low. Like, as low as it’s possible to get, leaving the room only to visit the drekker. Apparently Argent had clued Jean Trudel in, so I found meals—greasy bar food, no surprise there—delivered to me upstairs. Breakfast—and lunch and dinner—in bed, if I wanted it. All three meals Bavarian-style soy-smokies sitting in buns the texture of styrofoam packing material. Yum.
While I wasn’t cramming grease down my yam, I took some time to check out the capabilities of the room’s telecom. Extensive, in a word—more extensive than my ability to take full advantage of them. For a couple of hours I wrestled with a nasty case of ESO—Equipment Smarter than Operator—until I stumbled across the interactive online help, and got my hand electronically held as I scoped out what the machine could do for me.
Not that it would help particularly. Sure, having a slick and wizzer telecom’s all very well, but you’ve still got to know how to go about researching databases and accessing the drek you need. Like, you can have the hottest car on the road, but if you don’t know how to drive the puppy, it’s not going to win you any races. So I spent a good whack of the day getting bounced by the security around systems like Lone Star’s basic personnel files—security that any decker worthy of the name could have sliced through without missing a beat. Frag, I couldn’t even crack into the local Stock Watch service—a nominally open system that wouldn’t give me the time of day because I haven’t paid a subscription fee—to see if TIC stocks were moving up or down. (I don’t savvy much about that kind of biz, but I’ve heard often enough that you can scope a frag of a lot about what a corp’s up to by catching what’s happening to its share prices.)
So eventually I was relegated to scanning the newsfax databases—those at least I could access without some kind of fragging subscription. I ran an even dozen searches, using different parameters, key words, and Boolean operators—every reasonable combination of "plague," "epidemic," "infection," "retrovirus," and "gang" I could come up with.
Coming up with one huge whack of nothing. Nothing at all, not even a denial of the report I’d heard on the NewsNet feed on my way to Ravenna. No retraction, or apology, or explanation for claims of a new VITAS epidemic. No comments from Dr. Blatherman. Nothing. It was as if the original reports had simply never occurred at all. Total media blackout. Fragging scary, chummer.
And that’s how I spent the day after Paco’s death. And the morning of the next day as well, and part of that afternoon. By the time Argent walked in the door, I was on my way toward a good dose of cabin fever.
"What the frag kept you, Argent?" I demand. The chromed runner doesn’t respond to my polite greeting, but only crosses to the armchair and slumps down in it. He’s tired, again, but fragged if I know why. It’s not as if he’s the one doing the datasearches; he’s passing them off to Peg whatever-her-name-is, the SanFran decker. Makes me wonder if he’s doing other biz on the side, and it’s that that’s scragging him out so bad. Yeah, that would be typical, wouldn’t it? Got to get some cred flow happening, or the International Federation of Shadowrunners will pull his union card as an accredited mercenary bastard.
Or maybe he just hasn’t been getting any sleep, worrying about this terror-bug drek. Frag, I probably don’t look much better. "Got anything?" I ask.
He tosses me a chip carrier. "Slot this."
I do, slipping it into the telecom’s data port. Argent gives me the access code, which I type in. The screen immediately fills with text and organizational charts that look like circuit-path diagrams or maybe webs spun by spiders jazzed up on overdoses of electric lady. "What the frag is it?"
"That," he says, "is the TIC umbrella—or maybe ‘empire’ is a better word. Two dozen major divisions. Twice that number of wholly owned subsidiaries. Major equity positions in maybe a hundred other corps, and joint-ventures and strategic partnerships with at least as many."
I purse my lips in a soundless whistle. "Impressive. I didn’t think there were any real Tir megacorps."
Argent chuckles wryly. "TIC’s a decent-sized conglomerate," he says, "but it’s nowhere near being a megacorporation. Not yet. MCT or Yamatetsu or any of the triple-A megas could buy the whole TIC network out of contingency credit."
I don’t really want to think about that at the moment. Instead, I gesture at the complex drek spread over the screen. "Talk me though this, will you?"
"Where do you want to start?"
"The gengineering angle, remember?"
He chuckles grimly. "As I said, where do you want to start?"
Uh-oh. "Lots of gengineering activity?" I guess.
"You could say that." His voice is dry, ironic. "Peg estimates that forty-seven percent of the empire’s entire cred flow is related to gengineering, either directly or indirectly. Less than a quarter of the business entities are into gengineering, but they tend to be the more profitable ones."
I nod slowly, taking that in. "Then what about the … the ‘business entities’ in Timothy Telestrian’s sphere of influence?"
"Peg’s already broken that out," the runner tells me. "Go to Bookmark One."
I key in the command, and the display changes. Still a twisted spider web, but at least the spider was less ambitious. I shake my head in frustration. "Why so much focus on gengineering?" I want to know.
Argent chuckles again. "It’s the Tir, chummer. Don’t forget that. Biotech’s their big thing. If they can modify things without using techniques as … inelegant … as implants"—he clicks his metal fingers together—"that’s what they’ll do. They’re gengineering everything down there. Food crops, algae, bacteria, animals, plants, even themselves."
I think about it
for a few seconds. "Okay, then how about limiting it by outfits that gengineer viruses?"
He shakes his head. "Don’t know much about gengineering, do you?" he says rhetorically. "One of the most dependable techniques uses tailored viruses to insert plasmids into target cells."
"In fragging English," I growl.
"Everybody uses viruses, chummer. No joy there."
I grind my teeth. "Okay," I say, "how about backgrounds in bioweapons?"
"Bookmark Two," he directs, and I key in the command.
The display shifts, and now we’re down to something I can almost understand. A dozen or so companies—all still interlinked, but the network’s much simpler and more straightforward. "What’s their … "—I search for the right word—"their allegiance?" I ask.
The shadowrunner grins, and I know we’re finally starting to get somewhere. "Most of them are loyal to Lynne Telestrian, and through her to James," he says. "But there’s one particular outfit that’s firmly in Timothy’s camp, and I scan them as real scary. Check Bookmark Three."
I do, and read the text header that’s displayed. "Nova Vita Biotechnologies." For the second time in as many days—or thereabouts—I find myself dredging through the Latin I learned too many years ago. "Nova Vita—‘new life’. Good name for a gengineering outfit." I pause. "And Nova Vita’s got background in bioweapons?"
"That’s the buzz on the Shadowland BBS," Argent confirms. "They’ve got a major facility out in a place called Christmas Valley—maybe eighty klicks southeast of Bend—that does bioweapons research for the Tir military."
This time I whistle out loud. "Serious drek." But then I realize this doesn’t make sense.
The runner sees my frown, and cuts in, "There’s more. Nova Vita Biotechnology’s got a subsidiary, Nova Vita Cybernetics, with a research facility right on the Columbia-Salish-Shidhe side of the river, for a wonder—at a place called Pillar Rock. An isolated facility, by the way, not connected to the Matrix." He chuckles. "Which slotted Peg off something fierce."
No skin off my hoop what slots off Peg: my attention’s on his earlier statement. "Oh? Why’s a Tir outfit got its research on S-S Council turf?" Then I shake my head. "What’s it matter anyway? The Christmas Valley outfit’s the one that’s important. We’re after the gengineering and bioweapons connection, not the cyberware side, right?" Argent doesn’t say anything, just sits there grinning. "All right, fraghead," I snap, "tell me what I’ve missed."
He shrugs mildly. "Peg just found it interesting that there’ve been some personnel transfers between Nova Vita Biotech and Nova Vita Cybernetics over the last year or so."
Oh-ho. "Gengineers, by any chance?"
"Coincidentally," Argent confirms with a nod. "Chimeric gene-splicers, a couple of hotshots at viral tailoring. Not the kind of skillsets you’d expect to be recruited by a cyberware outfit, neh? Makes you wonder if NVC hasn’t broadened its horizons a little."
"Makes you wonder," I echo. "And I don’t suppose NVC’s assumed any military contracts from NV Biotech?"
"Peg thought of that and checked, but actually, no." Argent’s wearing a real poker-face now, and I know we’re getting close to the punch line. "You might want to check a list of the outfits NVC has signed contracts with in the last two years. Bookmark Four."
I jump to the new place in the text, and quickly scan the list that appears. A long list, populated by some of the major megacorps like Mitsuhama, Yamatetsu, Fuchi, even Aztechnology. NVC is either a significant player in the cyberware field or else these corps are looking for gengineering expertise. I’m about to turn to Argent and ask him whether he or Peg knows, when a name near the bottom of the list catches my eye.
Lone Star Security Services (Seattle) Incorpoarted. "Interesting, huh?" Argent asks quietly.
I nod slowly, but don’t say anything. The runner’s poker face has turned into a grim mask. He’s really intense about this. But why? Okay, sure, it kind of creeps me out to see the Star linked to a corp that might be developing terrorist weapons, but NVC must also be working on a lot of other, innocuous projects as well. "Tell me," I say flatly. "You know something else. Tell me."
"It’s funny the way things work sometimes," Argent says, his voice calm, almost emotionless. "Just like you asked, I had Peg scan as many personnel files as she could in the Telestrian ‘empire’ looking for your Mr. Nemo. No luck, by the way. Apparently the Telestrian outfits are pretty adamant when it comes to hiring only metahumans. Less than five percent of its employees are humans, and none of them meet the criteria she programmed in for the graphical search.
"Anyway," the runner goes on, "then Peg came across NVC and got distracted. She ended up running a full newsbase search, looking for any media reports on NVC and what they might be up to. That newsbase search extended to the news media’s image banks as well."
I’m getting the faintest hint of where Argent’s going with this, but I keep my yap tight shut.
"When she was browsing the image banks," he continues, "it turns out she hadn’t purged the search criteria from her deck." He indicates the screen with a matte-black finger. "Bring up Bookmark Five."
There’s real tension in my chest and my gut as I do. The screen fills with a full-color image, a newsfax-type shot of some kind of corporate ceremony—a ribbon-cutting for a new building or some such drek. In the foreground are two slags in high-tone four-piece suits who’ve got drek-eating grins plastered on their faces as they cut a ribbon with an oversized pair of scissors. Both elves, one of them’s friend Timothy Telestrian. "Who’s the other guy?" I ask.
"David Margeson," Argent answers immediately. "Prez and CEO of Nova Vita Cybernetics. One of Timothy’s little puppets, that’s how Peg scans it."
"Yeah?" I say, but I’m thinking, so what? We already know NVC’s in Timothy’s camp. Argent wouldn’t attach so much significance to confirmation of a fact that doesn’t really matter. Which tells me there’s got to be something else. I scan the background of the image. A small knot of undifferentiated dignitaries behind Telestrian and Margeson, a couple of rows of them, but with only the front line clearly visible. Probably veeps and other suits from NVC. I give them only the most superficial scan, trying to concentrate on what little of the building shows behind them. If this is the Pillar Rock facility, maybe there’s something significant to be seen … .
"You missed it," Argent almost whispers. "Enhance the image centered on coordinates five-twelve X, fifteen-fifty Y. Try four-X enhancement, for starters."
Assuming a two-K-by-two-K grid—the current standard—that’s the upper left-hand quadrant of the image. Frowning, I key in the command, and watch as the image zooms in. This is a newsfax file, the graininess of the enlarged image shows that clearly enough.
But, graininess or not, I immediately spot what Argent’s on about. A face in the second row of suits and execs. Not even partially hidden, but with half of it in shadow from something overhead and out of the frame. The only human among a passle of elves. I recognize him instantly.
"Nemo?" Argent asks.
"Nemo," I confirm. I lean closer to stare at the grainy image. Unbelievable—fragging unbelievable—that Peg’s search software would pick up on something like this. Frag, for a moment it totally slots me that tech can do something like this.
But of course it doesn’t matter how we’ve found Nemo, only that we have—and that we’ve discovered some connection between him and NVC, and from there to Timothy Telestrian. "Who the frag is he?" I demand.
"It took Peg a while," the shadowrunner says quietly. "He’s not part of NVC, and like I said, he’s not part of any Telestrian organization."
"Then who?" My patience with this fragging Socratic method is wearing real thin.
"When Peg dead-ended there, she cross-referenced this image with the rest of the newsfax image banks she could deck into. She found another holo—a really good one, a professional portrait. Apparently taken about a year ago when he got a corporate transfer to Seattle."
I snap my head around to stare at the image of Nemo. The feeling of familiarity, of impending recognition, is even stronger than when I first saw him in the Cutters safe house. I know him … Thoughts come together with an almost audible click. "He’s from Milwaukee, isn’t he?" My voice is barely louder than a whisper.
"His name’s Gerard Schrage, but you probably haven’t heard it before. He was a senior veep in Corporate Services, Lone Star Security Services, Milwaukee."
"And his transfer?"
Argent’s next words bowl me over. "Gerard Schrage is executive veep in charge of Lone Star Seattle’s Military Liaison Division," he tells me.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
I slump down onto the desk chair. That last one hit me like a knee to the pills. I feel like I’ve walked right into the middle of a play with the wrong fragging script.
Argent is watching me, evaluating, probably wondering how long it’s going to take the Lone Star dork to get his legs back under him. I steeple my fingers in front of my face, pressing the palms together to still the shakes. Unmodified eyes wouldn’t spot it, but my state of mind is probably blatant as all drek to the runner’s modified optics. I take a deep breath, then exhale fully, trying to blow the tension out of my chest and the fog from my mind. "Maybe I’m just out of touch," I say as levelly as I can, "but I didn’t know the Star even had a Military Liaison Division."
Argent chuckles at that and relaxes a little. I get the feeling I’ve passed some kind of test, maybe because I didn’t say "we" when talking about the Star. "It’s new, at least in Seattle," he allows. "I didn’t know about it either. Apparently Schrage is the first veep, and it’s his job to build it up."
"Build it up to what?"
"I assume to the same level as other Military Liaison Divisions across the continent," he says. "And yes," he adds, answering the question I’m about to ask, "there are others. Not in Milwaukee—I suppose that’s why you haven’t heard of it—but in DeeCee, and a big mother in Atlanta."
"And just what the frag are they supposed to do?" I want to know.
The shadowrunner’s smile fades slightly. "That’s the big question, isn’t it? Officially"—and he hits that word real hard—"its job is just what the name implies: liaison between Lone Star’s constabulary duty and the local military. It’s the ML group that’s supposed to coordinate crisis planning—civil defense crap, natural disasters, and all that. Should martial law ever be declared, the ML team is supposed to make sure Lone Star assets work with the National Guard or the army or whoever to prevent any overlap that would let anything fall through the cracks."
"That’s officially," I say.
"What the official mandate doesn’t explain," Argent continues, "is why the existing Military Liaison Divisions are so fragging big and well-funded. Going just by the official mandate of their operations, the Military Liaison outfit in Atlanta could get by with a couple of managers, a drekload of low-level data clerks, and some fancy computer systems. But what they’ve actually got are comm specialists, logistics people, weapons and tactics teams, and just shy of a hundred officers … all of whom have been seconded to ML from SWAT and FRT outfits."
"Sounds like a fragging private army…." The touch of outrage in my voice draws an amused grin from Argent. That makes me realize I shouldn’t be so surprised that Lone Star has some kind of private army. Every megacorp has its "extended security assets"—or whatever the euphemism du jour is at the moment—whether they openly enter them in Desert Wars or not. So why should Lone Star Security Services Corporation be any fragging different? It’s just another mega.
But what’s slotting me up is my belief that the Star should be different. I can scan why MCT and Ares and Shiawase and the rest use private armies to protect and promote their biz interests around the world—either by kicking the snot out of other private armies or by overthrowing national governments who have the temerity to get in their way, or whatever. That’s just the world we live in today, priyatel. So why not Lone Star?
Because it is Lone Star is what my emotions answer. Maybe it’s just some kind of illusion I want to maintain, some drek-headed belief that I don’t work for a greedy, grasping megacorp—I work for Lone Star, chummer, for the good of my fellow man. Yet how different is Lone Star from the other megacorps? When you get right down to it, isn’t law enforcement just another product or service? The Star doesn’t keep the peace and enforce the law because doing so is a Good Thing. It does it because a variety of governments pay it good nuyen to keep the peace and enforce the law. The Star is just another corporation making profits by meeting a demand in the marketplace.
So why wouldn’t the megacorporation that is Lone Star look for other ways to make money, to promote its biz? And if those other ways require a private army, would the corp shy away from them because fielding a private army goes against some moral or ethical stance? Not fragging likely.
Glancing at Argent, I see him still watching me closely, but with a hint of something new in his expression. Something that might be understanding, or sympathy. Pity, even. And if there’s one thing in this whole fragging world I don’t need, it’s pity—or even sympathy—from shadow-scum like fragging Argent. So I bury my reactions as deep as I can, and do an internal check to make sure my expression’s frosty, just this side of outright aggro. "Yeah," I mutter, but still loud enough for Argent to hear. "Yeah, makes sense. I always figured cleaning the drek off the streets and out of the shadows can’t pay well enough to keep a big corp going."
"The way I scan it," Argent says, not reacting one way or the other to my attempt at nonchalance, "Military Liaison is a resource Lone Star hires out to national governments, corporations, other organizations—frag, maybe even policlubs—to act as a more or less unattributable force to slot with and destabilize rival countries, corps, societies or whatever."
"Kind of like shadowrunners, huh, priyatel?"
Again, I can’t read whether I’ve scored or not. The man just shrugs his muscular shoulders and gestures vaguely with his metal hands. Maybe he doesn’t mean the gesture as a threat, but it’s a good reminder to me of what might happen if I push him too far. "Similar concept, perhaps," he says mildly. "Unattributable assets, with skillsets you don’t want to get caught having on-staff. But from what Peg’s dredged up, it’s quite a different animal from even the best-trained, best-equipped team of shadowrunners."
"Why?" I want to keep scoring points off him, but my curiosity’s too strong on this one.
He grins, and again I think the big runner’s reading me like a fragging trideo listing. "It’s the military connection, Wolf," he explains. "Full-on military, and that’s the big difference. You take a good shadow team—like my old squad, the Wrecking Crew. We’d be like a Special Forces fire team. Tough as snot for infiltration, sabotage, and hit-and-run actions. But pin us down in a toe-to-toe, stand-up fight with a single squad of army regulars, and we’re fragging rat-bait, and that’s all she wrote."
"Why?" I ask again. "Lack of military discipline?"
Argent gives me another slow, speculative look, and this time I scan the message in those modified optics just fine. Are you going out of your way to slot me off, or are you just a natural drekhead? those eyes are wondering. "In the Wrecking Crew—and in any first-tier runner team—discipline’s just fine," he says quietly, "Don’t believe what the trideo shows to the contrary, particularly when the programming’s sponsored by corps who’d like to stamp out popular sympathy for shadowrunners before it even gets started." I nod slowly—that’s an angle on the trid’s treatment of runners I hadn’t really considered before, but it makes a lot of sense.
"No," Argent’s saying, "it’s resources and logistics. The Wrecking Crew was four people … and that was including Peg, so cut it back to three guns, one of them a shaman. A standard UCAS light infantry squad is ten riflemen and a sergeant—eleven guns, and one of them a mage. On a mission, we’re usually limited to as many rounds as we can hump in on our backs. The squad’s probably got logistic support—a bunch of guys in an APC or scout panzer whose sole job is to deal out replacement magazines to people running low.
"As for weapons, we’re limited on most runs to only what we can more or less conceal." He grins wryly. "Your comrades tend to take a dim view of people packing belt-fed GPMGs around the streets of the plex, trust me on that one." His humor fades. "So that means SMGs, mainly, maybe assault rifles if the circumstances allow it, and once in a fragging blue moon, a light machine gun.
"The squad? Assault rifles all around, probably with all the toys … including grenade launchers. Depending on the mission, maybe one or two are packing assault cannons, and there’s always one slag humping along a heavy machine gun or maybe a fragging minigun if they’re feeling really militant." The runner shakes his head. "As I said, it’s a big difference, Wolf. And that’s the Wrecking Crew stacked up against a single squad. From what Peg dug up, the ML outfit in DeeCee can field a platoon—that’s four squads, with a combat mage for astral support."
Argent shrugs again. "Face it," he says quietly, "there are some missions where a shadow team’s the only way to go. But for big-time destabilization, or staging a coup, or something like that, you need the milspec weaponry and the military communications channels and force coordination."
Again, what the runner’s telling me makes perfect fragging sense. And again, it disturbs the drek out of me. "Are you saying this …"—I reach for the name—"… this Schrage … Are you telling me he’s got a platoon of regulars he’s hiring out to any takers?"
"Not to just any takers," Argent corrects. "He’d be very selective about whose cred he takes. Probably not for any moral or ethical reasons, but I’m sure ability to pay’s a big criterion. And also whether he can do it without getting made."
"Yeah, yeah, sure," I growl impatiently, "whatever. So, does he have that platoon?"
"Not that Peg could find out," the runner replies. "There are about sixty names officially assigned to Seattle ML, but I don’t think they’ve got the same special training background as the guys in DeeCee. I’d guess most of them are managerial or clerical …" He pauses, visibly shifting to another train of thought. "Maybe you can confirm that, Wolf."
"How?"
"Recognize some names, maybe. I’ll get Peg to run off a list." And, just as abruptly, he switches back. "So the answer’s no, he doesn’t seem to have the same kind of force together, not yet." He shrugs. "Maybe it takes more than a year to organize a private army."
"No," I say quietly. Argent looks at me questioningly. "No," I repeat, a little louder, but still more to myself than to him, "I don’t think that’s it."
"Then what?"
"Maybe he’s not going the same route." I say, thinking out loud, the ideas as new to me as they are to Argent. It’s like I’m listening to another part of myself, deep down in my subconscious, that’s already worked out a lot of this drek, and now I’m just repeating it to the shadowrunner. It’s a weird, schizoid feeling, and I hope my subconscious isn’t going to make a fragging habit of it.
"What do you mean, Wolf?" the big runner presses.
"I’m not quite sure," I admit. "But if I wanted to set up some kind of fragging army—and keep it secret from the general public—I sure as frag wouldn’t want to do it in Seattle. Much too small, priyatel, let me tell you." Sounds funny talking about the sprawl as small, but for drek like this it is.
Argent shakes his head. "Doesn’t scan," he announces. "Other corps have got private armies in and around the plex and it doesn’t slot anybody up or cramp their style."
"It’s different, Argent," I insist. "This is Lone Star."
"Which we all know is oh-so-different from all the other megacorps," he almost sneers.
"No, it’s not different," I concede, and it grinds me to do it. "But for frag’s sake, does Jane Q. Public on the streets of Bellevue see the Star as different from MCT or Fuchi? You bet your hoop she does, chummer. The Star’s the cops. MCT’s a megacorp. There’s a big fragging difference in the way they’re perceived, the way they’re treated by the news media … everything." I glare at him, and he gets the kicker that I’m not about to articulate in words: That’s the way I always saw it, priyatel, and I was in a better position to scan the truth than your general-purpose civilian. But did I see the truth? Uh-uh.
He doesn’t move for a few seconds. Nothing. Not even a blink. Then he nods unwillingly. He scans the logic of what I’m telling him, but seems unwilling to accept it. He doesn’t like who I am or what I represent any more than I like him. I’d rather gargle with toxic waste than accept anything he says without a struggle, so why should he be any different? "Lone Star does it in DeeCee and Atlanta," he points out, but his heart’s not in it.
"Yeah, well, that’s DeeCee and that’s Atlanta," I fire back immediately. "They’re both national capitals, with all that implies. More corporate presence than Seattle, with more private armies. Who’s going to pay much attention to just one more private outfit?"
Then a new thought hits me. "Also, ML’s supposed to be liaison with the national military, right? If there’s already a major military presence, and ML’s in tight with it, it’s hard to spot the distinction, neh? Who’s going to notice an extra platoon at a full-blown army base? Only the real higher-ups know that Zebra Platoon—or whatever the frag—is actually on the Star’s payroll. But what have they got for camouflage here in Seattle? The fragging Metroplex Guard. Yeah, right."
Argent’s nodding slowly. If I keep hitting him with enough arguments, he’s got to go along. Then yet another idea strikes. "And maybe Schrage and his little chummers don’t need a fully geared-out platoon," I point out. "Clients who want that heavy a hammer can hire it out of DeeCee. Maybe Schrage is after clients who want something a little less blatant. Still military, but not regular ordnance."
Argent gets it too. "Bioweapons?"
"It’s a possibility," I say, even though I’m convinced it’s more than that. "Let’s say Schrage wants to expand his repertoire with this retrovirus. Maybe some client’s asking for the capability, or maybe he’s going to use it as a big selling point in next year’s marketing campaign—it doesn’t really matter. He approaches Nova Vita Cybernetics, which just happens to have a jim-dandy little number for sale. On the Tir side of things, friend Timothy Telestrian’s got this big proxy fight thing going on, and cutting a major deal with the Star would earn him big credit and big face." I shrug. "Who knows, maybe he’s thinking of putting pressure on the Star after the fact, to help him out directly with daddy James … .
"Problem is," I go on, "the ‘bug’ hasn’t gone through field testing yet … or maybe Schrage isn’t into taking NVC’s word about what it’s supposed to do. So some NVC reps and Schrage himself—this has got to be much too big to leave to drones—make contact with the Cutters under some cover story, and they’ve got their field test." I look at Argent. "How does that scan?"
"It scans all too well, omae," he says softly.
"Did Peg happen to find out whether ML’s got any major clients on the go at the moment?" I ask, and the sudden look in the runner’s optics answers that one clearly.
"Tsimshian." He speaks the word flatly, coldly. "Peg says Military Liaison-Seattle cut a deal with some outfit in Kitimat, the Tsimshian capital."
"When?"
"Two months back." Argent smiles grimly. "The time-frame’s about right, isn’t it? Two weeks of research to find a good bioweapons supplier, two weeks of negotiation, then about a month for the field test."
"What’s the deal?"
The runner snorts. "Peg’s good, but she’s not that good. Trust me, omae, the grim and gritty details are buried so deep no decker’s going to lay mitts on them." He shrugs. "If I were Schrage, I’d have all that secret drek on an isolated machine, not part of the Matrix. You know, Tempest-shielded so you can’t even get it through induction or influence-scanning or anything."
"Any guesses? You probably know more about the background than me. You’ve been in Seattle longer."
He chuckles. "All my life, chummer. The sprawl’s my home. I was born here, and when it’s time to die, it’s as good a place as any." He’s silent for a moment, and I can see him getting his thoughts in order. "The Tsimshian nation’s just basically bad news," he says finally. "Intertribal squabbles tearing it up, the Haida and Kwakiutl underclass against the Tsimshian and Tlingit power bloc. Maybe it’s the national government wanting to finish off the ‘Haida problem’ once and for all. Or maybe it’s the Haida National Front wanting to geek the government. Or maybe it’s not tribally motivated at all.
"Tsimshian seceded from the NAN Sovereign Tribal Council in … what was it? Twenty thirty-five … ?"
"Twenty thirty-seven," I amend.
"Whatever. Since the secession, Tsimshian and Salish-Shidhe have been this close to border wars on a dozen occasions, mainly over some major ore deposits and industrial facilities that are just close enough to the border to be in what you could call ‘disputed territory.’ Maybe Kitimat figures it’s high time to settle things with the S-S Council." He shrugs eloquently. "As I said, chummer, Tsimshian’s bad news. You need a fragging menu to find out who’s on their hate list for the day."
Just fragging wonderful.
Argent’s looking at me with his steady, ironic gaze, like he’s waiting for me to figure something out.
The realization finally comes. "Yeah," I growl. "It’s all speculation because we don’t know for sure that NVC created the bug. It could be that Schrage cut a deal with NVC for something innocent like implant technology. And we don’t know for fragging sure that Schrage had anything to do with the Cutters getting hit by the bug. But how else can you scan it?"
"That’s almost beside the point, isn’t it?" Argent says quietly. "I could tell you I’m all the way, one hundred percent gonzo convinced, but what the frag? What difference does it make?" He gives a single bark of humorless laughter. "It’s not like we can take our suspicions to Lone Star and have the cops look into it."
"So what the frag do we do about it?" I snap.
Argent’s humorless grin fades into that cold poker-face I’ve seen too many times, and I think I know what his answer’s going to be. "Why should I want to do anything about it? Corps frag people over all the time. Why should I get bent out of shape about one more case?"
Frag, I fragging knew it! He’s a fragging shadowrunner, and there’s no credit in this for him. The familiar rage against runners has been keeping a low profile for the past few days, but now it starts twisting and writhing in my chest again. I draw breath to say something poisonous … .
Which is just what the cybered-up fragger is waiting for, of course. Before I can get out a word, he says, "But I’m curious about what NVC’s up to. Curious enough to maybe hum on down the Columbia River to Pillar Rock and have a little look-see." I stare at him, and he gives me an innocent, drek-eating smile in response. "Want to come along?"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Frag that Argent anyway! The miserable son of a slitch must have known what was going through my mind, what I was thinking about him. And he fragging let me think it, let me get all morally superior and deeply into hating the ground he walks on.
And then, just when I was ready to tear his fragging head off, he basically said, "Hey, I want to do the right thing too, chummer," and let me know he was just yanking my chain. Lousy son of a slitch.
In no time at all he’s got our transportation arranged and all that drek, and we’re in the car heading for Sea-Tac. Meanwhile I’ve been getting more and more cranked up, while doing my fragging best not to show it.
I don’t care if the runner knows I’m slotted off, priyatel. It’s me who’s bothered. Argent was yanking my chain to make a point, feeding me a line that matched perfectly with my preconception of shadowrunners, the one I’ve picked up from cop talk and what I heard in the Academy … and, yes, that I’d probably sucked up from the fragging trideo. Fragging Argent knew that, and decided to make me eat my cherished ideas. By playing perfectly in synch with them, then doing a high-speed one-eighty and taking off in the opposite direction. And of course what I’m supposed to learn from this is that shadowrunners aren’t the mercenary, empty-hearted slots I always believed them to be. I hate being proved wrong even at the best of times, and definitely not by some holier-than-thou scumbag like Argent.
And that’s why I’m sitting, fuming, in the passenger seat of the Westwind as Argent tools west, then south, through the southern end of downtown toward the part of Sea-Tac airport where private planes are kept. I start getting the
creeps as we pull up to the guarded security gate that leads to the plane-owners’ parking lot, but Argent doesn’t show the slightest sign of tension.
The sec-guard’s eyes glint unnaturally in the watery afternoon sunlight, and I see the fiber-optic cable running from his datajack to the ‘puter pack on his belt. As he looks at us, our images are being transferred from his cybereyes to that pack, and probably relayed from there to some analysis/ recognition system in a nearby building. The best outcome is that neither of us match up with the database of people authorized to use this gate. The worst, of course, is that my image triggers all kinds of watchdogs, and then things just kind of slide downhill from there.
I might as well have saved my stress for something that mattered—like the impending flight, for example. The sec-guard scans the two of us, focuses his eyes on infinity for a moment, then nods to Argent with a lot more respect than he’d shown a moment ago. "Head right on through, sir," he says. "You know where to park."
Argent smiles in response—the perfect image of some high corp suit accepting respect that’s only his due from a subordinate—and rolls on. I wonder what ID the ‘puter came back with when it scanned Argent’s image, but I’m not going to humble myself enough to ask. I figure I’ve been humbled enough for one day.
Earlier, when the runner was telling me he’d arranged for a plane, I imagined some thrashed beater of a single-engine prop plane about as old as I am, if not older. A Piper Club, maybe, or a fragging Comanche dating back to the turn of the century. (When I was a kid, I used to read everything I could about planes, old and new. Not really as a hobby, but trying to eradicate the irrational fear I’ve always had of flying. Didn’t work worth a frag.) As we cruise past the aircraft parking area, I see enough of those ancient planes, death-traps looking like they’re held together with chewing gum, baling wire, gaffer tape, and positive thinking.
But Argent doesn’t stop here. Instead, he keeps driving, and we start to pass planes that are clawing their way up the socioeconomic, chronological, and reliability ranks. Cessnas and Fiat-Fokkers from only a decade or two ago begin to replace defunct De Havillands, and I start to feel a little better about the whole thing.
And still he’s not stopping. Instead he takes a right, and now the planes that we’re cruising by are a year or two old, if that. Lear-Cessna executive turboprops and Agusta-Cierva "Plutocrat" rotorcraft sit cheek-to-jowl with drek I’ve never seen before, most of the birds sporting corporate livery of some kind. The runner hasn’t cut some kind of deal for this kind of transport, has he?
But no, ahead of us I can see what we’ll be using, and my anxiety’s back in the pit of my stomach. Not that it’s an old beater of a plane. Not at all. It’s a brand spanking new McDonnell-Douglas Merlin, a small, slick cousin to the Federated-Boeing Commuter. It’s a tilt-wing with two long-bladed turboprops, apparently based on a nineteen-eighties’ design called the Osprey, a V/STOL that switches from horizontal flight to vertical by pivoting its wings, effectively turning props into helicopter-style rotors.
Frag, everybody in any city in North America has seen the F-B Commuters do their thing. And, similarly, everybody knows how unreliable they are—manufacturers’ claims to the contrary, of course—and how vulnerable to loss of power during the transition from horizontal to vertical or vice versa. I promised myself a long time back I’d never fly in a Commuter, and now here I am faced with riding in the smaller—and even more unreliable—Merlin. Just fragging wonderful, and I really want to thank you for that Argent, from the bottom of my heart.
Again, of course, I try to hide my discomfort. I focus my eyes on the blue and white craft, trying to pay close attention to two jumpsuited techs or mechanics or whatever they are dicking around inside open access covers. To get my mind off crash and fatality statistics, I try to recognize the livery and the angular logo on the fuselage.
"Don’t worry about the corp affiliation," Argent pipes up, going back to his old mind-reading routine. "Yamatetsu sold it to a chummer a while back, and she never got around to repainting it." Uh-huh. And I wonder if she ever got around to changing the radar transponder to read civilian instead of corp?
Argent pulls up next to the Merlin, and we climb out. I see movement in the open hatchway, then a figure emerges. An elf, but shorter and broader than the typical metatype. At first I scan her as fat, but I quickly revise that as she comes down the ladder to the apron. "Comfortably well-upholstered" might be a better description. Her face, too, is broader than the elf standard, and her eyes and buzz-cut hair are dark instead of light. But she’s got the elf ears, and there’s something I can’t quite label about her smile at the sight of Argent that confirms her metatype as far as I’m concerned. She’s wearing a shapeless black jumpsuit with altogether too many pockets and stuff apparently crammed into every one of them.
"Hoi, Argent!" she calls, and her voice and broad smile remind me of a kid with a new toy.
"Hoi, Raven." He takes her offered hand, and they shake like old chummers.
Seeing her close up now, I try to guess at this Raven’s age. Judging by her voice and the way she moved, at first I had her chipped at about twenty. Now, though, I kick that up by ten years, maybe fifteen. Her face is weather-tanned, with networks of deep crinkles around her eyes, I hadn’t spotted her mods before, but now I see three datajacks, one in each temple, and a third that looks relatively new because of the faintly pink and tender-looking skin just above the joint of her jaw on the right side. Presumably, she’s jacked for a vehicle control rig. You don’t find many deckers buying and flying cast-off corp planes.
"Long time," Raven tells Argent, her smile not fading in the slightest. "You gotta come see me sometime when it’s not biz, okay?"
Argent smiles back, and his eyes are more relaxed than I’ve ever seen them. Old chummers for sure. "Okay, I promise." He remembers me, and gestures me over. "Raven, this is Wolf."
The elf sticks her hand out, and I take it. Firm grip, cool, and the texture of the skin—not quite right—tells me the datajacks aren’t her only mods.
"You’ve picked a good day," she announces, glancing at the sky. "High overcast, good viz." She grins at me. "Ready to do some flying?"
Raven’s a slick pilot, I’ll give her that much. Every maneuver the Merlin makes is smooth as synthsilk, perfectly controlled, without any sense that she’s fighting the machine or forcing it to do anything. On the contrary, it feels more like the plane’s doing everything naturally because that’s what planes do, and we’re just along for the ride. Even the transition between vertical and horizontal flight—when the wings pivot to turn overhead rotors into turboprop air screws—was so smooth and steady I didn’t notice the event until a few seconds later when I realized our flight regime had changed. For the first time since I spotted the Merlin, my anxiety level has begun to shade down a bit.
Not that watching Raven at work was all that reassuring. Oh sure, I’ve flown on planes piloted by riggers—everyone who’s ever hopped a commercial suborbital, semiballistic, or HSCT has—but that doesn’t mean I’ve been on the flight deck to watch them at it. And now I’m glad I wasn’t. I tell you there’s something disturbing, something just fragging wrong about watching the pilot—the person who’s got your life in her hands jack into the control board of the plane and then promptly fall asleep!
No drek, that’s just what it looks like. Raven looks totally boneless, slumped there in her flight couch. Only the four-point safety harness and the special headrest with forehead strap keep her upright, stop her from sliding like a corpse down into the well under the panel. Her eyes are shut, and her mouth is hanging slightly open. And she’s fragging drooling. Just a little, but it’s enough.
Argent looks over at me and grins. He’s sitting in the co-pilot’s chair, to Raven’s right, while I’m squatted down on a jump seat just back of the gap between the two front seats. I’ve never liked being relegated to the back of the bus, and this time’s no different. The Merlin’s got incredible visibility, though. From where I’m sitting, it looks like maybe seventy-five percent of the small plane’s nose is transplast, which means I’ve got a better than one-eighty-degree field of view in the horizontal plane, and more than ninety in the vertical. It feels like being in a fragging bubble hanging eighteen hundred meters in the air.
To take my mind off the mild case of agoraphobia I didn’t know I had, I concentrate on the jump seat I’m strapped into, and the tech-drek around it. First I notice a tiny swing-out console that shows a set of repeater displays matching most of the sensors controlled from the main panel. They’re not labeled worth a drek, of course, but they’re interesting nonetheless. I think I’ve scoped out a few of them—ECM and ECCM tell-tales here, threat display over here, and a display of consumables carried over there. (I note with grim interest that the Merlin’s got a full load of chaff and flares on board. Why, I wonder? Because Raven just doesn’t take any chances, ever? Or because she’s expecting to have to use them in the near future?)
"Don’t like flying, Wolf?" the runner asks mildly.
Frag. I thought I was hiding it better than that. I shrug in response.
"I used to hate it." He chuckles. "Of course, that was back when going up in a plane usually meant I was going to jump out of it at some point." I file that fact away for future reference—paratrooper training and experience. Just what is Argent’s background, anyway?
"Then I figured, why not just sit back and enjoy the view?" he goes on. "Why worry? We all have to go when our number’s up, and it doesn’t matter where we are—in a plane, in a firefight, or in a nice warm bath—when the time comes."
"Yeah," I grumble, hooking a thumb toward Raven. "But what if it’s her number that comes up?"
The Merlin’s a fast plane, a blessing because it means we’ll be back on the ground all that much sooner. Within minutes after dust-off, we’re at eighteen hundred meters and cruising south. The demarcation where the sprawl ends and the Salish-Shidhe nation begins is obvious, even though we’re too high to see the walls and fences and guard posts. On one side of the demarcator there’s city; on the other, countryside. It’s like God took a hand razor and sculpted a sharp edge along the urban area that would otherwise be spreading south toward Portland.
I’m a little anxious about crossing that line, the invisible boundary dividing UCAS airspace from S-S airspace. Even though I’ve never tried it myself, I’ve heard enough about how fragging difficult it is to slide ‘over the wall, out of the sprawl"—that is, slip the border into the Amerindian territory surrounding Seattle. I can’t believe the S-S Council’s going to be any more amenable to us scroffy "Seattlites" encroaching on their pristine fragging country by air.
But the grief’s not as bad as when Argent drove onto the Sea-Tac private apron. I’ve got to assume Raven is in contact with ground controllers and all the usual drek, but her meat body didn’t shift a millimeter, and she didn’t bother to patch whatever communication she had through to the cockpit speakers. Or—who knows?—maybe she didn’t have to talk to anybody. For all I know, the transponder in the Merlin might still be squawking the idee for a high-level Yamatetsu exec transport. Whatever, we just blow on through into S-S airspace without the slightest hassle. Thank Ghu for small favors, say I.
As soon as we’re clear of the sprawl, the sound of the engines changes. For a split second, I think we’re in trouble, then I realize Raven’s goosed the throttles. As the big engines spool up to full power, I scan the repeater displays in front of me for something that might be an air-speed indicator. Eventually I see numbers reading out in the right range. If I’m right, the air-speed’s fluctuating at about six hundred klicks per hour. Not bad. We could be in Portland in about half an hour. Pillar Rock—the location of the NVC facility—is on the other side of the Columbia from Portland, maybe sixty klicks to the west, toward the ocean.
Before long I can see the glitter of water ahead of us. I lean forward, craning my head between the two front seats, to see the satnav map Argent’s brought up on the co-pilot’s main display station. Yep, the water ahead is the Columbia, just like I guessed. According to the little point of light that’s the Merlin, we’re ten klicks to the east of Pillar Rock, passing over the town of Skamokawa. We buzz over the town—a small, spotless-looking community—and Raven banks the plane right, westward. Judging by what I think is a radar altimeter, we’re down to five hundred meters or so. Speed’s cut back too, down to about three hundred klicks.
"Two minutes." The voice is Raven’s, but it doesn’t come from her mouth, which continues its drooling down the front of her jumpsuit. No, the voice sounds from the small speakers mounted over the main console.
"Got it," Argent responds. I see him clear the satnav map from his screen and call up a new one. It takes me a moment to realize it’s a magnified real-time image of the terrain ahead, presumably picked up by some external vidcam. The image tracks and zooms in and out as the runner tests out the sensitivity of the controls. Then I notice a small cross-hairs reticule in the center of the screen, and I start to say, "Urn, Argent …"
He turns to me, then sees the direction of my gaze and chuckles. "Null sheen, chummer," he tells me. "It used to be a chain-gun rig, but Raven replaced it with a vid setup when she bought the bird. I just figured we might want something a little more vivid than memories."
I nod my head, cursing myself. Yeah, pictures, that’s the fragging ticket … I should have thought of it myself. I get the feeling I’m thinking less and less, recently.
The Columbia’s wide here near the mouth, at least a klick across, I’d guess. The Merlin’s hugging the northern shore-line, a hundred meters or so out over the water, and we’re steady at about two hundred and fifty meters. I look out the left side of the cockpit. Over there, a klick away, is Tir Tairngire. The terrain, which looks exactly like that on the north side of the river, is basically flatlands with grass and small trees, the whole area looking kind of wet and swampy. Somehow I’m disappointed—the mucho mysterioso "Land of Promise" should look different, maybe covered with faerie glamor out of kids’ stories or some such drek. From this distance, there’s nothing special at all.
Raven’s voice sounds from the speakers again, making me jump. "I’ve got the target," she announces. "Argent, give me the camera."
The runner hits a couple of keys on the panel-slaving the camera setup to Raven’s rigger controls, presumably—then sits back and crosses his arms. On the co-pilot’s screen, the image shifts sickeningly as the camera slews to train out to the right. It zooms in on something, a small cluster of buildings. Even at maximum magnification, we’re too far out to see anything useful.
"How’d you make it so far off?" Argent asks curiously.
Raven chuckles. In contrast to her voice, which sounds natural, her laugh strikes me as horrible and inhuman, coming disembodied through the electronics. "Couldn’t hardly miss it, cobber," she announces. "It’s got one serious nav beacon, it’s got permanent glide-paths delimited with radar beams, and even the backscatter from the surface-scanning radar reads just fine on my sensors."
"Surface scans," the runner echoes. "Landward, or on the river?"
"Both."
"Serious drek," Argent mutters. "Permanent glide-paths mean controlled airspace, right? So any guesses as to how far out?"
"Tough to say," the rigger admits. "In the plex, private facilities are limited to a diameter of half a klick. But this is tribal land, and I don’t know the relevant … Hello," she interrupts herself. "They’re interrogating our transponder."
"What the frag does that mean?" I demand.
"An electronic version of, ‘Who goes there, friend or foe?"’ Argent throws over his shoulder, then turns his attention back to Raven. "What’s the scoop?"
"We’re squawking as a Yamatetsu air ambulance," she replies.
"Tell me if they try and raise you by voice," Argent suggests.
I still can’t see the site by naked eyeball, but the visual on Argent’s display is getting bigger and clearer. The place looks more like a fragging prison than my image of a research lab. Four major buildings and a couple of little out-buildings, all surrounded by a wall. From this distance and angle, it’s impossible to tell how tall it is. We can probably analyze it later from shadow angle and such, but my first impression is that it’s high and solid. And those things at the corners—architectural elements, or watchtowers? What the frag is this place anyway?
I glance down at the repeater console in front of me. Telltales and displays are flickering all over the section I’ve tentatively identified as dedicated to ECM and sensors. Probably the first fringes of the air-control radars and designated flight paths Raven was talking about. "How far out?" I ask.
"Five klicks," she replies. "I’m swinging out a little further from shore, just not to make them too nervous." Even before she’s finished speaking, I feel the Merlin slip into a shallow bank to the left.
Wheep! A shrill warning tone sounds through the cockpit, and a handful of red lights light up on my repeater panel. "What’s that?" I demand.
"Pulse-mod radar, tight arc," Raven shoots back. The words convey precisely dick in the way of data, but the tone of her voice, which comes through the datajack speaker link just fine, is tight. A fact conveying entirely too much data. We’re in drek.
"Kill the transponder," Argent snaps.
"Done," replies the rigger. "No joy, we’re close enough, and that beam’s beefy enough that they already have a skin-paint on us." The bank gets suddenly steeper, and the engines howl as the rigger cracks the throttles wide open. She’s diving, too, probably to pick up speed faster or to get under the radar (if that’s still relevant these days). The camera loses lock and Argent’s display goes dead, but at the moment nobody gives a frag.
More displays light up on my panel, including two little annunciators marked Lck and Lnch. A raucous buzzer sounds, painfully loud, until Argent punches a button on the console and stills it.
"What?" I yell.
It’s Argent who answers. "Radar-homer," he barks. "Incoming missile."
The engines scream louder, and I guess Raven’s kicked in emergency power. I’m thrown against my harness as she snaps the wings level. The Merlin’s still got a steep nose-down attitude, and all I can see ahead is the gray-brown water of the Columbia River, rushing closer every second. I tear my eyes from that hypnotizing sight and check the radar altimeter. Thirty meters, and dropping fast. Then the plane starts to lift out of the dive, pulling enough gees to feel like I’ve got Argent sitting on my chest. The water’s almost close enough to touch, whipping by at fragging near seven hundred klicks below the cockpit. I figure Raven must be trying to lose us in the surface effect. A good idea in theory, but from what little I know, flat water—like a river—isn’t the best place to try it. Your chances are much better over rough terrain. Not that we’ve got that much choice, of course.
I’m hurled against my straps again as Raven snaps us into another steep bank. Out the side of the cockpit, it looks like the left wing tip’s only centimeters above the water. If the rigger misjudges and plants the wing tip, it’s game fragging over. My imagination’s easily vivid enough to visualize the Merlin cartwheeling across the river, tearing itself apart before it vanishes in a red-black fireball.
"Read me off the radar characteristics," Raven’s voice orders. "I’m kinda busy at the moment." I can believe it. Even with vehicle control rigs, there’s only so much "bandwidth" a human brain can handle, and flying something like a Merlin this low, this fast, has to take up a lot of the processing "horsepower."
Argent loosens his straps and leans forward for a closer look at his panel. "Gen six, pulse width class B, pulse freq class 4C," he reads out the stats. "It’s got a hot lock on us. The launcher’s still painting us, too. Do you care?"
"Not right now," the rigger replies. We snap over into as steep a bank in the opposite direction. "With that radar profile, we’ve got us an Ares Type Four seeker."
"Is that good?" I ask.
"It could be better," Argent remarks.
I grab onto the handholds on either side of my jump seat as Raven wrenches the Merlin through a sequence of ever-tighter turns. Twice every second, there’s a hollow boom from the back of the fuselage, and the plane jolts. I’ve got to assume the rigger’s punching out chaff—at least some of it probably active chaff with radar-emitting microchips incorporated into the mylar foil.
"Still locked," Argent announces. "A thousand meters out, inbound at a thousand relative."
"Echo that," answers Raven. "Hold on tight, boys. Make-or-break time."
Two more booms, then the chaff dispenser falls silent. The Merlin’s nose pulls up, engines screaming and airframe complaining. I let out a whoof! as the gees land on my chest. All I can see out the front of the cockpit is the gray overcast a few thousand meters above us. If this is the last thing I’m going to see, I’d have preferred something a little more interesting.
Displays change on the repeater panel in front of me. Good news or bad?
"Missile’s lost lock," Argent announces, his voice totally steady despite the fact that he currently weighs twice as much as normal. As if to punctuate the comment, there’s an incredible concussion from behind us. The plane shakes, and I hear myself squall in fright.
I feel the Merlin roll, and I think we’ve been hit and we’re going in. But a second later I realize it’s just Raven completing the maneuver, something like a split-S. Within seconds the wings are level and we’re heading due east at the Merlin’s full emergency speed. I wipe my forehead, and my hand comes away very wet.
Argent tuns to me and remarks conversationally, "The missile locked onto the chaff and augured in. Pretty impressive detonation, huh?"
Yeah, right. I look over at Raven. She’s still just sitting there, jaw sagging spastically. Great company I’m keeping these days. The runner glances at his displays again and announces, "The launcher’s stopped painting us."
Damn fragging good thing, too. "Time to head for home?" I suggest hopefully.
Argent nods. "We’ve got a home vid to watch."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
It’s late evening by the time we’re back in Renton, and I’m feeling like it’s been a frag of a long day. I’m twitchy as all frag. On the drive home on the freeway, a car next to Argent’s Westwind had to jam on the brakes, its brake shoes letting out a squeal that sounded all too much like the Merlin’s radar-lock annunciator. I think I managed to suppress my reaction—enough at least to keep from going through the fragging roof—but it was a sure sign of how far outside my comfort zone we’ve been operating. Recon flights and missile attacks? Give me a nice friendly knife-fight or gang shoot-out, please.
We hit the Hole in the Wall and head upstairs to my doss. (Why always my doss? Obviously because Argent doesn’t want me to know where he crashes, and I don’t really blame him.) The runner slots the chip with the Merlin’s vidcam data on it, and we bring up the best image we’ve got of the Pillar Rock NVC facility.
Seeing it in better detail now, I realize my first guess was right on the money—it does look like a fragging prison. Based on shadow-angle calculations, the telecom’s (surprisingly sophisticated) image-analysis software estimates the walls to be eight meters high. Even with maximum image-enhancement, we can’t see whether those walls are topped with anything, but judging from the overall look of the place I’d expect a few strands of razorwire (at best) or monowire (at worst), supplemented by sensors of some kind. What I thought were guard towers are guard towers, or at least something remarkably like them. There’s a single gate to landward, and a couple of boat docks—outside the wall, of course—on the river.
After a minute or two of close examination, I encapsulate my analysis. "It’s a fragging fortress."
Argent nods slowly. "An interesting design for a lab, I’d say," he agrees. "I’ve seen corp facilities with serious security before, but it’s never this obvious, this blatant."
Something that’s been bothering me for a while chooses this moment to surface. "If NVC’s a Tir-based corp, why’s this place on the north side of the river? That’s S-S-turf."
The shadowrunner shrugs. "I’d guess it’s because the Tir keeps such a close watch on corporations operating in the nation. And remember that James Telestrian has ties with the government and the conservative biz community. If Timothy T. is using this lab for something dark and nasty, he wouldn’t want it anywhere within his father’s sphere of influence, would he?"
"I thought the S-S Council came down hard on corps," I point out.
"Some corps, yes," Argent confirms. "But I know of two or three that have managed to curry favor with the council." He snorts. "Probably through hefty bribes, but that’s just a guess. I’d say this proves you can number Nova Vita Cybernetics among those corps."
I turn back to the telecom display. "We still don’t know anything, do we?"
Argent shrugs again. "I think the fact that somebody hosed off a missile at us is somewhat indicative," he points out dryly.
"Indicative that NVC’s up to something they want to keep in the shadows, yes," I correct. "It could by anything, though, couldn’t it?"
The runner’s not convinced. "I’d say that the missile, combined with the Schrage connection, plus the fact that Nova Vita transferred gengineers to Pillar Rock, tells us something."
I shake my head firmly. "To use your word, it’s indicative, but it’s sure as frag not conclusive. It’s circumstantial evidence, not proof. There’s nothing we can take to the authorities, and what authorities would we trust with this anyway?"
Argent starts to argue, but a new thought comes hurtling out of nowhere to slam into my mind like a bullet-train. "Hold the fragging phone," I snap. The shadowrunner shuts up, and watches me curiously.
I’m silent for a good minute or two, then feel my face crease in a smile. Yeah, that hangs together.
"What?" Argent asks, referring to the smile.
"I’ll give you the details later," I tell him. "In the meantime, there are some things I’m going to need from you and Peg. Maybe you should take notes …"
Argent didn’t go along with me immediately, but then I didn’t expect him to. I’ve got to admit, though, that he wasn’t anywhere near as adamantly opposed to my plan as I’d expected. (Or, possibly, as adamantly opposed as I’d have been to a plan of his. I’ll have to think about that …) When he saw what I was driving at, he went along. Sure, he pointed out a few holes I hadn’t noticed, but he also suggested ways to fill them, and the scheme ended up stronger as a result.
So, now here I am, sitting in front of the telecom, trying to relax, trying to slow my heart rate down to something even approaching normal. I’ve got to be frosty, I keep telling myself. If this were some kind of combat situation, I could at least try to depend on my training to see me through it. But this is so different. If I don’t handle it right, I’m going to be on the run from the Cutters and the Star and anybody else who’s in on the game until somebody finally scores and manages to blow my brains out.
I glance over at Argent. He’s straddling a chair nearby, but out of the vid pickup’s field of view. He’s watching me calmly, almost detachedly. Easy for him. It’s not his head with a death-mark on it. Frag him anyway. I turn back to the telecom and enter the code-string Peg supplied.
Placing the call seems to take forever. The screen remains totally blank at first, but the speaker’s alive with hums and clicks and faint beeps as the utility I’ve triggered has its way with the LTG grid. Eventually the screen fills with the familiar shifting patterns, and the status line at the bottom of the display reads Establishing Connection. The status line changes, and from the speaker comes the familiar "ringing" tone, but with a strange echo to it. No fragging surprise; this call is going through a seven-node relay—the most complex link-up Peg can handle with any reliability—as opposed to the two-node relay I used to reach Argent. If the recipient of the call can trace through seven intermediate nodes, I don’t even want to know about it.
The phone keeps ringing. No answer. I start to worry I’ve got a bogus number, or that the only way to put the call through is via some kind of pre-process handshaking.
Argent’s told me Peg had the fragging devil’s own time getting this number, and the odds of reliability—the chance that the number’s right, that it’s still in service, and all that drek—isn’t much more than fifty percent. As the screen keeps flashing Ringing, I get the nasty feeling those odds just haven’t come up. Frag! It might have worked. I reach out for the End key … .
And that’s when the status bar flashes Connected, and the screen clears to show a face. "Telestrian," the figure says briskly. The elf-woman’s eyes narrow, and I know she’s looking at a blank screen. "Who is this?"
I flick on the telecom’s vid pickup, and I see Lynne Telestrian’s hard green eyes narrow millimetrically in surprise. Then the same steel-edged control I saw in the deserted Fi nes Que t is re-established. "Mr. Larson," she says slowly. "I must say I find this … unexpected."
Too fragging right, it’s unexpected, is what I don’t say to her. The direct-connect LTG number to Lynne Telestrian’s private office was almost as tough to deck out as nuke launch codes, according to Peg. I just smile, and say, "I figured our conversation wasn’t quite over, Ms. Telestrian. Last time we talked, I didn’t ask the right questions. I decided it was time to rectify that."
She raises her eyebrows in a mixture of disdain and curiosity. "Oh? And what makes you think I have any intention of answering your questions?"
I shrug. Out the corner of my eye, I see Argent gesture with metal fingers. He’s keeping a timer on the conversation, and I’ve already burned twenty seconds of the two minutes we’ve budgeted as safe. "Maybe the questions themselves would change your mind," I point out. "Like, ‘How would the stock market and business community react to the revelation that a Telestrian company is testing biowarfare agents in downtown Seattle?"’ I grin. "Sure, there are some mitigating factors, but I don’t think your average eager shadowsnoop’s going to care too much about them. Or the news media either."
"What? That’s nonsense," she snaps. "Nobody would believe that."
"Don’t be so sure," I say mildly. "The stock market’s notoriously skittish, isn’t it? Even if you proved later that your faction had nothing to do with it, the short-term damage would still be done. The big question is, which faction would get hurt the worst in the short run, yours or Timothy’s? Worth thinking about, isn’t it?"
She doesn’t respond at once. Her gaze is cold and steady, green and unblinking, more like a snake’s than a woman’s. Again Argent gestures—one minute down. The seconds are ticking away, and I start wondering how much safety margin Peg built into her estimate that I could talk for up to two minutes without the risk of being traced.
"You’ve been busy,
I can see that," Lynne Telestrian says at last. "If your
aim was to get my attention, consider it all yours." She sits back, and the telecom automatically refocuses to keep her features crisp. "Now that you have it, what would you like to do with it?"
"Last time we talked, you gave me some advice and I took it to heart," I tell her, feeling more comfortable now. This part of the conversation, at least, I was able to script out mentally before placing the call. "I’ve looked into Timothy Telestrian’s involvement with Seattle, and I don’t like what I’ve found. I don’t know how much you already know or what you intend to do about it. But let me tell you, Ms. Telestrian, unless we can come to a meeting of the minds, everything I know is going to every shadowsnoop, reporter, muckraker, and news correspondent I can track down … with particular attention to the pirates. Do you scan me, Lynne?"
She doesn’t answer with words, but the look in those green eyes is expressive enough. Not for the first time, I’m real glad I’m on the other side of a telecom link.
"Get ready to receive a datafile," I tell her. "It’s a compilation of everything I’ve found out and everything I can guess. What you do with it is your business, but I suggest you do do something with it. Drag your hoop on this one, and like I said, the same report goes straight to the shadowsnoops.
"I also want you to call me back in precisely one hour," I go on quickly, before she can reply. "The number’s at the end of the datafile. For obvious reasons it’s a multi-node relay, but don’t try tracing it. The relay will only be active for two minutes, starting precisely sixty minutes from my mark, so you’ll be dead-ending yourself. If you don’t call me back within the time-span, the file goes to the snoops. Scan me?" Again I don’t wait for an answer. "Open your capture file, here comes the data. Oh, and … mark."
With that, I kill the vid pickup and execute the preprogrammed utility to spew my report on everything I know and can guess about the Telestrian-NVC-Star connection down the phone line. Transferring the compressed file takes five seconds. The instant the telecom beeps completion, I break the connection. The screen goes blank, but again the speaker beeps and clicks to itself as Peg disassembles the seven nodes of the relay.
I sit back in my chair and look a question at Argent.
"Hundred and twenty-one seconds total connect time," he announces. A rather feral grin splits his face. "I think a one-second overrun’s acceptable performance on this one." He’s silent for a moment, but I know he’s got something more to say. I wait.
"Nice moves," he says at last. "You glide well, Wolf. You’re too good for Lone Star." And then, like he’s embarrassed because his praise is too effusive, he pulls out his own cel phone to coordinate the next step with Peg, leaving me effectively alone to chew on what I’ve heard.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
Waiting has always been intolerable for me, and this time is no exception. Before I placed the first call, Argent and I hashed through how much time to give Lynne for the call-back, and we settled on an hour. Long enough to read through and digest my "report," and long enough to at least begin to corroborate anything she didn’t already know. Not long enough—or so we hoped—to stage some kind of counter-op. (The fact that we couldn’t come up with any convincing ideas about what counter-op she might stage didn’t make us breathe any easier on that score.) So we settled on an hour, for all the nice, sensible, logical reasons.
What we didn’t take into account was what it would feel like for us to wait out that hour. I was pacing the floor within the first fifteen minutes, cranky enough to bite someone’s head off for so much as speaking too loud. Argent just sprawled on the bed, lost in his own thoughts. At first I thought he was totally unaffected by the waiting, and hated him for it. But then, somewhere around fifty minutes into the span, Jean Trudel waltzed in the door with a plate of sandwiches and a couple of cold beers—and the chromed runner had leaped halfway off the bed before he could stop himself. A little jumpy, Argent? I wanted to say, but kept a tight rein on my yap.
At T-minus-two I settle myself down at the telecom, with Argent in the same spot as before, out of the field of view. I run the self-diagnostics on the telecom twice—growling "Frag off’ at Argent when he chuckles—and then I’ve got nothing to do during that last, endless minute. The timers on both our watches go off within a second of each other, and I can imagine that, somewhere in SanFran, Peg the decker’s busy patching together another seven-node relay, this one to handle an incoming call. The telecom’s flatscreen lights up with a calibration grid, the signal that we’re hot and tracking, waiting for Lynne Telestrian to place her call … assuming she does place the call.
In a trideo show, we’d have to sweat out fragging near the whole specified time before the call comes in, just to artificially crank up the tension. I guess, deep down, I expect reality to work the same way, so I almost go through the roof when the trid beeps with an incoming call less than five seconds after going online. I take a deep breath, and hit the Standby/Talk key.
Lynne Telestrian’s ice-maiden face fills the screen. "I commend you on your diligence, Mr. Larson," she begins, her voice cool, detached. "When I suggested you investigate Timothy’s activities, I really didn’t expect this kind of result."
I can’t help asking. "What did you expect?"
She shrugs thin shoulders. "Honestly? I expected you to provide a minor irritant, a minor diversion, to Timothy—something to distract him momentarily, before he killed you."
I nod. That’s basically the way I’d figured it—send the Star bonehead crusading into the fray, and then learn something from the circumstances and manner of his geekage. "Sorry to disappoint you, leäl," I grate, using a very indelicate Elvish word indicating extremely close acquaintance. (No, I don’t speak Sperethiel, but I long ago discovered the utility of being able to insult people in as many native tongues as possible.)
If I’d been hoping to get a rise out of Lynne Telestrian, I’m not getting it … although I’m fragging sure she’s filing my rudeness away in some ice-cold corner of her brain. She just watches me steadily for a few moments, and then says, "Message delivered, Mr. Larson. If that’s all …" An arm enters the frame, and I know she’s reaching for the End key.
"Hey, wait!" This isn’t going the way I wanted or expected it to. "What are you going to do about it?"
She shrugs. "I don’t see why that’s any concern of yours."
"It’s my fragging concern because I say it is," I snarl. The rage is twisting in my gut again, and I’m starting to realize how much I hate Ms. Lynne fragging Telestrian. Not only for who and what she is, but for what she represents. "What the frag are you going to do about Timothy and his fragging killer bug, huh, Lynne? What?"
For the first time a smile—thin and nasty—appears on her face. "That’s none of your business, Mr. Larson."
"Well, I’m making it my business." In my peripheral vision, I see Argent indicating fifty seconds gone. I flip him the bird, and focus back on the Telestrian slitch.
"Oh? How?" Her tone’s amused, which only further feeds my rage.
"The file, you fragging bat! The file I sent you. You tell me what you’re going to do about it—right fragging now—or the instant you’re off the phone, I’m going to spread this little gem around to all the news media, and let the blue chips fall where they may. Maybe it’ll distract you from your little proxy fight, having to prop up your own stock prices. And who knows, maybe you’ll have fun dodging legal response as well. I’m sure the metroplex government will be just thrilled to learn that the Telestrian clan’s using Ravenna as a bioweapons lab. Maybe the federal government would be interested too. And how about the Salish-Shidhe Council? Tribal lands are downwind of Ravenna, aren’t they? And does the Tir government know what’s going down? Using bioweapons on another nation’s territory might be considered an act of war …"
I pause to take a breath, and she jumps in. "All right, you’ve made your point …"
"I’m not done," I roar. "You tell me what you’re going to do, and we’re steady for the moment. But if it turns out you don’t do what you say you’re going to—like, if you just back off on the whole thing—you can bet that shapely little hoop of yours that NewsNet, ABS, NABS, and the rest of the boys are going to be getting a package that should kinda pique their curiosity … If you scan me."
She doesn’t reply at once, nor does her expression shift in the slightest. But I can feel the anger and the hatred, like palpable waves, coming off her image. Well, frag her too. Eventually she asks quietly, "Is this intense interest only because of the death of that ganger, Paco?"
"That’s part of it," I snarl back, "but only part."
"And the rest is because Timothy’s actions transgress some moral code you hold particularly dear?"
"Timothy’s, and Lone Star’s, and that’s still only part of it, and it’s none of your fragging business!"
In person, my blast would have blown her hair back. On the flatscreen, her only reaction is another ironic smile. "To paraphrase you," she says calmly, "perhaps I’m making it my business."
"Why?"
She shrugs. "Because it’s a way of gauging your level of outrage," she replies, "your level of commitment."
Argent’s signaling again—I flip him off again. "Commitment to what?" I ask.
"To …"—she pauses in thought— "… to ‘seeing justice done’ might be the best way of putting it."
I start getting a real nasty feeling about this. "What are you talking about?" I ask suspiciously.
She smiles again, and real fear starts to twist with the rage in my gut. "It just occurs to me we could help each other," she says. "We both want some action taken concerning Timothy’s bioweapons. You can trust me on this," she adds. "Our reasons aren’t that different, in all probability.
"You want confirmation that action is taken," she goes on. "You also have some other needs, but you probably haven’t connected them to this issue."
"Like what?" I demand.
"Like clearing your name with Lone Star," the elf-slitch says quietly. "An order’s still out for your execution, by the way. I’ve checked. Officially issued by one"—she glances to the side—"Marcus Drummond, but actually instigated by Gerard Schrage, of the Military Liaison Division." She gives me an executioner’s smile. "Apparently Mr. Schrage has tight ties with certain other executives within Seattle Lone Star. Ties of which the rest of the Lone Star establishment is unaware."
No drek, Sherlock. Like Sarah Layton and Vince McMartin, for starters. One nice, cozy, happy little fragging family. "You’ve got proof of that, I suppose," I sneer.
"Of course," she says simply.
I just wait for the other shoe to drop, and sure enough it does.
"I can pass the proof to you, Mr. Larson. Or, if we come to an agreement, you can leave it entirely up to us."
My skin crawls. "What kind of agreement?"
Her smile grows broader. "Yes, that’s the question, isn’t it? We both have problems, Mr. Larson, and each of us represents an answer to at least some of the other person’s problems. You, for example, want to see something done about the bioweapons, and you also want your name cleared … .preferably at the expense of Schrage, Drummond, Layton, and McMartin. Am I right?" I don’t even bother answering. "I, on the other hand, need a leader for the surgical strike I’m planning against Nova Vita Cybernetics’ Pillar Rock facility."
I just stare at her, not caring that I must be gaping like a gaffed fish. Argent’s eyebrows have shot up almost into his hairline, just about the most unrestrained emotion I’ve seen from the chromed runner. "You move quick, lady," I tell her, in honest respect.
She accepts the compliment with a tilt of her head. "The strike planning is underway," she reiterates. "My people are recruiting forces as we speak. But the slot of strike leader is open, and I’d like you to fill it."
The woman’s brass is unbelievable. "No fragging way," I say with a grim laugh. "Find another fragging pigeon, leäl. "
Her expression becomes harder and I know I’ve stung her at last, but her voice retains the same smooth control. "Think about it, Mr. Larson," she says calmly. "We can both benefit if you accept."
"Yeah? Like how?"
"On our side, I should think it’s fairly obvious. The … I believe ‘assets’ is the correct word … The assets performing the raid don’t have to know the mission’s purpose. All they need know is their specific assignments and the fact that they’ll be paid on completion. They don’t have to know the central objective of the raid—and, for obvious reasons, that’s exactly how we want it." I nod. Yeah, that’s obvious—Lynne-slitch wouldn’t want anyone to know that Timothy’s playing with bioweapons.
"The strike leader’s another story, of course," she continues. "He has to know the purpose and all the background."
"So?"
"So," she continues smoothly, "the ideal situation is for the strike to be led by someone who’s already aware of the issues." She smiles coldly. "We would be most satisfied if we could keep the number of people who are, er, in the know as small as possible.
"And then there’s the issue of your knowledge, Mr. Larson. You know a lot that could be very damaging to my concerns. I’d very much like to—shall we say—defuse the threat you represent."
"By putting me in the front line and getting me geeked? No thanks, lady, I’ve played that game once before."
She shakes her head. "You misunderstand. You’re a professional, Mr. Larson. I understand that. And a professional always takes precautions. A data time-bomb, for example. That file you’ve been threatening me with, stored in a secure system, with a broadcast utility and a distribution list. If you’re not alive to send the system a password every day, the utility sends the file to all the news media you’ve mentioned. Isn’t that the way it works?"
I nod. I haven’t set up something like that—not yet—but you can bet your hoop I would if I figured I was stepping into harm’s way.
"The best way to defuse that threat," the elf woman goes on, "is to arrange things so it’s no longer in your best interests to use the data while you’re still alive. If we happen to kill you, yes, certainly the file will get distributed. But if we . … link … you to the events in some highly negative way, you’ll never be able to use the data for blackmail. Do you understand?"
I think I’m starting to, and it’s certainly an elegant idea. Okay, I’ve got evidence that some faction within the Telestrian empire is doing the dirty with bioweapons. But if Lynne-slitch has proof I’ve become voluntarily involved in something highly illegal—like a paramilitary raid on a private corp facility, for instance—I can’t release my dirt without incriminating myself. My data still retains its value as a life insurance policy—if I’m dead, I won’t care whether I’m incriminated in the raid or not—but it’s no longer grist for the blackmail mill. "Smooth move, lady," I tell her, and again my admiration’s sincere.
She accepts it as no more than her due. "Sometimes the best way to negotiate is to lay all your cards on the table," she allows. She pauses, and shifts mental gears. "Those are the reasons why your participation benefits us. But you’re wondering what might be in it for you." I think I can guess where she’s going, but I keep my yap shut and let her tell it. "First, the obvious. Because you’re in command, you’ll know the job’s been done right. You’ll know appropriate action has been taken. Second, in return for your aid, I and my associates"—meaning James Telestrian III, no doubt—"will use our influence to eliminate Schrage, Drummond, Layton, and McMartin as threats to you, and to lift the ‘sanction order’ filed against you."
Yeah, I’d read that right. I let a faint cynical smile show on my face. "Is that it, leäl?" I ask with a sneer.
Her eyes flash, but her expression doesn’t change. "I’d hoped I could convince you merely by describing the carrot," she says coolly. "Brandishing the stick is so inelegant. Still, if you insist …" And now her face looks pure predator. "If you don’t agree to my suggestion, I’ll enjoy issuing my own sanction order against you, Mr. Larson. Trust me, the operatives I select will be much better at their job than anyone you’ve ever faced before—than anyone you’ve ever had nightmares about facing. If you’re very good, you might be able to hide from Lone Star’s executioners. You will never be able to escape mine. Trust me on that."
I do. If there’s one single, solitary part of the slitch’s entire proposal that I believe—wholeheartedly, right down to the core of my soul—it’s the gravity of this threat. I force myself to ignore the sick knot of fear that’s settled in my gut, and struggle to keep my face expressionless. "You’ve got an interesting negotiating style," I tell her as smoothly as I can.
"Does that mean you accept?"
I sigh. "Yes." I studiously keep myself from glancing at Argent.
For a few seconds, at least. Lynne Telestrian’s next words break that resolution. "I assume Argent is with you, am I right?"
The runner’s eyebrows shoot up again, and his metal hands click as they clench into fists. For a moment I think he’s going to ignore her. But then he rises slowly and crosses into the field of view of the telecom’s vid pickup. "I’m here," he says, his voice like oiled metal.
"My … invitation … extends to you as well," she says with a faint smile. "Your skills would be of great value in the strike."
Argent smiles. "I think my comrade put it quite succinctly. No fragging way. Find another fragging pigeon, lad."
She looks mildly surprised. "You don’t even want to hear a business offer?"
The runner doesn’t react for a second or two, then he shrugs. "I’ll listen."
I grind my teeth. Of course he’ll fragging listen. He’s a fragging shadowrunner, isn’t he? And now you’re talking his language—biz and credit. Just flash enough nuyen signs and Mr. fragging Argent will jump frosty and do any little thing you say. That’s what being a shadowrunner means.
"I’m willing to offer you a sum of thirty thousand nuyen in bearer share certificates," the elf-woman says crisply, then smiles faintly. "Telestrian Industries Corporation stock, of course. To give you extra incentive to keep certain matters quiet. Desert Wars veteran and shadowrunner or not, I think you’ll agree that’s fair payment for a single day’s work."
I shoot a glance at Argent, but don’t say anything. Desert Wars veteran? No fragging wonder he’s such a tough bastard.
The runner’s smile broadens. "Thirty thousand? No way, lady." He pauses, and his smile fades. "And don’t even bother coming back with a counter-offer."
Lynne-slitch frowns. "You said you’d listen."
"Just long enough so I could laugh in your face, scum," he says lightly. The elf starts to cloud up big-time, drawing breath to say something that’s bound to be poisonous. But Argent cuts her off. "Give me a reason, chummer. Give me a good fragging reason why I should want to come along."
That knocks her off balance; I can see it in her eyes. She doesn’t answer for a moment, and I can almost hear the thoughts churning wildly. Then she nods slowly. "I think I see," she muses. "Try this, then.
"Do you know why no magically activated viruses are currently being used commercially or have even been developed?" she asks, her voice deceptively calm. "At first blush, it would seem to be an incredibly rich and useful technology. For tumor treatment or control, perhaps. Or control of other diseases. The virus is insinuated into the body, but triggered only at the opportune moment—when a symptom manifests itself, perhaps, or when the virus is concentrated in the cancerous tissue." She shrugs. "Those are only a few possibilities, ones that came to my mind over the last hour. I’m sure any viral geneticist or medical researcher could come up with thousands more. So why aren’t we seeing this technology in widespread use?
"Because of the risks," she answers herself. "All attempts to insert mana-sensitive introns into genetic material have led to a drastic weakening of the DNA or RNA chain. Obviously, if the introns are already there—as they are in species subject to Awakening—there’s no weakening … or very little, at any rate. But in all attempts to … er, retrofit the introns, the results are totally unpredictable."
"Weakening." The word’s out of my mouth before I know I’m about to speak. "What kind of weakening?"
"It manifests itself in terms of vastly increased susceptibility to micro- and macro-mutation," she says flatly. "The genetic code is very unstable, and can shift drastically from generation to generation."
"Antigenic shift," I murmur, remembering Doc Dicer’s description of the virus that killed Paco.
I didn’t think I’d said it loud enough for anyone to hear, but Telestrian picks up on it. "Yes, antigenic shift is one consequence, but more drastic changes are also possible. The reason magically activated viruses aren’t used is that nobody knows what they’re going to turn into." Her voice is cold—or maybe it’s just my reaction to what she’s saying. "The antitumor virus, tailored to attack cancerous cells exclusively, shifts and starts attacking only those cells that aren’t cancerous.
"Think of the potential consequences," she goes on. "As you stated in your report, Mr. Larson, the virus that infected the Cutters is closely related to the VITAS 3 retrovirus. Not VITAS 4 … not yet. I’m no viral geneticist, but it seems to me the transition between non-infective and infective—between targeted bioweapon and lethal pandemic—isn’t a particularly big one.
"The raid will go on, with or without you, Argent. But I’d say the chances of success—of blowing the lab and destroying all stocks of the virus—are much greater with you along.
"And that," she concludes, "seems to me to be a good enough reason."
Silence. Nobody moves, nobody talks. It stretches longer and longer—probably only seconds, but it feels like half a fragging hour. Finally Argent nods once, briskly. "I’m in," he says.
"Good," Lynne Telestrian purrs. "Hold for details."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Fragged if I know what to make of it. I’m starting to get the uncomfortable feeling that the whole fragging world is conspiring to take my preconceptions and cherished attitudes and drop them into the drekker. Like, "The Star’s different from other megacorps." Wrong! And like, "Shadowrunners care about squat except money." Wrong! They’re both hard to swallow, but I think I’m having more trouble with the second one.
Well, actually that’s not true, since the second one’s connected to the first. Here’s how it scans out in my mind. As a Star undercover op, I’m working out of the light to further the ends of the corp that pays my salary. Kind of like a shadowrunner, neh? The only thing that sets me apart is that I’m
doing what I’m doing for reasons other than improving my cred balance, and runners don’t do that … Except that Argent, the quintessential shadowrunner, is taking on something because it’s important to him even though it won’t net him any cred at all. So where, then, do you draw the line between me and Argent, tell me that? It’s a tough fragging question, and one that’s twisting up my guts.
Okay, yeah, that’s not the only thing that’s twisting up my guts. There’s a healthy dose of pre-op tension as well. And why not? I’m sitting on one of the rear benches of an assault-rigged GMC Riverine, crushed between Argent to my left and the boat’s gunwale to my right, wearing a suit of medium body armor that feels half a size too small, holding a smartgun-modified assault rifle. Ironically enough it’s a vz 88V; I wonder if Lynne Telestrian bought it from the fragging Cutters. On top of all that, I’m trying to bend my mind around an unfamiliar datachip in my skillwire chipjack. Beyond Argent, and across the rear deck area, are the other elements of Assault Team Able—eight hard-bitten merc types, wearing the same kind of armor as mine and packing a frightening assortment of weapons.
It’s just like those few minutes in the Bulldog with Paco, Bart, and Maria—all dead now—as we’re coming up on the Eighty-Eights’ warehouse by the docks. Like, but unlike, too. There’s the same level of tension, but it’s much more focused here and now. The quantity of chatter is a lot less, and and so is the forced bravado. All the slags sitting around me—most with their face-shields down, looking not quite human—have done this before, many times, and probably under worse conditions. Sure, there’s some degree of checking out weapons and sharpening knives, but it’s not for show like it was among the gangers. These slags—men and women, humans and other metatypes—have gone through enough drek that they’ve got nothing left to prove to anyone, even themselves. That’s the way I read it, at least.
I glance over at Argent. Like me, he hasn’t yet lowered his face-shield. There’s going to be plenty of time to stare through that transplast plate, breathing in my own exhalations, and hoping I don’t fog up the heads-up display that’s ready to synch up with the wire in my head and the circuitry in my rifle. The wind—sharp and cold, chilled by the gray water of the Columbia River—helps keep me focused on the present, prevents my mind from drifting into catastrophic imaginings.
Argent’s facing straight forward, his cyber-modified eyes shut against the wind and the intermittent spray. But he seems to feel my gaze on him. The eyes open, and he turns to me. He’s got a Panther assault cannon held vertically between his knees, his matte-black hands lightly gripping the cooling vanes on the massive barrel. His expression’s totally calm, almost detached, more like he’s on a day-cruise to a fragging picnic spot instead of headed for a bloody firefight. But of course he’s done this drek before, I remind myself. He’s military—corp military, that’s what Desert Wars is, but military just the same—so this is just old home week for him, a return to his fragging roots. Suddenly I feel very much alone. I’m no merc, I’m no soldier, and no new optical chip in my slot is going to change that.
"How’d you get into undercover work, Wolf?"
Argent’s low-voiced question catches me by surprise. I shoot a hard glare at him, but his eyes are clear and his expression mild.
I’m so surprised that I answer him—wheeling up the standard response I’ve gotten down pat after hundreds of repetitions, of course. "At the time it seemed like the best way of making a difference," I tell him.
The runner’s lips curl in a smile. Not scornful, but definitely with a hint of irony.
"Why not?" I snap.
He doesn’t answer me, just keeps smiling.
I could just dust him off. His opinion doesn’t matter to me, I tell myself firmly. When this drek’s out of the way, the only time I’ll ever see him again is if I happen to arrest him. The answer I gave him has satisfied everybody I’ve told it to—colleagues, acquaintances, even my superiors at the Star. Who the frag does he think he is to dig any deeper into the dirt, huh?
So it’s a total shock when I hear myself bringing up the secondary justification, the one I’ve never had to mention to anyone. "Okay," I growl, "it’s for the rush. The fragging excitement. Okay?"
His smile doesn’t fade in the slightest, and the rage is twisting in my gut. Or is it the rage? At the moment, it could just as easily be fear.
"Really?" Argent asks mildly.
"You’re so fragging good at asking questions, why don’t you answer one?" I growl. A couple of the mercs around us turn toward us, their semi-mirrored face-shields reflecting distorted images of me and the runner. But I don’t care. "What happened to your fragging arms, Argent?"
The words are out before I even faintly consider their possible effect on the chromed runner. I guess part of me is trying to get a rise out of him, but just what kind of rise am I looking for? An assault rifle isn’t worth squat in close combat, and even though the escrima chip’s slotted and hot, the cyberarms I’m grinding him about could tear out my throat before I could react at all.
Yet, still, his expression doesn’t change. "Voluntary replacement," he tells me quietly.
You can bet your hoop that sets me back big-time, priyatel. Voluntary replacement? I’d always figured it was a matter of his meat arms being blown or shot or chopped off. When Lynne Telestrian mentioned Argent’s Desert Wars background, I figured for sure he’d gotten too close to an exploding grenade or some drek.
But voluntary replacement? Chummer, that means jandering into a cyber clinic and telling the doc, "Lop off my arms and replace them with machines." How the frag could anybody even consider that? (Yeah, yeah, okay, I’ve got cyber mods myself, to the tune of skillwires and chipjacks. But that’s augmentation, priyatel, addition to the meat, like bolting a turbocharger onto the engine of your bike. Very different from the route Argent took.)
If he’d wanted to shut me up, he couldn’t have come up with a better way of doing it. He stays silent for a moment, and I don’t think I could talk if I fragging tried. Then he goes on idly, musingly, "I used to know somebody who was a deep-cover infiltration agent. Nobody knew his real name—sometimes I wonder if he knew it—but we called him Steel back then. He was good, chummer, he was really good. But …."
He pauses. "But it didn’t take me long to realize why he was good," he continues, voice softer now. "The same reason he got into it in the first place, I guess. Steel was a loner, the absolute lone wolf. Never had any friends, because he never wanted any, because he couldn’t let anyone in. He couldn’t drop the guard long enough to let anyone close." The runner chuckles wryly. "He had lots of acquaintances. Don’t get me wrong, he wasn’t a hermit or anything. Nova-hot with the ladies, too. Dozens of people considered Steel a friend, and thought he felt the same. But he didn’t. They were just there, they didn’t mean anything to him one way or the other, even though he always gave off all the right cues to keep them thinking he cared about them."
Argent shrugs. "I don’t know what made him that way. Yeah, sure, I could guess—all that facile psychobabble about family of origin and that drek—but it doesn’t really matter. He was a … a social chameleon, that’s the best way I can put it. Drop him into a group—any group—and in a hour he’ll have the best-looking woman in the sack and everybody else thinking he’s their best chummer ever and that he respects and cherishes them. All without him ever giving the slightest flying frag about a single one of them.
"And I always figured that’s why he went into deep-cover," the runner concludes. "That’s the way he was, and deep-cover was the only job in the world that actually rewarded him for that kind of behavior." He turns his slightly silvered gaze on me. "Neh?"
My gut twists—it’s got to be the rage, what else could it be? "You’re saying I’m like that?" I demand.
He shrugs millimetrically. "How many people do you trust, Wolf?" he asks. "How many can you bring yourself to
trust?"
"None," I shoot back. "Just like a shadowrunner."
"Wrong." Argent’s voice is firm, but there’s no anger in it. "I can trust my chummers. Like Peg, and Jean, and Sly, and Dirk." I only recognize half the names, but it doesn’t matter. "And there are the ones I used to trust before I lost them—Hawk, and Toshi, and Agarwal. Not many, Wolf, but some. Shadowrunners don’t have many friends, that’s true. But we cling to the ones we’ve got."
"Frag you," I snarl. It’s the only answer I can give him. "Just frag you, okay?" I snap down my helmet’s face-shield, and concentrate on the HUD’s symbology.
"It’s gotta be lonely, Wolf." The closed shield muffles the runner’s voice, but not enough so I can’t hear it.
A voice sounds from the button earphone built into my armored helmet, sharp and tinny. "Point One."
And again I feel like time’s just this big wheel that keeps turning, round and round. For just an instant, I believe I can shut my eyes, then open them again, and I’ll be in the Bulldog with Paco and the rest, about to bust through the gate of the Eighty-Eights’ warehouse. I force Argent’s words—and the strange effects they’ve created in my gut—deep down into the swamp, to deal with later. Strange time to play the psychobabble game, I think … but then I realize that those few minutes of conversation kept me too busy to get freaked out about the upcoming op. Was that why he did it?
Who the frag knows, and who the frag cares? More important things to think about at the moment. I stand up, gripping the gunwale to steady me.
The Riverine’s boring west, downriver from our staging area halfway between Skamokawa and Cathlamet, at its cruising speed of about thirty-five klicks. From what Argent told me, it’s water-jet impellers can boot it up to three times that speed at full emergency power, but at the moment anything more than cruising would draw a lot of attention we just plain don’t want. Standing, I can see over the combing that leads to the upper deck, built on top of the main cabin, past the gun position. The gun—a Vanquisher minigun, very nasty—is currently unmanned and safed, its multiple Gatling-gun barrels pointed at the sky, but I know there’s a crewer poised to put it to use at a moment’s notice.
The whole Riverine is painted a vivid green, with yellow-gold trim—the livery used by most companies in the Telestrian empire, including Nova Vita Cybernetics. The transponder is also ready to identify itself as a Telestrian asset to any radar beam that interrogates it. (The livery and transponder aren’t some kind of scam, at least not at this level. The Riverine—and every other vehicle involved in the assault—is a Telestrian asset, owned by some portion or other of the Telestrian empire. The key issue is which portion … ) To our right—starboard?—and slightly back, I can see another Riverine just like the one I’m aboard. Assault Team Baker. Beyond our sharply raked bow is the gray water of the Columbia, and maybe a klick-and-a-half ahead, the shore and the dark, blocky outlines of the NVC facility. This is where it’s going to get nasty.
I reach down and run my fingers over the tiny keypad mounted on my left hip. The keys control the more sophisticated features of the "commander-style" HUD and comm package built into my armor. (I’ve also got a tongue-activated version on the chin-guard for those times when both hands are busy, but I’m just not comfortable with it.) The HUD symbology changes, giving me a schematic representation of the forces under my command.
My command, it is to fragging laugh. Yeah, sure, Lynne fragging Telestrian insisted I take nominal command of the strike, for all the twisted reasons she laid out during our phone call. But that’s got exactly zero relationship to reality. It’s Argent and a couple of the other mercs who’ve worked out the assault plan, logistics, and contingencies, based on the assets Lynne’s willing to commit to the op. Damn fragging good thing too, say I. I’m not military, I’m not a merc, and I’m not fragging competent at this kind of drek. Leave it to me and I’d probably hose it up big-time, get everybody killed, and not do a speck of damage to the lab complex. No, priyatel, this is one for the pros. I’ll play figurehead if that’s what the elf-slitch wants, but nothing more.
There are some advantages to being figurehead, of course. It was the reason Argent and his "advisors" actually explained the overall plan to me, rather than keeping me in the dark along with the individual mercs on the various assault teams. (Maybe he’d have told me anyway, figurehead or not, but at least this way I don’t have to sweat about it.) The plan’s a wiz combination of pure brass and deception, using some capabilities I’d never heard of before in the tech we got from Lynne.
The basics come down to a modified Trojan horse … or some drek like that. Two Riverines with transponders identifying them as Nova Vita supply vessels and arriving at the time the NVC facility is expecting supplies. A small but well-armed ground-assault force. And the cavalry ready to come over the hill—a detachment of Yellowjacket rotorcraft, currently sitting on the ground at the staging area, all systems shut down, invisible to the target’s radar and other sensors. Cruising five hundred meters overhead, fragging near visible to view and to radar, two Aerodesign Systems "Condor" stealth drones, relaying realtime surveillance to the various forces. And, ready to be committed at the appropriate moment, three Wandjina RPV combat drones, currently loitering a couple of klicks back of us, less than a meter above the river’s surface, packing some nasty surprises tasked to take out the specific defenses we’ve spotted through earlier recon. Biggest damn op I’ve ever been on … or ever want to be on. Everybody else just seems to take it in stride.
We’re a klick out, and I feel the Riverine’s motion change as the helmsman gooses the throttles. The Baker craft kicks up onto the step as well. Yeah, we’re attracting attention to ourselves, but the time for stealth’s almost past anyway. Any moment now, some radio operator at the NVC facility’s going to be calling for a password or recognition signal we’re not going to be able to give, and then the drek hits the pot. When that moment comes, the closer we are to the shore—and the faster we’re going—the better all around. That’s the plan, at least.
And the moment’s now. A blinking text message on my HUD tells me to listen in to a particular short-range comm channel. Clumsily, I punch in the requested frequency with my left hand.
I come in on the middle of the conversation. "… escorts coming out. Identify, please." I don’t recognize the voice, but it’s easy to guess it’s the NVC facility’s radio operator.
Escorts, huh? I strain my eyes to spot them.
It takes me a second, they’re smaller than I expected. When I recognize them, I feel my cheeks stretch in a drek-eating grin. Four of the little shapes are buzzing out across the river toward us, presumably to take up station flanking us. They’re Suzuki Watersports, or at least watercraft very much like them. Up-engined brethren of the Bombardier WaveRunner on which I used to tear up the lake as a kid. Yeah, it makes sense—they’re probably the perfect high-speed high-maneuverability river craft. Slap on a little armor and equip them with a firmpoint or hardpoint, and they could even be decent weapons platforms.
"NVC 1, we’re bringing in supplies, transfer authorization Zulu-Kilo-Tango One-Five." That’s the Able Riverine’s "talker," using the authorization code Lynne Telestrian was able to dredge up from frag knows where. It’s not nearly enough to get us through unscathed—we all know that—but it should buy us a few more seconds. "Thought you boys might be getting a mite hungry in a couple of days," the talker goes on.
Apparently the guy on the other end of the link has left his sense of humor in his other suit. "Requesting recognition code, One-Five," he says calmly.
I tap another key, sending a preprogrammed message to the helmsmen of the two Riverines. I’m almost knocked off my feet as the Able boat kicks in full power. Alongside us, the knife-edge bow of the Baker boat rides up higher out of the water as it too increases speed.
"Recognition code … lessee … ," our talker mumbles, "I know I had it around here a minute ago …" Lame attempt to gain the Riverines the extra second that would let them get an extra ninety meters or so closer to the target.
It doesn’t work. My HUD lights up with warning symbols, much too much information for a greenie like me to integrate. But strip away all the pulse modulation and amplitude data, and what’s left is the news that some fire-control radars have just kicked in. None of them is painting either of the boats yet, but that won’t last. I tap another key, launching another preprogrammed macro, and a raucous warning tone bleats from the speakers of both boats. General quarters, man battle stations, and all that drek. The gunner leaps to the minigun mount and powers up, strapping himself into his harness while the multiple barrels spin up to speed.
A teeth-splitting wheep-wheep-wheep in my ear, and I know we’ve been painted. Instantly, a brilliant yellow-orange lance of light reaches out toward our boat from somewhere along the riverbank. I know what it is, and I was expecting it, but even so I just barely keep control of my sphincters. Probing out across the river toward us, making the water boil and spray where it touches, it looks for all the world like a "death-ray" from out of some bad sci-fi trideo.
No death-ray, this, but something as deadly. It’s the stream of fire from a Requiter minigun, a terrifying display of high rate-of-fire. We know they’re there—two of them mounted in hardened auto-turrets flanking the facilities’s docks—and we’ve taken them into account in our planning. (Correction: Argent’s taken them into account in his planning.) From what I read of the specs, a Requiter is even more lethal than the Riverine’s Vanquisher, with a rate of fire listed at something like two thousand rounds a minute. Of those, only one in six is usually a tracer, but that’s enough to make the stream of fire look like a slightly flexible bar of glowing optical-plastic. Terrifying.
Even more terrifying if that stream—and the other one that’s now reaching for the second Riverine—touches its target. The only good thing is that even with radar fire control, scoring with a minigun like that is a touchy business. We’ve only got a few seconds—if we’re lucky—but we’re poised to use that grace period.
"Do it!" I snap into my throat mike.
"My" troops don’t even need to hear the words. Even as I was issuing the order, the first of the two infantry mortars on the bow deck of the Able boat coughs, echoed by both tubes on the Baker boat. The whine of the Riverine’s engine is too loud for me to hear the projectiles in flight, but I certainly do hear them detonate. Perfectly timed airbursts, about twenty meters above the river, maybe fifty meters off-shore, between us and the guns. Way too far out to damage armored auto-turrets, of course, even if the warheads had been straight high-explosive, which they weren’t. Instead, when they went boom, they sent up a big floating cloud of drek that glittered and twinkled in the watery afternoon light.
Some of it’s metal, or, more precisely, metallicized mylar, chaff cut into strips whose exact dimensions are tailored to best frag up any typical fire-control radar. Mixed in with the mylar is the same kind of active chaff that Raven the decker-pilot had used to spoof the SAM off our hoop in the Merlin. And if that wasn’t enough, there’s a special concoction of "smoke" containing living microscopic blue-green algae cells in a water suspension. The cloud of dispersing water droplets makes it fragging difficult to see clearly, and the fact that there are living organisms in those droplets extends the effect to magical sight too. (All Argent’s idea, I happily admit. He remembered shells like this from his Desert Wars days, and asked Lynne if she could get any. An idle request, we’d both thought at the time—this stuff is hardly the kind of drek you find off-the-rack. But Lynne-slitch hadn’t blinked an ice-green eye when she agreed, and the shells were waiting for us when we arrived at the Columbia River staging area. Fascinating, and fragging scary. Maybe we should have asked for a couple of heavy panzers, or maybe a Main Battle Tank or two …) And while I’m going through all this in my mind, the mortar tubes are delivering more of these ever-so-wiz loads, the wired-up mercs laying the weapons while adjusting for the boats’ motion between shots.
And it’s working. Again my HUD display changes, telling me—I think and hope—that the targeting radars have lost lock. Radar or not, the streams of light are wavering aimlessly now, drifting further away from us as both Riverines maneuver.
The four Watersports that were on their way out for escort duty are between us and the chaff cloud. The drivers know that serious drek is going down, and they’re honking their machines round in the tightest turns they can manage. Even from this distance, I can see the curtains of water the hulls are kicking up as they carve. The Baker boat’s Vanquisher opens up—a sound like an amplified fart—and the stream of fire turns one of the Watersports into a fireball. Then the three survivors are through the chaff, which protects them as effectively as it does us.
Time for Act Two. "Bring up the Wandjinas," I order, simultaneously switching my HUD mode to window in a view from the Condor stealth drones drifting overhead. In the grainy image, I see the three Wandjina combat drones-looking like miniature fighter planes with two-meter wingspans—pop up from where they’ve been loitering, and bore in toward the NVC facility at full military power. The clouds of active chaff and other drek are between the Remotely Piloted Vehicles and the target, so I know the riggers who are "flying" the drones from afar aren’t getting squat from the Wandjinas’ onboard sensors. But it doesn’t matter for the moment; they can fly them just fine using the overhead view from the Condors.
The combat drones burst through the chaff cloud. I know they’ve suddenly appeared on the target’s fire-control radars, because both miniguns suddenly train out to engage the new bogies—sensible, since they’re the only thing the gunners can "see" clearly. But high-speed, high-maneuverabilty drones are much tougher to hit than Riverines. (Which is just the way we like it, you can bet your hoop.) One of the Wandjinas gets grazed and disintegrates, but the other two race in toward their targets, the auto-turrets. They fire their weapons, and pull up. I zoom in the overhead image, and see both weapon loads strike home.
Query: How do you destroy an auto-turret well-armored enough to shrug off a round from a panzer’s main gun? You take out the intelligence controlling the turret, that’s how—at least that’s the way Argent approached the problem. Our recon and Lynne’s intelligence both confirmed that the auto-turrets themselves were too small to fit anything but the Requiter miniguns, which means the gunners have to be elsewhere. And who would those gunners be? Riggers, priyatel, slags like Raven, jacked into the fire-control radar and the servos that manage the guns themselves. Sitting in revetments too well-hardened to be cracked by anything less than a tac-nuke, but with nice fiber-optic cables running directly into their skulls.
And that’s how you take out the auto-turrets. The weapons the Wandjinas were bringing to bear aren’t bombs or rockets or missiles or napalm. They’re larger versions of taser darts, pure and simple, big beefy capacitors capable of delivering the biggest fragging jolt you’ve never wanted to experience. Just like the "zappers" the more militant sprawl gangs use to take out Star drones, the theory is if you pump a high enough voltage spike into the hardware end of a rigger circuit, you can set up brain-frying neural feedback in the wetware end—in other words, the rigger. The light show’s impressive as the zapper darts hit home and discharge, creating myriad bright blue arcs from turret to ground. One minigun shuts down instantly, the other slews around to spray a stream of fire directly into the sky. Then it too shuts down.
The Condor overhead-view shows me the two surviving Wandjinas cutting back, pulling more gees than any meat pilot could ever take, and lining up for coordinated strafing runs over the main compound with their machine guns. That should take the edge off the concentration of anyone inside, particularly when those slags figure out that the coordinated fire missions are going to have them under a drone’s guns every ten seconds or so.
And so comes Act Three. "Bring in the Yellowjackets," I order.
Again, I doubt my troops actually waited for their fearless commander to give the order. When I shift HUD modes once more, the radar display shows eight bogies inbound from the east, flying nap-of-the-earth following the shoreline. Here comes the cavalry.
And just in time, too, as it turns out. Our own chaff frags up our radar view of the NVC facility, and the smoke-mist drek puts normal vision out of the running too. But that’s at ground level. When something gets high enough up, we’ve got line-of-sight over the intervening crap. So that’s how I spot the half-dozen Yellowjackets taking off from inside the compound, then climbing to altitude. The light-attack choppers on both sides kick in full power and dart forward to mix it up like … well, like yellowjackets. (I’m just fragging glad I’m not up there, priyatel. All fourteen or so choppers have the same Telestrian green and gold livery because they’re all Telestrian-owned birds, and their transponders will all be squawking more or less the same thing. That reduces the value of all that oh-so-wiz Identification Friend-or-Foe tech they’re no doubt packing to precisely zero. You interrogate any bird up there with your IFF rig and it’s going to come back as "friendly," no matter who’s flying it. Nasty and chaotic, and leave it to the flyboys.)
The Baker boat disappears into the chaff cloud—dissipating now—and then a dozen seconds later we’re through as well. There’s sporadic small-arms fire from the shoreline, and I even hear a couple of rounds slam into our Riverine’s armored hull. But this limited resistance doesn’t last long as the Vanquishers on the two boats sweep the shore clear of opposition.
I inspect the docks while the gunners finish off the last pockets of resistance. There’s a Samuvani-Criscraft Otter moored to one of the quays, a small five-meter design with a single medium machine gun on a pintle mount. Next to it sits an Aztech Nightrunner. Tied to the second quay are a couple of Watersports. That reminds me: where’s our "escort" gone? If they’re smart, to California, but we can’t depend on that. And that reminds me … .
I turn, and kick in my helmet’s electronic binoculars. Less than two klicks away from us is Tir Tairngire territory, can’t forget that. The helmet’s built-in optics bring the opposite shore closer. There are planes over there, planes and rotorcraft. For a moment fear wrenches my gut. I think we can take the NVC facility. We sure as frag can’t take the NVC assets plus Tir air support.
But then I make a little better sense of what I’m seeing. There’s lots of air power up there, but all of it’s staying very carefully on the Tir side of the river. Nothing’s ranging out over the Columbia toward us. Not that it’s overly reassuring, of course. A couple of klicks is pointblank range for any full-on military "smart" missile.
It is demonstrative, though. The Tir military might be showing its teeth, but so far it’s more a warning that if we don’t keep our scrap on our side of the line, they’ll be kicking some hoop. I flip them an ironic salute. Scan that one, priyatel. Corp-equipped mercs scare the drek out of me quite enough without getting full-on military into the game.
When I turn back to the main event, the Baker boat’s already backing away from the dock, its contingent of troops ashore and heading for the reinforced gate I can see ahead of us. I look up. Yep, like I’d expected, it’s absolute fragging chaos up there. There’s less than a dozen Yellowjackets still in the sky, and they’re mixed up real tight. Nobody’s using rockets or missiles, everybody’s in the aerial equivalent of a knife-fight, almost getting close enough to recognize individual pilots before cutting loose with their chain-guns. Doesn’t look like anything important’s going to get settled up there, but I seriously doubt anybody’s going to have a free moment to pound at the ground assault. Which is just the way we planned it.
Way over on the other side of the facility, I see a big beefy fireball roiling up into the sky. That tells me our ground assets are hitting the landward side of the compound with everything they’ve got. (Not much, to be honest, but hopefully enough to distract even more attention from the Able and Baker assault teams.)
Now it’s our turn. The Able boat takes the other’s place, bumping hard against the construction composite of the quay. The water-jets race, holding us in place with their thrust.
It’s time. I grab my assault rifle, giving the wire a split-second to synch up with the weapon’s circuitry. Safety off, gas-vent recoil compensation at nominal one hundred percent, thirty-five rounds in the clip, one in the pipe. Ready to rock. Most of Assault Team Able are already over the side and running toward the compound by the time I’ve moved. I sense a presence next to me, don’t have to look to identify Argent.
"Cranked up?" the chromed runner asks, cradling his assault cannon in his metal hands.
I give him a feral street grin. "Out on the pointy end," I shoot back.
He slaps me on the armored shoulder, and we vault over the gunwale together.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
There’s nothing left to oppose our advance. Covering us from behind, the two Riverines are positioned to annihilate anything with their twin Vanquishers before they pull back to a safe distance. (Wouldn’t want our best way out of here to get sunk …) Overhead, the Yellowjackets are still mixing it up in a chaotic fur-ball, while the two surviving Wandjina drones continue their coordinated fire-missions. Time to change that.
"Do the gate," I growl into my throat mike.
A rigger somewhere hears my order and honks one of the combat drones around in a turn that would pulp a meat pilot. It races out over the river, its engine screaming, then pulls an Immelman that looks as tight as a hairpin, boring right in toward the gate.
"Cover!" Argent bellows beside me, and both assault teams hit the deck.
Not a moment too soon. The Wandjina’s nose is pointed dead center at the gate, its machine gun pouring rounds into the reinforced composite with no obvious effect. It doesn’t matter. The drone slams into the gate, and the shaped charge installed in place of some of its more advanced sensors detonates.
I don’t see it, of course, because I’m on my face sucking mud with my arms protecting my head. Even through my armor, I feel the heat pulse. And then the pressure wave drives the air from my lungs and bounces me a hand-span off the ground. I land hard, my head bouncing inside my armored helmet, and I hear fragging bells. I try and shake it off.
Then a hand grabs my arm—hard texture, surprisingly gentle grip—and helps me to my feet. "You all right?" Argent asks.
I consider shaking off his hand, but the way my equilibrium’s still spinning I decide against it. "Chill," I tell him, and we both know it’s one of those little white lies. While I’m still waiting for my brain and the law of gravity to agree exactly which way’s down, I look toward the gate.
Only to see there isn’t a gate there anymore. Team Baker and most of Team Able are already through, and over the ringing in my ears I hear the ripping of autofire from inside the compound. Typical, considering the situation—the assault troops are tearing things up while their supposed "commander" is still trying to get his brain in gear outside the area of battle. I pick up my assault rifle—which I’d dropped—and grip it in a kind of sloppy port-arms. "Let’s do it," I tell Argent. And together we dog-trot forward.
There are a couple of corpses inside the gate, or what’s left of them after the RPV’s jury-rigged warhead did its thing. At least our armor’s different from the defenders’, letting me know it’s NVC troops that are down.
Inside the prison-style walls, the facility’s just like I’d have expected from the vid we shot from Raven’s bird. Four major buildings set around the perimeter of a square, with a handful of smaller structures. As we enter the compound proper, a half-dozen firefights are going down around us. The single remaining Wandjina drone has given up its random strafing because the rigger has no way to tell friendlies from targets. It’s still in the fray, however, pouring autofire into the guard towers (or whatever the frag they are) at the four corners, apparently against the possibility that the occupants have weapons that can be trained on the inside of the facility. Doesn’t strike me as likely, but I can’t think of a better way to expend that ammunition at the moment.
Assault Team Baker has fanned out, and they’re basically blowing the drek out of anything that moves. My comrades on Team Able are doing pretty much the same thing, except for the four lighter-armed troopers—combat deckers whose job is to find the lab complex’s computer, crack into it and download anything and everything they can lay their electronic mitts on. (It’s a serious drag that Lynne Telestrian’s intelligence couldn’t tell us exactly which building contained the computer core, but those are the breaks.) As assault leader, my job’s basically to oversee what’s going down and not get myself geeked in the process. Apparently Argent has taken upon himself the task of bodyguarding me around, which is fine with me. At the moment I feel totally out of my depth, wandering around like a half-fragged fool, trying to figure which way to go next.
At the moment I decide to go left, toward what looks like the biggest building and also the one with the most firing going on around and inside it. I head that way, Argent dogging my steps.
Movement, in my peripheral vision. For a horrible moment, I’m back in the Tsarina, cruising through Montlake. Movement above me and to the left, on top of one of the smaller buildings. Then I snap back into the present. Without thinking, I drop to one knee and bring up my rifle. The link between the tech in my head, the smartgun in my hand, and the armor’s circuitry brings up a display from the rifle’s scope onto my helmet’s HUD. A single figure, wearing light armor different from the gear my troops are wearing. Swinging around like he’s just spotted me too, bringing some kind of weapon to bear. The Czech assault rifle and the new chip in my head—the one supplied by Lynne Telestrian—synch up, and I squeeze the trigger.
The tech tracks the fire, and where the bullets actually go is a good meter from the projected point of impact. Frag! That’s the difference between data you get on a chip and the muscle-knowledge that comes from practicing enough with the tech to integrate it and make it yours. I’ve done that with the escrima and the H & K chips, but not with this new one. Even with gas-vent compensation, a long burst on full-auto equates to fierce muzzle-rise. I struggle to bring the rifle back on line, but I’m too late. I try to fling myself aside … .
Fire bursts from my target’s muzzle, and half a dozen impacts on my armor drive the air from my body. The sheer force of those impacts is frightening, sending bolts of pain through my chest. Fractured ribs? Quite possibly, but now isn’t the time to worry about it. I fight the rifle back onto line, and squeeze the trigger again.
An instant too late. There’s a dull whomp from beside me, and my target is blown apart by an assault cannon round. I release my own trigger, but not before I’ve hosed a couple of rounds through the carnage on the rooftop.
Argent’s looking down at me. "You okay?"
I glance down and see the bullet-impacts stitched across my chest armor. The reinforced composite of the armor is cracked and deformed by the impact, doing its job of absorbing the kinetic energy of incoming rounds by crushing and compacting. I take a deep breath, and it feels like somebody’s worked me over with a baseball bat. But that’s much better than I’d be feeling without the armor … .
With a groan, I push myself to my feet. "I’m okay," I tell him, and that’s another little white lie.
He scowls. "Your armor’s compromised."
I nod, looking down at the buckled macroplast again. No drek, Sherlock. Which means if I wade into the middle of incoming fire again, the armor’s not going to protect me adequately. Definitely something to keep in mind.
But on the other hand, I can’t just hunker down and wait for it all to be over. (Why not? part of my mind wants to know. Simple drek-headed macho pride?) Forcing those doubts away, I grip my rifle tighter and try to look frosty. I think I see Argent shrug as I move forward again, but it’s hard to tell under all that armor. There’s a door in front of me, and I kick it open, ducking into the shelter of the door frame after I do it.
No burst of fire from inside, so I spin around the frame in a crouch, scanning with eyes and with the barrel of my weapon. It’s pitch-black inside, and the light from outside is enough to illuminate only the first half-dozen meters of the hallway that stretches away from me. What the frag happened to the lights? Did some of our troops blow the power, or have the defenders decided that darkness is more a disadvantage to us than for them? Cautiously I move forward again.
And for the second time in as many minutes, I find I’m flashing back to the past. It lasts only a split second, but this time it’s to the darkened concrete corridors of the Fi ness Que t in Renton, where Lynne Telestrian’s troops waltzed me around like a fragging puppet. This time is different, very different… First, because my helmet’s circuitry has automatically kicked in light-amplification and thermographic sensors, projecting the composite image onto the HUD of my face-shield. And second, because I can sense the comforting presence of Argent and his assault cannon behind me and to my right.
Somewhere deeper into the building, I hear the characteristic ripping of an Uzi on full autofire, getting louder. I don’t think any of our troops are carrying Uzis, so I tense and ready my weapon.
Ahead of me, at the end of the corridor, a door bursts open and a figure backs through. In thermo, the muzzle plume of his Uzi as he fires back through the doorway is a meter-long lance of brilliance. The composite image is grainy, and its false color doesn’t match the actual color of the armor either side’s wearing. So it takes me a second to confirm that this is a bad guy.
In that instant, he spots me in his peripheral vision. Inhumanly fast, he spins and fires. Thank Ghu his marksmanship’s nowhere near as jazzed as his reactions. His burst goes high, smashing concrete chips from the ceiling, and sending ricochets whining off behind us. I fire my own burst a second later—starting low, like the chip in my head tells me, and walking the burst up into his body.
Or trying to, at least. His juiced reflexes kick in again, and he’s back through the door so fast that, by comparison, my attempt to walk the burst looks like a causal stroll. Beside and behind me, Argent sends a Panther round through the open door. The flash of the explosion is dazzling even with the HUD’s flare compensation, and the overpressure wave in the enclosed space pummels my ears. Above the sound of the detonation I hear a shriek of agony. Argent got somebody. The Uzi gunner? No way to know, just like there’s no way to be sure he’s out of the fight. No way except to go and look. I move forward again.
In the lower-right corner of my visual field, the HUD flashes a message. Signaling for Argent to wait, I key on the radio circuit that links me with one of our "spotters," a rigger watching the fun from the vantage point of the Condor stealth drones overhead.
"Strike Leader," I announce myself.
"Eye One. We’ve got a breakout, Strike Leader." The woman’s voice sounds either bored or drunk, but I know she’s neither. The sluggishness of her speech has to be from trying to split her attention between so many tasks at one time that getting her mouth to work right is way down on her current priorities. "Four bad guys on foot. I don’t know where they came from, they just suddenly appeared. Magic maybe?"
"Where?"
"Down by the docks," she answers.
The boats. Yeah, it makes sense. With a ground force to landward and pure, pluperfect hell in the skies above, the river’s the only escape route.
"Armed?"
"No heavy weapons visible," the rigger says. "Only one’s wearing armor; the other three are in soft clothes. Corp suits, maybe."
"Got it," I confirm, and kill the frequency. Corp suits, huh? I want them. I turn to tell Argent, but he’s already heading back toward the outside. He must have been listening in on the conversation too. All the better.
For a big man, Argent moves like a fragging sprinter when he wants to, and I have a frag of a time keeping up with him. As we race through the compound, it looks like the fighting’s starting to die down. Then I’m proved wrong as a magical fireball bursts among a knot of my troops on the other side of the compound. They go down like tenpins—stunned and wounded, but not toasted like the enemy mage obviously wanted. The few combat mages we’ve got among our force apparently are earning their keep by effectively providing the rest of us with spell defense. I can’t stick around to see how the exchange turns out; Argent is darting back out through the blasted gate, vaulting over the twisted bodies lying in the opening.
One of the boats is missing from the dock—the Samuvani-Criscraft Otter. I look around quickly, and see it almost a hundred meters offshore, already up on the step, its stern buried and kicking up a healthy wake. I see Argent bringing his assault cannon on line, but I snap out a "No!" before he can fire. He shoots me a doubtful look, and I tell him, "I want them alive. See if you can whistle us up some air support."
He thinks about it for a moment, then nods brusquely and begins to get busy on the radio. While Argent is doing that, I run out to cast off the lines securing the Aztech Nightrunner to the dock.
But I stop in my tracks at the sight of it. The interior of the Nightrunner is a mess of shattered plastic and composite, some of it still smoking and smoldering. Somebody—obviously the slags in the Otter—tossed a grenade into the craft before taking off. The concussion, confined by the partially enclosed cabin, was enough to crack the hull, and already the sleek boat is starting to settle in the water.
Argent’s beside me so suddenly I don’t hear him come up. "Well?" I ask.
He shakes his head, and through his face-shield I can see a humorless smile. "The word is that our air assets are ‘fully engaged’," he says.
I glance up. The air battle’s still going on, but only a half-dozen Yellowjackets are still in the air. I understand what he means.
What about the surviving Wandjina? I scour the skies for it, don’t spot it. Either some antiair defense has taken it out, or it’s burned all its fuel and augured in. No joy there.
Frag it! The Otter’s two hundred meters out at the moment, heading west. Our two Riverines are east of here, out of harm’s way but also totally out of the action. Without air support, and with the Nightrunner crippled, the slots in the Otter are going to get away. Unless … .
My gaze shifts to the two Suzuki Watersports moored at the next dock over. Why the frag not? "Come on!" I bark at Argent and the two of us sprint on over.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
The low-slung, sleek-hulled vehicle looks something like a water-going combat bike, with the same fairing and twin-firmpoint arrangement as an assault-rigged Harley Electraglide-1000 armed patrol bike. The basic layout may not be much different from my old Bombardier WaveRunner, but that’s like saying Raven’s Merlin isn’t much different from an Eagle assault fighter because they’ve both got wings. This Watersport—painted a mean black—has a different geometry. In fact, everything about it is more raked and streamlined than my old toy. Even moored to the dock it looks slotting fast.
Fast enough to catch the Otter? We’ll see.
I sling my assault rifle and swing myself astride the Watersport. "Hop on," I tell Argent as I start to cast off.
"On that?"
Any other time, I’d find the expression on his face humorous as all hell. Not now. "Poor widdle man too scared to get on the widdle fragging bike?" I growl.
The runner still hasn’t moved. "You know how to ride one of these things?"
"Fragging right I know," I snap. "Now get the frag on!"
I hear him sigh and he slings his cannon. The stern of the Watersport settles alarmingly as he seats himself gingerly on the back of the seat. "There should be handgrips on either side of the seat at the stern," I tell him without turning around. While he’s trying to find them, I’m scanning the control panel. Very different from my old WaveRunner, let me tell you. This thing’s got gauges, for frag’s sake—a speedo, oil pressure, temperature, and fuel. On my old toy the only way to judge speed was by how hard the thing jounced when you hit a wave, and the only way to tell you were running out of gas was when the engine started to sputter. At least the steering and throttle arrangements are the same. All I’ve got to remember is to keep my fingers off the triggers for the firmpoint-mounted weapons—medium machine guns, they look like—until I’m ready to rock.
I hit the starter and the engine catches instantly, a smooth, turbine-like whine from somewhere under my hoop. I scan the gauges—everything in the green—fuel tank nearly full—and check to see I haven’t missed casting off any lines.
"Hang on," I tell Argent, and I grab a handful of throttle.
Too big a handful. The Watersport lunges forward so hard my head snaps back on my neck. I grab the handgrips wildly to keep from getting thrown off, and one finger hits a trigger. The right MG cuts loose with a short burst, chewing the drek out of the other Watersport moored a couple of meters ahead of us, while I feel two metal hands grabbing onto my shoulders in a death-grip. I release the throttle and the thrust fades. "Sorry," I mutter.
Argent’s grip on my shoulders loosens slowly. "You said you knew how to ride this thing!" he snarls.
"I’m fragging rusty, okay? And use the fragging hand-grips!"
This time I give it some throttle more cautiously. The small hull surges forward, kicking up onto the step almost immediately. Small waves slap against the hull, and I raise myself a little off the seat, taking the shocks in my thighs rather than in my hoop. I glance down at the speedo. Already we’re doing forty klicks—pretty fragging near top speed for my old WaveRunner—and the throttle’s only half-open. Either the tech’s advanced drastically since I was a kid, or this is a specially jazzed mil-spec model I’m riding—or maybe a combination of both. Whatever, it doesn’t really matter. I crack the throttle wider open. The wind lashes at me and the spray mists my face-shield. Suddenly I realize I’m grinning like a fragging bandit. "Yeeeaah!" I howl into the wind of our passage.
The Watersport’s going like a bat out of hell—fragging near seventy clicks, according to the speedo—and it feels like a live thing under me. I do a couple of quick turns, just to scope out the maneuverability. This baby’s way more nimble than anything I’ve ever ridden before, but that’s no surprise. Just the slightest shift of weight and millimetric adjustment of the steering makes the hull carve deep and hard, slashing up a high curtain of water to the outside of the turn. It’s all coming back to me, all the techniques for squeezing maximum performance out of the machine. My muscles seem to remember like it’s yesterday. Shift the weight forward to drive the leading edge of the hull deeper, maximizing the carve. Shift it back to kick the bow a little higher, getting it to plane better over the waves. Argent’s weight is like a sack of fragging potatoes behind me, a hindrance even though he’s starting to get the hang of it, leaning into the turns with me rather than fighting them. It probably doesn’t matter that much, though. The little beauty’s screaming now, skipping across the water, catching a half-second of air off even the smallest wave.
Up ahead I can see the Otter. We’re closing the gap, maybe only a hundred meters back now. But just as I realize that, I see the stern of the boat sink lower as the driver pours on more power. I think we’re still reeling them in, but the rate of closure’s dropped drastically. Frag it!
Yet maybe it’s not going to matter much. To my right, I can see a Yellowjacket breaking away from the dogfight and now skimming toward us low over the river. I turn my head slightly and yell back to Argent, "Is that our air support?"
I feel him shrug, then hear him mumble into his throat mike. If he can raise the small rotorcraft, we’ve got this whole thing chipped. The Otter’s got a machine gun, but that style of pintle mount doesn’t let you elevate the weapon enough for antiair actions. The Yellowjacket can fire a burst of chain-gun fire across the boat’s bows and order it to stop. We’ll catch up with the rotorcraft playing overwatch, and it’s game over.
If, that is, the Yellowjacket’s one of ours … .
The thought hits me with shocking suddenness, and my gut knots. Argent’s still muttering into his mike, but it doesn’t sound like he’s getting the response he wants. The small rotorcraft’s hurtling in closer, and it’s lined up with us, not with the Otter. I throw my weight to the right and drive the leading edge of the hull deep, honking the Watersport around in the tightest possible turn. Only sheer luck keeps us from catching a wave and going over. Equally sheer luck keeps Argent from ripping my arms off as he grabs my shoulders again.
Just in time. The Yellowjacket’s chin-mounted chain gun sparkles, and the fire-stream churns the water where we were a second ago. The pilot tries to correct, stewing the micro-turret, but he’s coming in too fast on his strafing run to compensate. Then he’s over and past, already swinging up in an arcing bank.
I carve us around in another tight turn as the Yellowjacket sets up for another pass. The pilot seems to have learned his lesson. This time he’s cut his speed way back and is cruising in slowly instead of going for a high-speed pass. The rotorcraft looks dead level, a perfect solid weapons platform. I carve again, and his first long burst misses by ten meters.
Behind me I can hear and feel Argent wrestling with his assault cannon, trying to bring it to bear. Tough job; there’s just not enough space back there to move around much without going swimming, and my hard maneuvers aren’t helping. Another burst of chain-gun fire, this one only a couple of meters astern of us.
"Hold us fragging still!" Argent barks.
"Like frag I will!" I shout back. The Yellowjacket’s hovering now, the pilot tracking us entirely with the micro-turret. Another longer burst almost right on the money, and it’s sheer luck we’re not dead.
"We’re dead if you don’t," the runner snarls at the back of my head.
"We’re dead if I do."
But he’s right, of course, the Yellowjacket’s going to score eventually. So I grit my teeth and crack the throttle as wide as it’ll go, tearing off perpendicular to the chopper’s line of fire to give the pilot as tough a tracking problem as possible without any more wild maneuvers. The chain gun fires again, the bullets slashing into the water meters behind us. The pilot checks his fire, I see the micro-turret slew, and I know what’s coming next.
Sure enough, the water churns wildly ahead of us, as he tracks the stream of fire toward the racing Watersport. In a second or two we’re going to intersect, and that’s all she wrote. "Do it, Argent!"
The Panther cannon roars, the recoil almost enough to put us out of control. Perfect shot—the high-explosive round impacts dead center of the Yellowjacket’s canopy. It staggers in the air, then a secondary explosion blasts it into fragments and the greasy fire of burning fuel.
The relief’s enough to make me want to yarf, but I’ve got to stay frosty a little longer. While we’ve been playing games with the Yellowjacket, the S-C Otter’s been opening up the gap, boring forward at full speed. We’ve got to play catch-up, but I’m starting to think we’re not going to make it.
"Will this thing go faster with just you aboard?" Argent asks.
I nod.
"Then this is where I get off," he says. "Catch ya later, Wolf."
And then he’s gone, just dumping himself overboard. I wince at the thought of the impact he took. At the speed we’re going, water’s about as compressible as concrete. Good luck to you, priyatel, I tell him silently. Hope you don’t break any bones.
And I hope you can swim.
Free of the extra weight, the Watersport picks up like the engine’s turbocharged. The speedo bar creeps up to just below eighty klicks, and the impact as the little craft skips over small waves is almost enough to knock my teeth loose. The exhilaration’s back, but it’s coupled with real fear. A Watersport’s like a bike in some ways, but water isn’t like a nice smooth highway. Waves and boat-wakes are real dangers, and if you hit them just the right—or wrong—way, they can send you cartwheeling across the surface.
Those fears are starting to increase as I close with the Otter. The open boat’s kicking up a good wake, making waves high enough to throw the Watersport into the air at the speed I’m going. I’ve got to be real careful how I shift my weight as I come back down.
Now that I’ve cut the gap to less than fifty meters, it’s time to check out what my firmpoint-mount machine guns can do … and, more important, how using them will affect my handling. I squeeze both triggers, carving a slight turn to rake the stream of fire across the Otter’s stern. I can feel the Watersport shift and shimmy with the recoil-disturbing, but not critical. Firing only one of the guns would probably be more risky, but as long as I balance the recoil I think I’ll be okay.
And that’s all fine and good, but I’m not the only one who’s got weapons. I see the muzzle flashes as the Otter’s medium machine gun opens up. This isn’t a chain gun with a grotesque rate of fire, so I can’t see the stream of fire, which makes the whole thing all the more frightening. If the Otter’s gunner gets a dead bead on me, the first indication I’ll have of it is when I start taking hits. I cut left, catching a good second and a half of air as I cross the wake, shifting my weight desperately to stop the Watersport’s tendency to corkscrew. Almost immediately I cut back right again, jumping the wake a second time. Then back to the left.
I’m like a water-skier cutting back and forth behind the boat, getting closer with each crossing. This is starting to feel suicidal, but it’s the only thing I can think of. The gunner aboard the Otter can traverse his weapon to track me—with limited success so far, thank Ghu. Not so with me. My firmpoint-mounted weapons are fixed, so if I want to hit something, first I’ve got to point the nose of the Watersport at whatever it is. Meaning, in turn, that I can put my imaginary sights on my target at only two points of my zigzagging, and those make for maximum-deflection shots anyway.
Meaning, still further, that my odds of scoring serious hits are next to squat, while the chances of the Otter’s gunner being able to blow me into scrap get better and better the closer I come. For about the millionth time in the last minute, I seriously consider simply giving up the whole mess as a bad fragging job. But then I remember what Eye One, the drone spotter, said: three corp execs. Would execs bail out without taking as much incriminating drek with them as they could? Not fragging likely, priyatel. Even if the combat deckers crack the lab’s system, there might not be anything left to find because all the dirt might be downloaded onto chips now aboard the Otter.
Before I have time for second thoughts, I lean into a hard turn to the right, and just keep on going until I’m eighty or ninety meters off to the right of the Otter. Then I straighten up my course until I’m paralleling the boat. Cutting back left, I point the bow of the Watersport at the center of the Otter, crack the throttle, and clamp down on the twin triggers. I can see where my fire’s falling, chewing up the water a dozen or so meters short of the Otter, so I shift my weight back until my arms are fully extended. Up comes the bow—not much, but enough—and it’s like I’m walking my fire onto the Otter. Meanwhile, spray from the other gunner’s fire is kicking up all around me. But at the speed I’m going, and the way the Watersport’s skipping around on the waves, I’m a frag of a tough target. The way the bike’s moving is just splattering the stream of MG fire every which way, saturating the volume of space occupied by the Otter. At least that’s what I’m hoping for. The boat is looming bigger and bigger—thirty meters away, twenty. Something goes spang off my hull, and another round punches clear through the right fairing. I’ve got to break off … .
But then I see the gunner blown backward, the pintlemount gun spraying fire into the sky before it falls silent at last. Without the MG to worry about, I chop the throttle, jump the wake again, and I’m right in the "slot," directly behind the Otter and about fifteen meters back. I squeeze the triggers again, and watch the twin MGs chew the living drek out of the boat’s stern. There’s a flash of fire, a plume of oily black smoke as I drive a dozen rounds into the inboard engine, and then the Otter’s down off the step and slowing so fast I almost plow into its stern. I chop my own throttle right back, and squeeze off two more short bursts right into the open cockpit.
It’s a matter of maybe ten seconds to come alongside. I’m driving the Watersport with my right hand, holding the assault rifle in my left. That’s my off hand, but with an autofire weapon it’s not going to matter worth squat at this kind of range. I swing my butt onto the Otter’s gunwale, pivot my legs over and I’m aboard.
And suddenly in the middle of a charnel-house. Of the four people aboard, three are messily dead, chewed into dogfood by machine gun fire. The fourth is still alive but only just, and not for long. His right arm’s damn near off, and he’s pulsing bright arterial blood all over the boat’s bottom. He’s conscious, his eyes glazed and dulled with agony and shock. His face is streaked with blood, but I have no trouble recognizing him.
"Hello, Mr. Nemo," I say quietly. "Or do I call you Gerard Schrage?"
The Lone Star suit looks up at me blankly. He recognized me the last time we met, but I suppose he’s got other things on his mind right now.
There’s a war going on inside me. Schrage is a motherfragger—the one who put me beyond sanction, the one who pushed Drummond and the others to set up the ambush that killed Cat Ashburton. The one who cut the deal with Timothy Telestrian to acquire the magically triggered bug as a tool for use in his Military Liaison projects. The one who killed Paco and the other Cutters as part of a fragging field test. But no matter how much I hate him, it still slots me to see him lying there bleeding to death.
Frag, how many times over the last few days have I imagined putting a bullet through his lousy head? But each time I pictured it, it was a matter of pow, over. Cap him and that’s it. Clean, with no lingering aftereffects.
It’s different with me suddenly faced with the consequences of my vengeance. I may not have known he was aboard, but it was my bullets that maimed him. His blood’s spreading over the decking, and I’m standing in it. This is reality. I should be feeling satisfied, feeling some sense of completion and closure at Schrage’s death. But all I feel is sick.
I turn away. There’s nothing I can do to save him, even if I could bring myself to do it, but that doesn’t mean I can watch him die. I suppose I should search the boat for any datachips or other material Schrage and his chummers have taken from the facility, but I’m just not down for it. Frag it all anyway, if Schrage’s death doesn’t put an end to the whole nasty pile of drek, I don’t want to know about it.
The fire in the Otter’s engine is out, but the engine is totally dead. While I’m standing there staring at it, I finally spot a secondary drive, a small, low-power electric motor. I stand there in the blood a moment longer, then feel a grim smile spread across my face. Yeah, that’s the fragging ticket.
I cross to the gunwale where my Watersport’s floating, and take a couple of moments to secure the small craft with a line. Then I go forward and fire up the Otter’s silent electric drive. I put it in forward gear at dead-slow, less than walking speed. When I’m confident it’s going to keep running—that I didn’t frag it with my gunfire—I swing overboard and straddle the Watersport. I cut the line loose and fire up the Suzuki’s water-jet. Using my own craft, I nudge the Otter onto the course I want. Roughly south, toward the Tir Tairngire shore of the Columbia. Frag knows what the Tir border forces will make of the trashed boat and the bodies, including a senior suit from the Star. But if James Telestrian’s links with the Tir military are as strong as his ties with its business community, the evidence aboard the boat should become a big enough club for James to beat son Timothy into fragging oblivion.
Once I’m confident the Otter’s rudder is amidships and the boat’s not going to veer off, I crack open the throttle and turn north toward where the flames and black smoke are rising into the sky from the Nova Vita compound.
 






 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
I’m a few minutes early for my late-afternoon appointment, and the weather’s about as good as it ever gets in the sprawl, so I decide to walk the last few blocks. I hit the Override key on the autocab’s control pad, and the dog-brain autopilot pulls over to the side of the road, fragging near greasing a young woman pushing a baby stroller.
As I climb out and pull my credstick from the charge slot, I look at the street sign on the corner. First and Union. The Charles Royer Building—otherwise known as Metroplex Hall—is at Fourth and Seneca, which is a five- or six-block hike, including the stiff slog up the Seneca hill. Well, like I said, it’s a good day for a walk. I swing into my stride.
It’s freaky how everything feels back to normal—on the surface, at least. I don’t know exactly how she did it, what strings she had to pull, or what bodies she might have threatened to unearth, but Lynne Telestrian followed through on her promise to lift the Star’s out-of-sanction order against me. I can walk the streets again with at least some assurance that I won’t get geeked at any moment. The Cutters might still want my blood, but from what I’ve been able to dredge up on the street, the gang’s now history, at least as an organized force to be reckoned with. Maybe that’ll change, but the deaths and the panic and hysteria created by the killer virus seemed to rip the vital social structure of the gang apart. An organization like a major gang depends on a very precarious balance among various social dynamics, and the bug episode seems to have knocked that balance to hell and gone.
I don’t know what effect the destruction of the NVC facility had on the Timothy versus Lynne internecine battle—whether it’s still going on or whether it gave James the leverage he needed to oust Timothy totally. The Telestrian empire’s still in existence, but they’re definitely not airing any dirty laundry in public, and I honestly can’t make myself care enough to try and dig it up. If they want to frag each other blind, let them go to it with a will, say I. Just keep me out of it.
I also don’t know what effect, if any, the arrival of Schrage and the other deaders on the Tir shores might have had. Again, I could probably find out if I cared enough, but at the moment I simply don’t.
Apparently, some people are concerned about Lone Star’s involvement in this whole mess, people in high places. When Peg put out some electronic feelers to discover my status with the respectable world a few days after the raid, she found that Governor Marilyn Schultz was very interested in meeting with me—at my convenience, of course—to "enlist my aid in evaluating the ongoing contract between the metroplex and Lone Star Security Services" or some such drek. The way both Argent and I scan it, some serious shakeup is in the works, and Marilyn wants to hear my fix on things.
So that’s why I’m slogging up Seneca on this warm afternoon. I hit Third and check my watch—still ten minutes early—so I decide to go around the block and enjoy what serves for sun in Seattle. I hang a left on Third, and find the street blocked off by Lone Star barriers about halfway down the block. The barriers are lined with spectators. Curious, I drift on over.
It’s the fragging Lone Star motorcycle drill team, practicing and demonstrating their precision riding for an appreciative crowd. Yeah, that makes some sense, the fair and show season’s coming up, and the drill team puts in appearances all over the sprawl and even elsewhere in the Salish-Shidhe nation. So they’re out here today on Third between Seneca and University, all shiny and proud in their blue and gold dress uniforms, riding Harley Electraglides so polished they look almost mirror-finished, demonstrating their precise maneuvers, laying those big bikes so far over that the chromed pipes are scraping the pavement.
The Star had a team like this in Milwaukee—has one in every major city—and when I was at the Academy and afterward it was chill to ridicule the people in it. They’re all volunteers, so you’ve got to be a prima donna to sign up, but then you’ve got to be accepted by all the other prima donnas already on the team. Anything to get out of doing real police work, I guess, Or so went the joke.
No matter how much I ridiculed them publicly, though, deep down I guess I always felt some sense of pride when I saw them show their stuff. Sappy and sentimental, maybe, but it’s true. Pride stemming from the sense that there was a kind of grand tradition behind the whole Lone Star operation. That was then. Now I know what this kind of show really is—a marketing display for a megacorporation selling its wares. Feeling empty inside, I turn my back on the spectacle, and continue to walk on up Seneca.
The Metroplex Hall’s a striking building—thirty floors sheathed in dark green glass—but at the moment I’m in no mood to appreciate it. I climb the stairs, pass the statue of Chief Seattle, and walk into the lobby. At the reception desk, the functionaries confirm I’m authorized to be here and give me a pass keyed to my destination—including a circuit that will beep warningly if I stray off course. A minute later I’m on the way up to the twenty-ninth floor. Other people are in the elevator with me, but for some reason they seem to stay as far away from me as they can, leaving an invisible wall of empty space around me. Fragged if I know why, but it fits with the way I’m feeling—detached, empty, not part of any of this, just going through the motions. The elevator disgorges me on the right floor, and I stroll into a plush waiting room.
For ten minutes I sit in a leather chair staring through a vid screen on the opposite wall. When a biz-suited functionary comes to get me, I can remember precisely squat of what I’ve just been watching. The functionary leads me down a hall to an oak-grained macroplast door, knocks, then flashes me a model’s meaningless smile, turns her back and vanishes. The door opens before me, and I walk in.
Into an office bigger than the place where I used to doss in Ravenna. One whole wall’s a window, providing a spectacular view southwest toward the massive high-tech ziggurat that is the Renraku Arcology. I give it maybe one second’s worth of attention, then focus on the two figures waiting for me. Neither one’s Schultz.
The slag behind the desk—a glossy exec-type with a face that just screams PR flack—stands and extends a hand to me. "Good afternoon," he says, "I’m Alphonse Baker."
I just stare at his hand until he drops it back to his side. "I understood I was to meet with the governor," I tell him.
His eyebrows rise—I’ve committed a major breech of etiquette, but I honestly don’t give a frag. It takes him only a split-second to compensate, though, and a warm smile—precisely as insincere as the one the other functionary just gave me—spreads across his face. "That’s true, Lieutenant Larson," he says smoothly, using the official rank I haven’t bothered with since I first went deep-cover. "But you’ll understand, of course, that Governor Schultz is an incredibly busy woman, and various … urn, exigencies … arise from time to time that require her immediate attention. I thought that we might be able to achieve the goals of this meeting without her presence, just you, me, and Mr. Loudon here."
I slowly track my gaze to the second figure in the room, standing to the left of Baker’s desk. I’ve never met him, but I recognize his chiseled face. William Loudon, Division Head of Lone Star Seattle. My putative boss.
Well, frag, that settles that, doesn’t it? Maybe Schultz was serious about investigating the Schrage-Telestrian connection when she first contacted me. Hadn’t Lynne-slitch told me that Schrage had unofficial ties with the unholy trinity of Drummond, Layton, and McMartin, implying that they were playing some kind of game behind Loudon’s back? Everything else the elf-woman told me had turned out to be true. Initially, Schultz might really have wanted to hear what I had to say.
That’s obviously not the case anymore. Loudon must have gotten in first and cut some kind of deal with Schultz and the metroplex government. Maybe Lone Star offered to reduce its rates in return for Schultz keeping the lid on the nasty drek that was going down. Or maybe the governor realized the simple truth that threatening to axe the Star’s contract with the plex wasn’t a viable club to use against Loudon. Cut the contract, and who would police the city? There’s no other corporation out there capable of taking the contract, not immediately, and the Metroplex Guard certainly can’t handle it on their own.
Whatever the specifics, the fix is obviously in. Loudon and Schultz have come to some agreement they could both live with, and anything I might say would now be an embarrassment to both sides. I’m sure Schultz’s failure to show isn’t because of some "exigency" but a way for her to cover her own hoop. If I do decide to make public what I know, Schultz can claim ignorance of anything the "deranged undercover operative" might babble. Yeah, it all makes perfect sense.
It should frag me up to realize this, it should trigger the rage in my gut. But there’s nothing there in my gut anymore—nothing. I’m empty. I feel hollow, like a cold wind’s blowing around inside. Too much has happened, too fast. Maybe I’ve dissociated. Maybe it’ll all come back at some point in the future, a huge fragging tidal wave of emotion that will turn me into a raging mucker, I don’t know. But at the moment I can’t feel anything.
And the absence of emotion gives me a clarity of thought I don’t think I’ve ever experienced before. Which is why I turn to Loudon and say calmly, "What’s it going to be, then?"
He’s nowhere near as smooth as Baker. He blinks, and it takes him a second or two to find his voice. "What do you mean, Lieutenant Larson?"
"What’s it going to be?" I repeat simply. "A citation for performance above and beyond the call of day? A commendation? A promotion, maybe? All on the understanding that I’m going to keep quiet about what I know?"
You don’t make it to the top of Lone Star Seattle by being stupid. Loudon is back in control by the time I’m finished. "A citation has been discussed, yes," he tells me calmly. "As to the rest … What exactly do you know? Mr. Schrage is dead, so his motivations are dead too."
Yeah, this is all playing out according to the script. "And what about Drummond?" I ask. "And Layton? And McMartin? Shot while trying to escape?"
Loudon’s totally unfazed by the fact that I’ve just accused him of murder, which tells me how deeply all this drek is really buried. "A tragic car accident, Lieutenant Larson," he corrects mildly. "These things do happen, you know."
I know, all right. Everything’s wrapped up in this little morality-play package for the news media, should it ever become necessary to discuss it at all. Like, if I decide to shoot my mouth off. It’s got the formula-story structure of your typical corp-sponsored trid drama. Several corporators stray from the true path and get into shady dealings with "unsavory elements" of society—in this case, an "evil corp" from the Tir and the Cutters gang—which lead them ever further from the path of righteousness. The corporation starts to investigate infractions in procedure, and the wise chief executive—let’s cast Nicky Sato as Loudon, why the frag not?—senses that some trusted members of the flock have gone bad. The investigation puts pressure on the malefactors—who are, as everyone knows, basically unstable, irrational, and dangerous, as befits their attempts to jack with the status quo. Pressure leads to mistakes and to back-biting and infighting. One faction within the bad guys attacks another, killing one of the central figures. The others panic, pile into their waiting getaway car and head for the hills. In their flight from the forces of light and righteousness, they lose control of the car, wrap it around a lamppost at two hundred klicks, and that’s it—fade to null and roll credits. Like I said, perfect plot structure. I wouldn’t be surprised to see NBS running something like it during the next sweeps week.
Loudon’s still looking at me. His expression is mild, but his gaze is hard as steel. "Yeah," I mutter. "These things do happen."
Loudon relaxes visibly. "The past is gone," he says, "and we’ve got the future to be concerned with. As to your career path, Larson—you were right, a citation is in order for your work in breaking the Cutters gang." He pauses significantly. So that’s the way it’s going to read in my jacket, and he wants confirmation that I’m going to play along. "And of course a promotion," he goes on magnanimously, "with concomitant rise in pay. Plus your pick of your next assignment. I think that’s only reasonable in return for the stellar police work you’ve performed." He glances at Baker, and the flak nods in confirmation—a strange show of good-cop-good-cop. "What do you say to that, Larson?" he asks.
What do I say to that? What can I say? This is life in the corporate sector, I know that now. Right and wrong aren’t the issue—it’s deniability and culpability that matter. Lynne Telestrian thought that Schrage was operating without his superiors’ knowledge or consent, but now I can see that things would have played out pretty much the same whether or not they knew. The moment the scam broke open, the Star’s executives—Loudon in the lead—only had to point at the perpetrators, all now conveniently dead, and howl in shocked outrage. Any shadowsnoop interested enough to dig for documentary evidence will find plenty—all manufactured, all bullet-proof, and all pointing to the "fact" that Schrage and the rest were working entirely on their own against the greater good of the corp and of the populace at large. End of story. Justice? Null program, priyatel. Expediency is all.
There’s only one thing I can say and still be true to the beliefs that led me into Lone Star in the first place. The beliefs that lead you to do certain things just because they should be done. The beliefs I haven’t found anywhere recently except in the shadowrunner Argent. "Frag you," I say quietly. "Frag you both."
I don’t wait for their reaction. I just turn on my heel and walk out of the office, out through the waiting room and into the elevator. I half-expect someone to follow me, to stop me from leaving. But they leave me alone, again creating around me the invisible wall. The elevator takes me down to the lobby and out onto the street, and I’m feeling so empty, my last words to Loudon still echoing around in my gut.
What do I do now? Where do I turn? I’ll think about that later.
The barriers and the Electraglides and the spectators are gone. A cold breeze chills the back of my neck, and out over Elliot Bay the rain is beginning to fall. Overhead, the leading edge of a black storm cloud covers the sun as I move into the shadows of early evening.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Her name—the one she gave me, at least—was Sharon Young. Not beautiful by any means, but attractive. A strong face, with a good, full mouth. Sharp eyes, the kind that don’t miss much, a rather striking shade of green. Long, straight black hair. And, despite what looked to me like a deep-water tan, she was a shadowrunner.
She didn’t tell me that, of course. It’s hardly something you admit to someone, not unless you trust him with your life. But the good ones don’t have to tell you—there’s something about the way they move, the way they watch everything that’s going on around them—and she was one of the good ones. She wore a loose-fitting jacket, possibly armored, that hung open, and I found myself playing the old game of "find the heat." I gave it up quickly, though: there were enough places under that jacket to stash anything from a hold-out to a chopped-down SMG. I watched her take a sip of the beer she’d just bought, saw the slight frown of distaste. That raised her one notch on the Montgomery Scale of Aesthetic Appreciation. The only thing that kept the draft at The Buffalo Jump from looking green was the unhealthy brew of preservatives, artificial colors, and flavors it contained.
She set the glass down. Time for biz, I thought. "Mr. Montgomery," she began.
"Derek," I corrected. "Or Dirk."
She inclined her head, flashed me a quick half smile. "Dirk." Then she paused again, apparently getting her thoughts in order, deciding just how much she needed to tell me, and how best to go about it.
I glanced away while she did so—a touch of courtesy that also gave me a moment to indulge my own paranoia. A quick look around the room reassured me that nobody in the bar was paying us any undue attention. It was about fifteen hundred hours—midafternoon, between the lunch crowd and the afterwork rush. When I’d arrived in Cheyenne a year ago, I’d been mildly surprised that the Sioux Nation worked on the same nine-to-seventeen schedule as Seattle. I don’t know quite what I’d expected to be different … but I had expected some differences. Now, though, I understood that cities were cities—sararimen were sararimen, whether they were Nihonese, UCASan, or Amerind.
The salad show was in full swing on the small stage, two pieces of blond jailbait, surgically modified to look like identical twins, contributing to the delinquency of a vegetable in an impressively desultory manner. Nobody seemed to care much, even the occupants of "gynecology row" down front. The soundtrack—second-tier glam rock, ten years out of date—could just as well have been white noise for all anyone seemed to care, the DAT recording so overused and abused that digital dropout made the songs virtually unrecognizable. I felt one of those momentary flashes of déjà vu. For an instant I wasn’t in The Buffalo Jump, but an almost identical place a thousand klicks away—Superdad’s, in the Redmond Barrens …
I shook off the memories, forcing them back into the black mire of my subconscious where they belonged. I wasn’t ready to think about Seattle, not yet. With an effort, I refocused my attention on Sharon Young.
By now the attractive shadowrunner had figured out how she was going to make her pitch. With elaborate slowness— obviously to ease the suspicions of a twitchy contact—she reached into a pocket and drew out two small objects, which she placed on the table before me. One was an optical memory chip in a protective casing, the other a silver certified credstick. Again she paused, as if waiting for me to make a move for the chip and certstick—a test to see if I’d breach street etiquette. I kept my hands stationary on the scarred tabletop and waited.
She smiled then, a momentary thing like the single flash of a strobe. I knew it was a test, she knew I knew, I knew she knew I knew, and all that. "I need a background check," she said quietly. "A confidential background check."
"An employment issue?"
"If you like."
"Then I assume current information is of most interest."
Again that flash of a smile, accompanied by a millimetric nod.
We understood each other. She wanted a line on someone—present whereabouts, current activities, all that kind of drek. And she didn’t want the subject to know I was doing any digging. A standard trace contract, the kind of low-risk, low-exposure backdoor stuff I’d been taking since I drifted into Cheyenne.
"You have a name, I presume."
Her green eyes were unreadable. "Then you’ll take the contract?"
Another test—she was being careful. "Contingent on reasonable disclosure," I shot back.
"You’ll have minimum exposure," she said calmly. "The subject’s out of the country at the moment."
I raised an eyebrow at that. If she knew the subject wasn’t in Cheyenne, what kind of paydata was she looking for? I tried to cover my surprise by running my forefinger lightly around the rim of my beer glass.
My left forefinger. It was a concentration exercise. I was gratified to see there was no tremble, no instability in the finger. Maybe the glitches in my cyberarm were really behind me.
"It really is a background check," she continued after a few seconds. "Any buzz you can get on current activities will be valuable, don’t get me wrong—motivation, connections, exposure … But I’m really looking for deep background—the whys and the hows, how he got to where he is."
Okay, that made more sense. She knew the subject was out of the country, but she wanted me to learn what he was doing, and presumably what led up to the trip. I nodded. "You’re the principal?" I asked, a little test of my own.
She just flashed me another grin—passed with flying colors. "The subject is Jonathan Bridge," she told me at last. "Ork. Sioux citizen. Born and raised in Cheyenne."
"Personal background?"
She tapped the datachip with a fingernail. "Standard rates," she said, with a glance at the certstick. "Half on acceptance, balance on delivery. Deadline ninety-six hours, ten percent on twenty-four, twenty on twelve." That meant a ten percent bonus for each full day by which I beat the deadline, and a twenty percent penalty for each twelve hours I was late. "Standard expenses."
"Extraordinary disbursements?"
"We’ll talk."
I nodded. As she’d said, the conditions were standard. I’d done enough of this kind of work in Cheyenne to know the going rates. Just one more thing … "Any direct exposure, and I bail," I said flatly.
Her turn to nod. "I understand," she replied … and I couldn’t shake the feeling that she really did. How much did she know about me, beyond the "brag-sheet" I’d circulated through the shadow networks?
"Contact information’s on the chip," she said, rising smoothly to her feet.
I stood too—didn’t offer my hand, just as she didn’t offer hers. "I’ll be in touch."
"I know you will," she said quietly. She turned and was gone. I waited for her to leave the bar before scooping up the chip and the certstick—etiquette, again and always. I sat once more, turning my gaze on the pseudo-twins, while using my peripheral vision to look for any response to her departure. Nothing, no "trailer" making his or her way to the exit—not that I’d expected anything. Pro is pro, and you get a sense for it … if you want to stay in this biz, you do, at least.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
I parked my Americar beside the Dumpster in an alley just off Randall Avenue, swiped my keycard through the maglock on the back door, and climbed the narrow staircase to the second floor. I approached the door to number 5 and looked for the telltales I’d put in place when I’d left. All were where they were supposed to be. Again I waved my keycard, then thumbed the secondary maglock I’d installed the day after I’d moved in (right thumb, of course). The circuitry hummed for an instant as it decided whether I was me. Then the bolt snapped back and the door swung open.
As soon as the door was shut behind me, I peeled off my duster and tossed it toward the nearest chair. Midsummer in Cheyenne is hotter than hell (but it’s a dry heat, yeah right)—much too hot to warrant anything more than shirtsleeves, let alone an armored coat. But I’d rather be slick with sweat than drenched with blood; call it a character flaw. Since I’d left Seattle, I’d made it a point—bordering on an obsession—never to leave my doss without at least some armor between me and any high-velocity ordnance that might be directed my way.
I crossed to my "office"—a small desk wedged into one corner of the tiny, two-room apartment—and slumped down in a swivel chair that was probably older than I was. I flipped my telecom out of standby mode, and waited while the drek-kicked flatpanel got the idea.
Finally the ancient system came grudgingly online. I slotted the certstick Sharon Young had given me and checked the balance—more from a sense of completeness than because I expected any jiggery-pokery; there’s no percentage in stiffing someone on an advance. The numbers came up just the way I’d expected them to: 4,000 nuyen in certified funds. I hit a couple of keys, and my telecom happily transferred the cred from the stick’s microchip to my account in the Cheyenne Interface Bank. That made my account … well, pretty close to 4,000 nuyen, if you wanted to be picky about it. Of that, I earmarked 800¥ for rent, to be siphoned out of my account whenever my landlord got around to it. (I’d already made the mistake of bouncing one transaction off him. Big mistake. My landlord was a big, bad, bald ork with a sunburned pate, creased as though someone had wrinkled it up and then tried to flatten it out again. Everyone called him "Mother" and left it at that—probably because anyone who tried to go any further was too busy spitting teeth to fmish.)
Banking duties finished, I pressed the keys to display my mail. One message in my default mailbox, the one I use for biz. I thought I knew what that one would be, particularly when I saw that the Matrix code was Cheyenne. Two messages in my private inbox. Since only three people have the passcode, it wasn’t tough to guess about those either.
Business before pleasure, unfortunately. Another couple of keystrokes, and the biz message flashed up on the screen. I recognized the digitized image at once. Jenny was her name, troll and proud of it, Amerind and even prouder of that. She wasn’t quite a fixer, but she did occasionally broker "consulting" contracts for people she liked. For some reason I had yet to fully understand, she really liked me.
I kicked the replay up to double speed, and let my mind drift while Jenny yammered through her message. I knew what it was about, a contract she’d tossed my way a week back as a favor, to help me make my rent. Everything had come out the way the contractor wanted, and Jenny was gushing with overspeed praise. I slipped the replay back to standard speed when it seemed that Jenny was winding down.
"… And if you want to talk about it some more, why don’t you come visit some time?" she was saying, with a bedroom smile that would frighten small children. "Our friends will be putting the credit transfer through tomorrow." Her smile grew broader until I thought she’d swallow her ears. "Catch ya later, Bernard." And the screen went blank.
I couldn’t help but chuckle. "Bernard." I don’t know where it had come from, but the term had swept its way through the shadow underground of the Sioux Nation over the last couple of weeks, a kind of trendy substitute for "chummer" or the Japanese "omae." So far it wasn’t in common parlance—not yet—but the local shadowrunners and wannabes had cottoned onto it as a kind of lodge recognition signal.
Shadowrunner. It was to laugh. Jenny would drek her drawers if she ever met a real shadowrunner. (Christ, I almost did my first time.) The kind of biz she brokered might be considered "shadow contracts" if you really stretched the definition of the term, solely because they were mildly illegal, or perhaps extra-legal. All of them were a far cry from the media-fed vision of balls-to-the-wall shadowrunners, tweaking the noses of the megacops while dodging a fusillade of bullets. Been there; done that; too rough; pave it.
Let me tell you about the "run" I’d just completed for Jenny. There was a midrent co-op apartment block on the edge of Cheyenne’s downtown core—the Avalon—that had been having problems with chip dealers running their business out of one of the penthouses. Activity all round the clock, disreputable types coming and going, chipheads in the lobby, and all that drek. The renters’ council had tried to evict the suspected chipmeisters … and had been told, in no uncertain terms, that if they filed the necessary papers, their knees, elbows, and other body parts would come into conflict with blunt objects in the hands of hired bone-breakers. The cops couldn’t move against the dealers because there was simply no proof. The residents knew what was going on, but they couldn’t bridge the gulf between knowing and proving.
Enter Dirk Montgomery, stage left, riding a white charger. My contract—my "shadowrun," if you will—was to roust the chipmeisters and get them out of the building. No constraints on how I was to go about it, no questions asked, results being the only things that mattered.
Jenny, I think, expected me to confront the chipmeisters directly, possibly over the iron sights of a big fragging gun. (God knows where she’d built up her exaggerated, romanticized image of me …) In the old days, maybe she’d have been right; maybe I would have taken the direct route. But things have changed. These days, I prefer "social engineering" to hanging my hoop out in the wind.
So how did I handle the chipmeisters? Simple. I staked out the apartment building and identified the dealers’ major clients—secondary distributors, mainly, rather than the guttertrash users. Once I had lines on most of them, I sent each one a personal message by registered e-mail, politely informing them that I had reason to suspect that the person they were visiting so regularly at The Avalon was involved in the illegal chip trade—all "for their own good," of course. The kicker was that I CC’d each letter to the Cheyenne vice department!
The upshot? The secondary distributors stopped visiting, and within a couple of days the chipmeisters had moved on. "Shadowrun" complete, zero exposure—just the way I liked it these days.
What? No gunplay? No hashing it out with corp sec-guards? No exchanging friendly volleys of small-arms fire with Lone Star troopers?
Well … no. By choice. You could say I’m getting old, slowing down. I’d say I’m getting smart, wising up. There’s a lot to be said for subtlety.
I’d never had any desire to prove I was the baddest, steel-hooped motherfragger ever to walk the streets. Not only did an acquaintance of mine—maybe a friend, depending on your definition—have a lock on the title, in my biased opinion, but experience told me too many people got themselves rather dead trying to go that route. Better a live rat than a dead juggernaut, I’d always figured.
And anyway, you needed edge to get out there on the street. Juice, jam, fire, whatever you wanted to call it. You had to have the moves and the instincts… and when the drek came down, you had to trust those instincts. Did I still have the instincts? Over the last year, I hadn’t trusted them enough to find out. And, out there in the shadows, that would have made me a walking target.
All right, granted: there was the sheer adrenaline rush of putting your ass on the line, the transcendent joy you couldn’t get any other way without feeding BTL signals into your forebrain. But everything came with a cost, and I always had a reminder of that to hand—my left hand.
So let Jenny think what she wanted; let her play her shadowrunner games. Let her pretend that she was operating on the periphery of the shadow "major league." Everyone to her own illusions and delusions. I’d played in that major league once—just once, just one night—and I knew I didn’t have what it took to survive a second exposure.
I felt the rush of memories, but I headed them off at the mental pass. That was then, this was now—to (mis)quote Gautama … or was it Michael Nesmith? I deleted Jenny’s congratulations, and brought up the messages from my personal mailbox.
I didn’t recognize the originator address of the first message, but when the image came up on the screen, I knew it had to be a guest account on a remote system somewhere. A shock of dirty-blond hair, cut short and subtly spiked. Slender, slightly elongated face—attractive rather than classically beautiful. Brown eyes in a pale, slightly freckled complexion.
"Hoi, bro," my sister Theresa said.
I flicked a key to freeze the playback while I scrutinized her image. There were dark circles under her eyes. Those eyes had once seemed to flash with the sheer joy of being alive. Now they reminded me of documentary footage I’d seen of soldiers shipped back from the insanity of the EuroWars. Her cheeks were slightly hollow, and I guessed that she was still almost ten kilos undermass.
But there were also noticeable improvements. Her eyes were still shell-shocked, but at least they didn’t look quite so wounded. Her lips were quirked in a tentative half smile—a long way from the old days, when her smile would have brightened up the whole of my dark, dingy doss, but still a vast improvement from just a few months ago. The pain was still there—the pain that had prompted the choices that, in turn, had directed the course of her life. And the pain that those choices had caused her. That pain would probably always be there, I realized sadly. But there was a major change for the better. Now she felt pain; before, she had been pain … and there’s one frag of a big difference. These days, I could look into her eyes without wincing.
She was bouncing back—finally I could perceive it, and trust that perception. It had taken almost four years—eighteen solid months of detox, analysis, psycho-rehab, chemo- and electro-therapy, followed by twenty-eight months learning how to relate to the real world again. But it was finally starting to pay off. I shook my head. It was absolutely staggering what the human body—and, more important, the human mind—could endure without collapsing.
I backed up the replay a couple of seconds and keyed Play.
"Hoi, bro," my sister Theresa said. "Greetings from the Front Range Free Zone. Sorry I missed you, but I’ll try again in a couple of days.
"Denver’s a wiz place, even more schizo than Seattle, if you can believe it. Have you ever made it down here? I can’t remember.
"Anyway, next stop’s San Fran, I think, if I can get the datawork cleared. Then maybe I’ll swing back through Cheyenne and you can take me out for dinner."
Her tentative smile broadened, and for a moment I could see the old Theresa Montgomery. My mind filled with echoes of sudden enthusiasms and innocent laughter. "I’m still having a blast out here, bro," she continued. "It’s a big, wonderful world. Oh, and in case you’re wondering …" With a slender hand, she brushed back a blond bang to display her datajack. The jackstopper plug was still firmly in place, the polymer seal unbroken and showing the logo of the detox hospital.
"Still clean," she boasted. "Forty-plus months and counting.
"Catcha ya, Derek." Her image reached toward the screen to break the connection.
Again I paused the playback. I reached out with my left hand, and touched my sister’s face—synthetic flesh touching synthesized image.
She was making it, she was really making that long trek back. When the therapists at the medical center had told me she’d been talking about taking a wanderjahr—a protracted traveling vacation—I’d been drek-scared. She was too vulnerable, I’d worried, not yet far enough from the precipice of drugs and chips (and worse!) that had almost claimed her. She wouldn’t have the strength to resist the thousands of temptations that the real world represented.
They’d known what they were doing, those therapists—I had to admit that now. They’d known what my reaction would be to the news. Instead of letting me have it out with my sister, instead of letting me browbeat her into abandoning the plan, they hadn’t even let me speak to her until I’d undergone a little therapy of my own. I hadn’t been an easy subject, but I’d eventually come to understand. I couldn’t have stopped Theresa from going on her wanderjahr, if that was what she wanted. Sure, it represented a risk—the therapists and detox doctors recognized that. But the damage to her self-esteem if I, or they, had forbidden her to follow her own truth would have been much more devastating, and absolutely certain. It had been a hard sell, but I’d finally accepted that this was the final therapy for Theresa: final confirmation that she had control over her own life, and her own direction.
It had been a gamble, but the wager was won. Forty-some months clean and sober. Coming up on four years of experiencing the world as it was, without the anodyne of simsense, BTL, or 2XS. My sister was on her way back from the brink.
And I couldn’t put off viewing the second message any longer. I cleared Theresa’s image from the screen and pulled up the other entry in my inbox.
Another woman’s face, almost as familiar as my sister’s. Short, straight, coppery hair. Gray eyes. Class and refinement by the bucketload. Jocasta Yzerman, sister to the dead Lolita Yzerman—I’d known her as Lolly—and a major player in the … the events … that had precipitated my relocation to Cheyenne. Beautiful Jocasta. There was a pain in the middle of my chest that I wished I could write off as indigestion.
Sometimes you want to experience emotional pain in all its fullness; other times you want it over with as fast as humanly possible. I flipped the telecom into double-speed playback.
Even overspeed, her voice was the perfectly modulated velvet of a trained professional. (I wondered momentarily if she still had her trid show on Seattle’s KCPS?) I blotted out the words she was speaking—not difficult; the message wasn’t anything but a verbal postcard, "long time, how’s it rolling," that sort of thing—and I concentrated on that voice. I remembered the first time I’d met her those four years ago, wound up as tight as the string of a compound bow in her tailored smoke gray leathers, a tall and slender figure with a pistol aimed steadily between my eyes …
The message played out, ending with the usual empty benedictions and wishes for my good health, and Jocasta was gone. I stared at the blank telecom screen for a long moment. She’d weathered the storm incredibly well, had Ms. Jocasta Yzerman—no, Mrs. Jocasta Brock, wasn’t it, these days? No physical scars, and if there were any emotional ones she kept them well hidden. Was she really that strong, that resilient? Or had she learned something from me during our brief time together—the skill of lying to herself, of totally suppressing emotional pain—ironically, at the same time that I was un-learning the same thing? What were her dreams like, in those lonely hours of the night when one’s defenses are at low ebb? I supposed I’d never know, not now.
For a few moments I considered sending her a reply— right now, spontaneously, without mentally scripting it all out beforehand. It didn’t take me long to flag that as a bad idea. Not now, when I was emotionally open and vulnerable after thinking about Theresa. Hell, I might go so far as to actually talk about what I was really feeling, and who knew where that might lead … ?
My left arm started to hum softly. I hated when it did that, dropping into some kind of self-diagnostic routine when its central processor figured it had the time. (The spirits alone knew what it did while I was asleep at night.) The sound was very soft, probably inaudible from two meters away, but I always reacted to it the way I would to an alarm clock going off next to my ear. I clenched my left fist strongly a couple of times, and the whirring sound shut itself off.
Silently, I gave thanks to the fine people at Wiremaster Incorporated. That whirring sound from my arm—they might call it a diagnostic routine; I called it a wake-up call, a reminder that I was living in the real world. I sighed.
Well, since I had the telecom all powered up, I might as well get some work done. I pulled out the datachip Sharon Young had given me in The Buffalo Jump, slipped it into the telecom’s socket, and pulled up the data.
Lots of data, I realized, as it scrolled rapidly off the top of the screen. I cut off the flow of text, specified a more reasonable scroll rate, and repunched the display command.
Jonathan Bridge, this is your life. Almost instantly, I got a better understanding of just why Sharon Young was hiring me. She had a lot of background info here—date of birth, family history, Sioux passport number, partial match of his SIN, even summaries of his transcripts from elementary school. Spot checks of his financial picture, dating back more than ten years—almost a third of the slag’s life. The full trip. Obviously, somebody had seriously had their way with the poor, trusting computer in the Sioux’s central citizenship registry. I scanned the data again. Pro work, no doubt about it. Working for a solid week, popping wake-ups like candy, I might—barely, if the Great Spirits of data processing smiled down on me—be able to rape the system for this kind of personal data.
But that’s all it was, just data. Numbers, facts, bits and bytes. You’d think that people would understand it, in this computer-driven world of ours, but not many do. Data isn’t information; data is facts. Information resides in the interconnections, the interrelations between facts. Like, putting together the fact that water boils at 100 degrees Celsius, and the fact that sodium melts at 98 degrees, to extract the information that sodium isn’t a good material for making teakettles.
What Young wanted from me, obviously, was to take the facts that some other researcher—much better at the brute-level stuff than me—had generated, and turn them into some overall sense of friend Jonathan Bridge. That involved sorting through the reams of facts on the datachip, looking for correlations—in time, in space, and in many other more theoretical "axes" (like "financial solvency")—and contradictions. In other words, the interconnections between the numbers. Take an example: Mr. Bridge was flat busted in June 2050, left Cheyenne, and returned in August to pay off a rather large bank loan with a single credit transfer. Conclusion? His business trip out of town had obviously paid off big-time. That sort of thing.
Back in the Bad Old Days, I’d have had to do most of the grunt work myself … or, if I wanted to stay true to the hardboiled-gumshoe archetype, hire a leggy brunette with a sharp tongue and soft heart to do it for me. Today, smartframes and search demons can get the job done faster than any brash-talking secretary, making up in efficiency what they lack in sex appeal. A change for the better? You tell me.
 
I sat back and stretched. My shoulders were knotted, and a throbbing headache had taken up residence in my left eye. I pushed my chair back from the telecom and checked my finger-watch.
Twenty-three hundred hours, give or take. That meant I’d put in about four solid hours on the machine, whipping up the smartframes and search routines I’d soon be letting loose on Jonathan Bridge. I shook my head—stopped when the headache made its displeasure known.
I wondered what my father would think if he could see the use to which I was putting my aborted university education? Nothing good, I was sure. I sighed. A lot had changed since I’d bailed out of the computer science program at U-Dub—the state of the art waits for no man—but at least I understood some of the basics, a thorough enough grounding on which I could build.
And build I had since I’d left Seattle. I was no "slicer"— one of those bleeding-edge console cowboys who shave black ice for the pure quivering thrill of it—but I’d turned myself into a pretty fair code-jockey. I didn’t chase down data as such; let the slicers beat their neurons against corporate glaciers if that was their idea of fun. In contrast, though, I was starting to build a reasonable rep for turning the raw paydata that others collected into usable information. I’d learned just what kind of resources were available out there on the Matrix—open to all comers, or with minimal security—and just how to make best use of them. It was just another extension of the rule by which I’d been living my life since arriving in Cheyenne: No Exposure.
A lot of the learning had been on my own, downloading texts, digital magazines, and even academic papers from the Matrix. When hypertext hadn’t been enough, I’d sought out a couple of the éminences grises of Cheyenne’s "virtual tribes"—aging deckers who didn’t have the reflexes to shave ice anymore, but who kept up with the theory because it was all that was left for them. I guess some of my "professors" had seen some potential in me for the trade, because they’d tried to pressure me into going under the laser for a datajack. Okay, granted, I could see their point: Even for the kind of code-slinging I was doing tonight, a datajack would have made the job so much quicker. Fingers on a keyboard are no match for direct neural connections.
I couldn’t do it, though. It wasn’t weak-kneed queasiness over surgery, which I’m sure was their interpretation. My reservations were far more concrete, though I couldn’t tell anyone about them: I simply didn’t trust myself enough. Even though I’d tried to keep myself isolated from that facet of the shadows, I’d learned early on that some Cheyenne chipmeisters were dealing in 2XS chips. A source of 2XS, plus a direct feed into my brain? I’ve always prided myself on strong will, chummer, but I’m not that strong …
Again I shook my head, and to hell with the headache.
This seemed to be my evening for morbid thoughts. I scanned my code creation one last time, pointed it toward the greater Matrix, and keyed in the electronic equivalent of "Fetch!"
And that was the first part of my contract for Sharon Young, complete. There wasn’t much for me to do until my smartframe—mentally I’d dubbed it Naomi, for various personal reasons—returned with the correlations it had generated. That would be maybe an hour, I figured—which would probably sound ridiculous to nonprogrammers: spend four hours writing a program that runs for one hour, and that I’ll never use again. Normally I’d agree; I’ve always considered any meal that takes longer to prepare than it does to eat to be a bad allocation of resources. This time, though, it was the only route that made sense. Doing the same sort of search manually would have taken several times the five hours—four coding, one waiting—I was investing in the smartframe. Don’t work harder, as one of my old U-Dub profs had screamed at me, work smarter.
Good advice. I went to bed.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Goddamn it, it was The Dream again—"lucid dreaming," I think that’s the right term, where you actually know you’re dreaming, but still can’t do squat about it.
I thought I’d finally left The Dream behind me; I thought I’d finally moved on enough that my subconscious didn’t feel the need to dredge up old fears and pains anymore. Fat chance. Granted, The Dream had become much less frequent than it had been in the Bad Old Days. During the first few months after I’d gotten my cyberarm, The Dream was a regular visitor to my nighttime landscape. Every fragging night, it came back like a ghost to haunt me.
Maybe it would have been easier to deal with if it had always been the same—if repetition had numbed my responses—but it wasn’t. The overall flow was the same every night, the general shape of events. The details changed, though—largely superficial things, like the order in which people were killed, or exactly when certain events occurred—so that I never knew what to expect.
Over time, as the level of chronic stress in my system started to fade, The Dream grew less and less frequent: once every three nights, once a week, a couple times a month … Then even longer periods between incidents. Tonight, it had been nearly three months since The Dream had put in an appearance, and I’d started to hope that my shattered psyche had finally healed itself. Like I said, fat chance.
The setting was just as it always was: the secret lab complex underneath building E of Yamatetsu’s Integrated Systems Products facility in Fort Lewis. Hawk had driven off the two hellhounds guarding the site, Toshi had dealt with the maglock on the main door, and Rodney was beside me as we made our slow way along the wide, helical rampway leading down into the bowels of the facility. The sadness was a dull ache in my chest and throat as I looked at the silent figures moving through the dreamscape. Dead, all of them: Hawk the shaman, Toshi the samurai, Rodney Greybriar the mage … Dead because I’d dragged them into something I didn’t understand, something that was way too big for me. I’d hired "irregular assets," I’d become the Johnson to a team of shadowrunners. I’d thought I had it all chipped, I thought I knew what we’d be up against. My overconfidence cost me my left arm, but it cost Hawk, Toshi, and Rodney much more.
Silent as the ghosts they were, the figures around me descended the spiral ramp. I could smell that strange, vaguely biological smell—something like yeast, but not quite—that would become so familiar later. We moved on through the soft, sourceless light—about the intensity of dusk, but redder than sunlight.
I knew what was waiting for us at the bottom of the ramp, I knew it … That was what made The Dream into a nightmare. I knew, but I couldn’t tell anyone of my knowledge. Hawk, Toshi, and Greybriar had agreed to join me on this job, thinking they’d find a connection between Yamatetsu’s Integrated Systems Products division and the new dreamchip scourge on the street, 2XS. At worst, they expected to face corporate sec-guards and sarariman chipmeisters. I knew better.
We reached the bottom of the ramp, saw before us the door that I knew had to be there. I knew all too well what we’d find on the other side of that door, and I couldn’t face it again. I tried to speak, to warn Hawk and the others away, but I couldn’t force the words out. As Toshi started to hotwire the maglock, all I could do was turn away.
I couldn’t go through it again. Even after all this time—even after seeing my sister, Theresa, alive, clean and sober—I couldn’t face it. It would rip me apart, tear open all the emotional wounds that had almost healed in my psyche. I couldn’t look into that curved-walled room and see Theresa lying there, a sickly yellow umbilicus connecting her comatose body with the wall of the chamber …
The Dream hit me with a jump cut, and with no sense of transition I found myself walking point along the familiar curving tunnel that would lead Toshi and the others to their deaths. Again, no matter how I tried, I couldn’t croak out a warning. And, even worse, I couldn’t control my own body. I knew what was waiting for me around one of these corners, but like a passenger in my own skull, I couldn’t stop myself from walking on. I felt my hands cradling my Remington Roomsweeper almost as if it were a baby. A lot of good it would do me.
Around the corner we went, and there she was as I knew she would be: the Wasp spirit Queen. The insect spirit summoned by the insane shaman, Adrian Skyhill. She lay there in the darkness ahead of us, a massive, distorted shape the unclean white of a maggot. Her huge lower body was segmented, her upper body the emaciated torso of the human woman she’d once been. Her long blond hair was missing in patches; her skin was bloated and blistered. Thin lips drew back from yellowed teeth in what could almost have been a smile.
I tried to throw myself aside as the magical bolt arced from her hand, but I was too late as I always was. The blue—white fire lashed over the left side of my body, engulfing my arm, and I screamed. Even in The Dream, the pain was overwhelming, all-encompassing. I collapsed to the soft, yeast-smelling ground, as Hawk and the others rushed at the Queen, weapons spitting.
Hawk was the first to go this time, turned into a flaming, twitching firebrand. Then Toshi, transfixed by a torrent of fire, and dancing in death like a dervish. I heard a scream from behind me, a shrill, piercing shriek that went on and on …
And suddenly I was awake, my pulse pounding an insane tattoo in my ears, my chest laboring like a bellows. My body tingled, from the tips of my toes to the crown of my head, as though someone had tried using me as a resistor in a low-voltage electric circuit. I rolled my eyes wildly for a moment as reality reassembled itself around me.
Yes. I was lying on the bed in my Randall Avenue doss, staring at the shifting patterns that the lights of passing cars painted across my ceiling. I was still fully dressed, and my clothes were wringing wet with chill sweat. Very comfortable indeed. I tried to slow my breathing as I let comforting normality seep into my body and flush out the fear poisons.
It took me a moment to realize that the high-pitched shriek was still in my ears, as if the scream had followed me out of sleep. I blinked and shook my head, and—almost like a digital sound effect—the sound morphed from a semihuman squeal into a more familiar electronic tone. With a muffled curse, I swung into a sitting position and glared at my telecom.
An incoming call, that’s all it was. The alert tone had penetrated my sleep, and my unconscious had gleefully taken it and woven it into the fabric of my dream. Just what I needed.
The tone cut off as the telecom software decided I wasn’t going to pick up the call myself, and went into auto-answer mode. According to the data display in the corner of the screen, the call was directed to my default, rather than my private, mailbox, so I had little incentive to shake myself out of the rack to answer it in-the-meat. While the ancient telecom was chugging through the initial handshaking, I checked my finger-watch. Nigh on oh-three-thirty. Looked like I’d overslept on my intended one-hour nap. Idly, I wondered if Naomi the smartframe had made it back with the correlations already, or whether she’d been waylaid by some electronic diversions along her path.
The telecom screen blinked and an image appeared … and my thoughts were suddenly anything but idle. I recognized the face at once. A middle-aged man: a strong face, a commanding, aquiline nose, and cold eyes. His hair was still cut short, subtly spiked, showing the chrome-lipped datajack in his right temple. When I’d last seen him, that hair had been salt-and-pepper, with the pepper predominant. Now it was almost pure gray-white, with only a few streaks of black left near the crown. His face looked older than it had only four years ago, too—a good decade older. The skin looked sallow and slightly loose, and there were dark bags under his eyes. I remembered the last time we’d spoken. He’d been working his guts out on an Ultra-Gym machine, running the computerized system at a setting of eighteen on a scale of twenty. Yet he’d still been able to carry on a conversation without gasping or yarfing up his lunch. Would he be able to handle even level one these days? I doubted it.
Jacques Barnard, his name was. When I’d last done business with him—if that’s the right phrase—he’d been a senior vice president of Yamatetsu Corporation, in charge of the megacorp’s Seattle operations. If my bookie would lay odds on that kind of thing, I’d have considered him a sure bet for senior management, the ultimate corporate warrior, undeterred by the obstacles in his way.
Now? I’d have tried to buy back that hypothetical bet. He looked like an old man, did Mr. Barnard, worn and ravaged.
Not by time, so much, as by knowledge. The eyes that burned out of my telecom screen looked like those of a man who’d learned things he simply didn’t want to know. (And the fact of the matter was, I thought I could make a damn good guess as to what some of those "things" were …)
"Mr. Montgomery, good day." Barnard’s voice hadn’t lost any of its resonance or its somewhat daunting self-confidence. "Or perhaps ‘good evening’ is more appropriate. It’s unfortunate that I missed you, but"—he shrugged with a wry smile-"I don’t imagine our daily schedules follow the same lines.
"I have some matters I wish to discuss with you, Mr. Montgomery," Barnard went on smoothly. "I assure you that the discussion will be mutually beneficial.
"I’m appending a secure switching code—a ‘cold relay,’ I think is the current term on the streets." A Receive icon blinked in the corner of the screen, and the telecom chuckled softly to itself as it stored a digital data string in its nonvolatile memory. "Please contact me as soon as practical," Barnard concluded. "I look forward to the chance of talking with you again." With a faint musical bink, the call terminated.
I don’t know how long I stared at the blank screen. When I finally shook myself out of my self-absorbed funk, my eyes were so dry they felt gritty.
It’s funny how things work out … or it might be funny, if those things don’t involve you personally. From my side, I failed to see the humor. That faint musical tone had signified more than the end of Barnard’s call, hadn’t it? It had also sounded the death knell of the life I’d been living. One simple bink, and everything changes.
I shook my head and sighed. What were the odds of The Dream and Barnard’s call coming together like that? Quite a coincidence.
Of course, some people wouldn’t see it that way. That friend of Jocasta Yzerman’s, for example, the one she’d taught with back in the sprawl. What was his name? Harold Move-in-Shadows, or something like that. Old Harold, he’d have told me in that sententious way of his that there’s no such thing as coincidence, and that everything happens because it’s the will of the Great Spirits. Yeah, right. If that’s the case, then the Great Spirits have a pretty fragging twisted sense of humor.
The call … I sighed again, a deep, heartfelt sound. It had to happen—I’d known that from the outset. When things had gone to hell in a handcart that night underneath Fort Lewis—when Hawk and Rodney and the others had been slaughtered—it was Jacques Barnard’s cred that had put things back together again. He’d paid off the "Wrecking Crew"—the shadow team I’d hired—including death bonuses for Toshi and Hawk. He’d arranged for me to "die," at least as far as the people at Lone Star who might want to track me down were concerned. And, most important, he’d paid for the cybernetic replacement of the arm that the Queen spirit had burned away.
He’d never even discussed the matter with me. When I’d woken up in the hospital—an exorbitantly expensive private room, again courtesy of Mr. Barnard—it had all been handled. He’d never put any strings on the payments, never demanded any concessions from me.
He hadn’t needed to, of course. We both knew the way things work. Corps and corporators don’t give gifts; they make investments. Barnard had invested in me, and we both understood that some time down the road he’d come looking for a return on that investment. Over the intervening four years, he’d never mentioned the matter; hell, I’d never had anything to do with Yamatetsu during that time, and that was just the way I liked it. But again, he hadn’t needed to mention it, or remind me. Megacorporations the world over have integrated a lot of ideas from the old Japanese world-view. When someone is in your debt, it’s his responsibility to remember the fact, not yours to remind him.
So now it was time to call in the marker. That’s what the call meant. I owed him for my arm, and my livelihood—frag, for my life, if you got right down to it—and he was going to collect.
Dully, I walked over to the telecom and idly pressed a few keys. The smartframe had made it back, filling temporary files with a couple of megapulses of data on Jonathan Bridge. Those files probably contained what I needed to discharge my contract with Sharon Young, and net myself some much-needed cred.
Yet I couldn’t work up the enthusiasm to open them. What did it matter anyway? I couldn’t guess what Barnard would want from me. Similarly, though, I couldn’t imagine that paying off my debt would leave my life unaffected.
I didn’t call Barnard back right away.
I couldn’t drag it out too long, though. He’d tracked down my LTG number in Cheyenne, so it was a safe bet he knew I was in town. If I didn’t return his call within some reasonable span of time, he might start wondering whether I’d forgotten my obligation or—worse—that I was considering shirking it. How would a high muckamuck corporator like Barnard respond to that kind of irresponsibility on my part? I remembered the two business-suited knee-breakers who’d escorted me to Barnard’s enclave in Madison Park four years ago, and I had no desire to meet them again on less genteel terms.
Still, I pushed it as long as I figured was politically wise … and then a bit longer. After all, up until the moment I actually placed that call, I could still lie to myself that I was a
free agent.
I spent some of my time running a quick research scan on Jacques Barnard (know thine enemies in case your friends turn out to be a bunch of bastards, and all that). I’d assumed that Barnard was still part of Yamatetsu’s Seattle operations—the fact that the "cold relay" number he’d given me was a local node just reinforced the idea—but that turned out to be off the beam. Y-Seattle was now the purview of some slitch by the name of Mary Luce, while Barnard had been bumped upstairs to become executive vice president of Yamatetsu North America. With the promotion had come a transfer to the bright heart of the Yamatetsu world—the city of Kyoto, in Nihon.
So Jacques Barnard had shaken the mud and grime of the sprawl from his thousand-nuyen shoes, had he? What would that mean for me?
Putting off the inevitable is a mug’s game. Finally I bit the bullet, and placed the call: seventeen hundred hours my time, oh-nine-hundred in Kyoto. I watched the icons flicker and flash along the bottom of the screen as my telecom dialed the LTG number Barnard had given me, and made the connection. My system synched up and shook hands with the Seattle node, then the call was suspended—put on hold, basically—by the remote station. I watched as my screen echoed a call to Denver… and was put on hold again. The process happened three more times—when Barnard said a relay was cold, I decided, he meant you could use it for cryogenic research—before I finally saw the standard Ringing symbol blink.
I frowned as the telecom waited for an answer. What the frag was I going to get pulled into, here? If Barnard figured he needed a five-node relay to talk to me, I had the nasty feeling that we wouldn’t be chatting about the weather …
The telecom whined for an instant, then an image of Barnard himself filled the screen. He was sitting at a desk, as I’d expected, but not in an office. Or, at least, not an office like any I’d ever seen before. The background was slightly out of focus, but I could still make out white marble walls, broad windows, and an open door leading out under a portico, and beyond into an ornamental garden. Life-sized, classical-style statues stood in uncomfortable-looking poses among the flowering shrubs.
Barnard looked up from what he was doing—something that was outside his telecom’s field of view—and smiled when he saw my face. "Mr. Montgomery." There was real warmth—or an impressive simulation of it, at least—in his voice. "I’m glad I was able to reach you."
It was funny, but in that instant, I was glad, too. I hadn’t known it until now, but this moment had been haunting me for four years. Just as you can get so used to pain like a toothache that you forget it’s there, I’d become accustomed to the chronic, low-grade stress of wondering when the call would come, when the other shoe would drop. But that didn’t mean the stress hadn’t been there, hadn’t been real. Now, as Barnard smiled at me out of the screen, I felt a strange, twisty sensation in my gut … and I realized, with a shock, that it was four years’ worth of tension finally being relieved.
"Mr. Barnard," I said noncommittally. "Long time."
His smile—more genuine than I’d have given his acting ability credit for—grew broader, and he leaned back in his chair. His telecom’s video pickup adjusted focus, and I got a better view of the statues beyond the portico. "How are you enjoying the sunshine in Cheyenne, Mr. Montgomery?" he asked lightly. "A pleasant change from Seattle, I would imagine "
I shook my head, momentarily dumbstruck. He was talking about the fragging weather. With an effort, I brought my thoughts back under control. "A change is as good as a rest, that’s what they say, at least." I glanced away from his face to the view behind him. "Wouldn’t you agree?"
He chuckled. "There are some significant … perquisites … to corporate rank," he admitted. "I do rather like Kyoto. Have you ever visited the city?"
"Never had the time."
"Unfortunate." He pursed his lips momentarily. "But you do like to travel, I trust?"
"Only if I get to keep any frequent-flier points they give me," I said dryly. "Look, Mr. Barnard, despite appearances, I’m assuming that this isn’t a social call."
He blinked, and his expression changed. For an instant, I could have almost believed that there was disappointment in his eyes. It was gone in a microsecond, and his face became the cool mask of the seasoned negotiator. "As you wish, Mr. Montgomery." He paused, as if to order his thoughts. "As you might have guessed, there is a … a matter, one might say … on which you can help me. Do you have a passport? Not in your own name, of course"—he chuckled softly—"considering that Derek Montgomery officially died in twenty fifty-two. But one that will pass muster?"
I nodded.
"Good. Then I have a request for you. I have a message that I need delivered to a … a colleague of mine. I would like you to deliver it for me, Mr. Montgomery."
I snorted. "You want me to be a delivery boy?"
"I wouldn’t put it quite like that," Barnard hedged.
"But it’s accurate."
He shrugged. "If you wish."
"Why can’t you do it electronically?" I asked. "Or virtually, over the Matrix?"
Barnard’s dark eyes hardened, and I felt my internal temperature drop a couple of degrees. "I have my reasons, I assure you," he said coldly. But then his mien softened an iota. "Personal contact is required in this situation, Mr. Montgomery. Circumstances are such that nothing else would be acceptable."
He was trying to win me over by being reasonable, by actually explaining—to some degree, at least. But I wasn’t going to get sucked in that easily. "So why not send one of your flunkies from Kyoto?" I shot back. "There’s got to be hundreds of keeners just dying to"—to
kiss hoop, is what I started to say, but at the last moment I reconsidered—"to do the executive veep a personal favor. Neh?"
Barnard frowned. "Perhaps. But that would be … inappropriate … in this case."
"Why?"
"Because the contact must be untraceable, Mr. Montgomery. I need a deniable asset."
"You mean an expendable asset, don’t you?"
Barnard sighed in mild frustration. "Not in this case, Mr. Montgomery." He gave a wry half smile. "Under other circumstances"—he shrugged—"who knows? But not in this case, I assure you."
"Why not?" I asked sarcastically. "You’d hang someone else out to dry, but not me. Because of my winning personality, no doubt?" I snorted again. "Look, Mr. Barnard, I’m willing to go along with you because I owe you for the arm, and I’d rather pay off my marker than be hunted down by Yamatetsu hard-men. But please don’t insult what I like to consider my intelligence, so ka?"
For a moment I thought I’d gone that one step too far. For nearly ten seconds Barnard just stared at me out of the screen, his eyes like targeting lasers. Then he leaned forward, and again the vid pickup adjusted, putting the statues out of focus. "Listen," he said, "I’ll tell you this once, and only because I want you to understand. I’m not calling in a marker, Mr. Montgomery. You’ve already paid back for the arm, and more." He smiled faintly and gestured around him. "Do you think I’d be sitting in this office if Adrian Skyhill was still undercutting me with the Board of Directors at every turn?" The smile faded, and for a moment the executive looked even older than he had before. "And there’s more to the debt, of course, but I’d rather not discuss it, even via a cold relay."
I nodded slowly. He meant the insect spirits, of course.
"The way I view the matter, Mr. Montgomery," Barnard continued smoothly, "Yamatetsu owes you for your services." He spread his hands in a disarming gesture. "This is part of the payback. I understand you need the work, and the credit."
I forced a laugh. "Mr. Barnard, you’d better give your information conduits a swift kick. I’ve got contracts out the hoop; I don’t have the time to be your glorified messenger boy and—"
His voice was no louder, but the edge to it cut me off as short as a gunshot. "No, Mr. Montgomery, you haven’t got contracts, as you say, ‘out the hoop.’ The one matter you have to concern you at the moment—since you so smoothly discharged the matter with The Avalon for one Jennifer Arnequist—is a minor contract with Sharon Young." He smiled—he was enjoying this, the slot. "And, as a matter of fact, the business for which Ms. Young has contracted you is directly connected with my request, so there’s not even any conflict there."
I sighed. Corporators. I should have known better than to try and run a bluff. I raised my hands in mock surrender. "Okay, okay, you’ve got me."
Barnard paused. Then he said quietly, "You know, I would rather you take this matter on voluntarily."
"Why?"
He paused again—longer, this time. "Do you want the truth, Mr. Montgomery?"
"If it wouldn’t strain you too much."
His expression changed. Not quite a smile, but something very close. "Because I respect you, Mr. Montgomery. And further, I like you."
He waited, as if he expected me to come back with some hard-hooped rejoinder. I always like being unpredictable, so I kept my trap zipped. Eventually, he smiled, his "business" smile again. "You know, Mr. Montgomery, you haven’t asked the major question yet."
He was enjoying this. "Okay, Barnard," I said wearily. "Where am I going?"
He chuckled. "Have you ever been to the Kingdom of Hawai’i, Mr. Montgomery?"
 
I must be losing my fragging mind …
I sat back, staring at the telecom screen. The vidphone pane had cleared and vanished, but the data display still burned with its plasma glow. According to the data onscreen, I had an open ticket on the Global Airways suborbital hop from Casper to beautiful downtown Honolulu about twelve hours from right then. A corp ticket, no name on the manifest, and enough "don’t-worry" flags that ticket agents, customs officers, and the like wouldn’t dig too deep into my supposed identity. According to the datawork, which I could download onto my own credstick whenever I felt like it, I’d be traveling under the auspices of some outfit called Nebula Enterprises. A minor subsidiary of Yamatetsu, no doubt … or maybe not, come to think of it, if Barnard was so hinky about this whole thing getting traced back to him. Maybe Nebula was some independent that owed Yamatetsu as a whole, or Barnard individually, a Big One, or that chummer Jacques had under his corporate thumb.
In addition to the ticket itself, the flatscreen display showed me that my account at the Sioux I-face Bank had just more than quintupled, with an infusion of 22-Kay nuyen "contingency funds."
Finally—also for download onto my credstick—was an "electronic password," I guess that’s the best way of describing it. The message I had to deliver to Barnard’s "colleague" in Hawai’i wasn’t something I could memorize and recite verbatim—of course not, that would mean I’d know what the message was. Instead, it would be delivered to me on optical chip—no doubt encrypted and loaded with enough ice to chill a good-sized lake of synth-scotch—when I arrived at the Casper International Airport for my boost to the islands. The electronic password would identify me to the appropriate gofer at the airport for the handover.
I stared at the data displayed on the screen, and I fretted. Not because my comfortable little life was getting turned upside down and shaken out like a garbage can—well, not only because of that, at least. No, what worried me the most were my own reactions. Just a few hours before, I’d been thinking I didn’t have the instincts to survive in the shadows anymore (if I’d ever had them …), and now I had proof.
Proof? Yeah.
I found myself wanting to trust Jacques Barnard, wanting to believe he was telling me the chip-truth about the trip to Hawai’i. About the fact that he didn’t consider me in hock to the corp. That he’d picked me for the messenger job because he respected and—maybe—liked me. Worse, I found myself wanting to like him.
Trust him? Like him? Get fragging real. Barnard was the Johnson to end all Johnsons—I’d had enough personal proof of that four years before, hadn’t I? If I thought he would—or could—feel
any genuine human emotion for a convenient tool like me, I was naive at best, schizophrenic at worst. And the fact that I felt an urge to reciprocate those nonexistent feelings … well, maybe it was time to hang up the old trenchcoat and hip flask and carve out a nice, safe career selling greeting cards or some drek.
With a snarl I shoved my credstick into the telecom’s slot and punched Download. As the system transferred the data—ticket, operating funds, and password—I forced myself to think through the situation coldly and logically.
Okay, no matter how Barnard couched the "request" in polite and friendly terms, the fact was that I didn’t have much choice but to go along with him. Debts are debts, and megacorps are even harder on welchers than loansharks. I was going to Hawai’i, carrying a message that I couldn’t read, to a person that I didn’t know, under circumstances that I couldn’t control. Anything I’d missed? Oh yes—facing potential opposition that I couldn’t analyze or estimate. Great, better and better. In other words, this situation was the exact opposite of the "shadowruns" I usually chose, I thought bleakly. Maximum exposure, minimum leverage, and probably zero backup. Going in blind and stupid.
Well, at least I could do some research. I groaned as I thought of spending the next four or five hours whipping together another smartframe like Naomi to scope out any and all connections that Yamatetsu as a corp, and Barnard as an individual, had with the independent Kingdom of Hawai’i. Well, hell, I could sleep on the plane, I supposed.
Wait a tick here—there might be another option. I had one resource that might be able to tell me something useful. This resource seemed to have an almost encyclopedic memory for facts, factoids, and scurrilous rumors about corps the world over, and key players within them. Considering that he’d been involved with Yamatetsu and Barnard himself—albeit indirectly, through the intermediary of one Dirk Montgomery—he might be able to shed some interesting light on the subject, on what I was getting myself into.
I leaned forward again, rattled a command string into the telecom’s keyboard, then waited while it dialed a CalFree State LTG number. For the second time tonight—my time for cold relays, apparently—I watched the icons blink as my call was routed through a couple of intermediary nodes. Then, finally, the Ringing symbol flashed on-screen.
Someone answered immediately—through a blank screen, audio only—a thin, somewhat asthmatic voice that brought to mind images of a weasel-faced punk. "Do desu ka?"
"Get me Argent," I told the screen.
The weasel paused. "And who the frag are you?" he demanded.
"The fact that I know about this relay means I don’t have to answer that, doesn’t it?" I pointed out.
"Look, priyatel," the weasel snarled, "you want to play fragging games, you play them somewhere else, neh?"
I imagined him reaching for the Disconnect key with a dirty forefinger and shrugged. "Okay, omae," I told him, "we’ll play it your way." It didn’t really matter anyway. "Tell Argent that Dirk Montgomery wants to talk to him, okay?"
"Montgomery?" The weasel’s voice changed, the habitual hostility vanishing. "They, the Man talked about you, priyatel, told me some stories. We got something in common, you know that?" I didn’t really want to think about what that might be, but the weasel went on, "We’re both refugees from the Star. How about that, huh? Small fragging world, neh?"
"Yeah," I said, muffling a sigh. "Small fragging world. And you are…?"
"You can call me Wolf."
"Oh." I tried again. "I need to talk to Argent, Wolf."
"Can’t do it, priyatel, he’s over the wall and out of the sprawl. On Biz."
"When’s he due back?"
Wolf/Weasel chuckled thinly. "You ever known Argent to give you a straight answer to that one?" He paused, then went on more seriously, "I’ll get him to call you when he gets back, that’s the best I can do. Got a relay number?"
I gave Wolf the LTG number for a voice-mail service in Cheyenne. Nowhere near as secure as a true cold relay, of course, but since the voice mailbox was rented in the name of a dead man, at least it wouldn’t lead interested parties directly to my doorstep. I exchanged a few more empty pleasantries with Wolf/Weasel and logged off as soon as I could.
I sighed again and checked the time. Close to eighteen hundred. It had been full couple of days, all in all, and it didn’t look like the pace would be slowing any time soon. I reviewed the details on my S-O ticket: departure, oh-six-hundred, check in and be in the boarding lounge no later than one hour before dust-off. No worries there… at first glance. Unfortunately, however, the airport in the Sioux Nation capable of handling full-on suborbitals is in Casper, not in Cheyenne—and almost 300 klicks away. Which meant a short-hop "Skybus," which left from downtown Cheyenne. Which, in turn, meant a cab from my doss to the Skybus terminus, unless I wanted to pay an arm and two legs for parking my car. Which meant…
I sighed one more time. I’d better start packing.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Traditionally, the screamsheets and datafaxes have absolutely nothing good to say about the many short-hop carriers in the Sioux Nation. Too many companies, too little inspection, too many cases of pilot error, too few meaningful after-incident investigations, drekcetera. So when I boarded the Federated-Boeing Commuter VTOL, all shiny in its Sioux Skybus livery, and strapped myself into the window seat, I was expecting a hairy ride.
No flap, chummer, smooth as synthsilk. Okay, it’s true, I could see past the little bitty curtain into the flight deck, and it did disturb me a tad to watch the pilot and copilot—jacked into the flight systems via fiberoptic cables—playing a heated game of crib while we were climbing out. But other than that, no problems.
We put down at the commuter terminal of Casper International at oh-four-forty-five, which gave me fifteen minutes to collect my baggage and hump it over to the international terminal. According to the signs, there was an automated people-mover to carry passengers the klick or so from one terminal to another. But, according to other signs—hastily hand-lettered—the people-mover was down for maintenance, and should be back up and running three days ago, thanks for your patience. There were shuttle-buses too, but the one I tried to catch was full—or so the big, burly Amerind driver told me, even though I could see a dozen empty seats—and fragging near rolled over my toes as it pulled out. Well, it was a nice morning for a brisk walk anyway.
Not only did I get my exercise, but I also got a good view of the international terminal that I would have missed if I’d ridden the underground people-mover. It’s a sight I wouldn’t have missed for anything … null! In the darkness of predawn, under the harsh glare of arc lights, it looked like an overgrown bomb shelter or missile bunker: prestressed ferrocrete with less aesthetic appeal than a brick.
The suborbitals, though—they were a different story. As I hiked my way beside the access road—cursing silently at the two shuttle-buses that blazed on by me without even slowing—I could see three of the things out on the apron beyond the terminal building. Gleaming white under the carbon arcs, they were beautiful—geometrically precise, like the crystalline purity of mathematics itself somehow made tangible. Okay, I admit it, I copped that last line from a trideo talking head. But he was right. The suborbitals were unbelievably striking, unbelievably beautiful in a kind of heart-stirring way. They don’t belong here, on the ground— that’s the thought that struck me. Any time they spend down here in the dirt is just waiting, just marking time before they can re-enter the element for which they were born …
That heartwarming feeling of awe lasted until I’d entered the international terminal, and vanished precisely one microsecond after I’d laid eyes on the hard-case customs and safety inspectors waiting for me at the security gate. Sigh. You’d think the fact I was carrying an open corp ticket would give me some kind of clout with the inspectors, wouldn’t you, would guarantee me some special treatment? No luck there, chummer. (Or maybe—and this was a scary thought—what I went through was special treatment …) In any case, as a gaggle of technicians poked and prodded and X-rayed and assensed and MNR’ed my bag, a couple of hard-eyed and horny-handed trolls in undersized uniforms did much the same thing to me. Metal detectors to analyze the composition of my dental fillings. Chemsniffers to check if I was wearing clean underwear. Magical examinations to make sure I wasn’t actually a fire elemental trying to fool them. The whole enchilada. Finally—and only after the fine uniformed gentlemen had made a detailed manifest of every speck of lint in my possession—was I gestured on.
Then came Immigration Control or Emigration Control, or whatever the frag the Sioux government’s calling it now. Once again, I was looking up at a couple more uniformed Amerind trolls while their ’puter whirred and clicked and tried to decide whether it liked the passport data on my credstick. And I was trying not to sweat; it was supposed to be the best fake datawork (a lot of) money could buy, but you never really knew how good this kind of drek was until it
was put to the test. My sphincter contracted as the ’puter went brack sharply. But the trolls handed my credstick back without a word and gestured me on. Signs directed me to the departure gate, so I followed them.
And almost had a childish accident when a heavy hand landed on my shoulder. I spun, and I think I stopped myself from yelping aloud. I looked up, expecting another troll … then quickly down when the slag who’d stopped me cleared his throat rattlingly. A dwarf, he was, even stockier and more dour than most of his metatype, still on his toes after reaching up for my shoulder. He was wearing the nondescript black suit I’ve come to associate with government agents, and a cold fist squeezed my stomach. Somehow, I managed to force a well-meaning smile onto my face. "Is there some problem?" I asked genially
"You’re Brian Tozer?"
I nodded; that was the name on my fake datawork. "That’s me, er … sir. Is there a problem with my ticket?"
"Follow me, please." And he turned his back on me and walked off without looking back, fully expecting me to follow him blindly.
Which I did, of course—not that I had much choice. I followed him through an unmarked door into a small, bare room, and I braced myself for a cavity search or worse.
The dwarf didn’t say anything once he’d shut the door behind me. He just scrutinized me, dark eyes narrowed beneath beetling brows. If he wasn’t going to say anything, neither was I. If we were going to play the old "who speaks first" waiting game, some years from now an airport employee would open the door and find two desiccated corpses in this bare room, still glaring at each other.
Finally, he frowned, and his brows merged into something that looked like a road-killed squirrel. "You are Brian Tozer?" he asked.
And that’s when I got it. I pulled out my credstick—the one with the digital signature on it—and extended it to him. He sneered—"Fragging twinkie," I could hear him thinking—and he slipped it into the oversized chipjack mounted in the base of his skull. His eyes rolled up in their sockets for a moment. Then, with a quick movement, he clicked the stick free from his slot, tossed it back, and held something out to me. An optical chip: a tiny sliver of impure silicon the size of a pen-point, in a plastic chip-carrier the size of my first thumb-joint.
"That’s your payload for our mutual friend," he grunted, already starting to turn away.
"Hold it," I said quickly. He turned back, and one of his eyebrows tried to crawl up into his hairline. "Look," I told him, "I don’t have any of the details on where I’m going, who I’m supposed to give this payload to, and when. Don’t you think it might make my job a little easier if—"
He cut me off with a sharp, "You’ll be met." And again he turned his back on me and strode off. This time I let him. I glanced down at the chip-carrier in my hand, and for just a moment I had the impulse to throw it to the floor, grind it under my heel, and just run like hell. The pleasant fantasy didn’t last long. I sighed, opened the door, and re-emerged into the concourse.
In the course of following the dwarf, I’d lost track of my gate. Fortunately, some airport employee—a flackish-looking slot with a carcinogenic tan and plastic smile— noticed me looking lost. He was actually polite to me—a first for the day—and he led me directly to the Global Airways departure lounge.
That’s when things started to look up a tad. I’d expected the usual barren, sterile-looking holding pen with its plastic seats designed to make it categorically impossible to find a comfortable position in them. The usual stained, institutional gray carpet. The usual boarding and departure announcements that might as well have been made in Urdu, for all the meaning they conveyed. The usual crush of (meta)humanity, where you try to avoid having your toes stepped on while you play the old game of "Spot the Hijacker."
Buzzz, thanks for playing! This was where the open corp ticket came into play big-time. The flackish kind of guy led me right through the holding pen where the hoi polloi were contained, past an armed sec-guard who actually touched his cap to me as I passed, and through a pair of double doors that could have been real mahogany. As we stepped through, me and my flackish shadow, I saw arrays of tiny LED ripple and flicker on both sides of the doorway. Yet another weapon-detector of some kind. I congratulated myself once again for deciding to travel completely unarmed except for my rapier wit.
The Global Priority Class Stand-By Lounge—that’s what the nameplate on the door identified it as—looked like a cross between a gentleman’s club in Edwardian London (or, at least, the BBC rendition thereof), and a high-tone computer dealer’s showroom. Heavy wood paneling, burgundy plush carpets, wingback leather chairs, crystal decanters on mahogany sideboards … and everywhere, suit-clad travelers tapping away on palmtop computers, babbling into cel phones, or staring off into space with fiber-optic spiderwebs trailing from their temples. Of the fifteen or so people in the lounge, the only people who weren’t engaged in some form of electronic or verbal intercourse were me, the flack—who, with one final unctuous comment, made himself scarce—and a particularly shapely bartender (bartendress? bartendrix?) whose smile hinted she really needed my patronage to make her day complete. Out of the goodness of my heart I obliged her, and spent the next ten minutes savoring the best of all possible kinds of single-malt Scotch whiskey—free single-malt Scotch whiskey.
Finally, the boarding call came—delivered in person by a shapely, and decidedly mammalian, flight attendant—and we started to make our way through the priority boarding tube. This was a transpex cylinder—scrubbed so clean you could see the walls only by the way they diffracted lights outside—which extended from the terminal building to the first-class passenger door of the suborbital. Twenty meters away was another, similar tube—which suddenly reminded me of those "HabiTrail" things kids use to incarcerate gerbils—used by the déclassé from the economy-class holding pen.
I took a couple of steps into the HabiTrail, and then stopped dead, earning a bad look from the shaikujin—still
jacked into his portacomp—who tripped on my heel and collided into my back. I couldn’t help it; I’d never had a chance to look at a suborbital from this close up before, and I certainly wasn’t going to pass it up so he could get to his complimentary pretakeoff gin and tonic a couple of seconds sooner.
The thing was huge, much larger than I’d expected. Hell, suborbitals only carry about 150 people. How much space do you need for that? But of course, there’s a lot more to a suborbital than the passenger compartment. There’s all the stuff that goes into any standard civilian transport: turbojets, fuel, landing gear, navigation drek, baggage bays, and that place up front where the crew and the flight attendants have their parties. And then there’s the extra stuff needed when you’re flying at altitudes of 23 klicks (75,000 feet, for the metrically challenged) and speeds of Mach 20+. SCRAMjets to get you to cruising altitude and speed. Fuel for those SCRAMjets … and lots of it (SCRAMjets aren’t known for their fuel economy). Cooling systems to keep your hull from melting under the air friction. And on and on. All in all, the suborbital was longer than a football field, a big integral lifting-body with tiny stub wings bolted on apparently as an afterthought. The body lines followed some complex—and very beautiful—multiple-recurve pattern, making the thing broad and high at the nose, but narrower and thinner toward the tail: something like an asymmetrical teardrop, maybe.
Finally, the pressure of shaikujin behind me got too much to ignore any longer, and I had to move along. Once I was inside, I could just as well have been in any plane—row upon row of seats in a three-aisle-three arrangement—except for one detail: no windows. The entertainment suite mounted in the seatback ahead of me made up for that lack, I decided quickly once I’d found my spot. As well as the usual selection of mindless movies, and even more mindless "classic tri-V" reruns, several of the program selections offered views from various microcams mounted on the hull. While the cabin attendants handed out free drinks and flavorless snacks—to the first-class passengers only, not to the great unwashed flying cattle-class, which started one row behind my own seat—I thoroughly enjoyed watching the baggage handlers conduct torture tests on people’s suitcases as they threw them aboard.
Then we got the standard safety lecture—what to do in an emergency, like if the galley runs out of Bloody Mary mix— then we were rolling, and then we were climbing out. On my seatback screen I saw the ground drop away behind us, becoming a detailed scale model, then a contour map. Speed and angle of climb seemed—in my limited experience, at least—pretty extreme. But then the SCRAMjets kicked in— the pilot actually warned us before he lit them off—and I got a taste of what "fast" and "steep" really mean. Some ridiculously short time later, a voice came over the intercom, telling us we were at cruising altitude—23,000 meters, give or take—and flying at a mind-buggering 29,000 klicks per hour.
"We’re on course and on schedule," the friendly voice announced, "and we should have you on the ground at Awalani a couple of minutes shy of four-fifty A.M. local time. Have a good flight." I checked my watch, which I’d already adjusted for Hawai’i time: a couple of minutes past four in the morning. That put total flight time at something under one hour, gate-to-gate, Casper to Honolulu. Ain’t progress wonderful?
With some regret, I wiped the external view—a distant horizon, showing some definite curvature—from the seatback screen, and tried to concentrate on biz. I’d never been to the Kingdom of Hawai’i before and knew next to squat about it (apart from what I’d seen on trid pabulum actioners like Tropical Heat). Sure, some of the runner wannabes who hang out in low-life bars copping a ‘tude will tell you that the shadows are all the same, no matter where in the world you are. But I’ve never bought into that. Hell, from my own experience, not extensive, I know it’s not true.
The shadows of Cheyenne are very different from the grungy underbelly of the Seattle sprawl. Maybe not if you take a big enough, abstract enough view, I suppose. If you think in terms of dynamics, there’s much that’s similar. The sex trade, the chip/drug industry. Organized crime and iconoclastic freelancers. Gangs of various stripes and flavors. Grifters and abusers, stalking the grifted and abused.
But when you get down to the personal scale—where it matters from a practical, rather than academic, point of view—there’s a world of difference. In terms of dynamics, the threats are the same: the cops, the corps, the competition. In personal terms they wear different and unfamiliar faces. In the shadows sometimes the only way to win the game—whatever it happens to be at the moment—is to cheat. That’s much harder when you don’t know all the rules, and when to bend or break them.
Leaving Seattle for Cheyenne, I left familiar territory behind. I left behind my support network and many of my resources. I left behind my personal knowledge of the way the underbelly of the city worked—where to go to buy a piece of cold iron, what alleys not to flop in at night, what bartenders will swear up and down that they haven’t seen you for weeks while you hide behind the beer fridge. Now I was doing it again, and it made me very uncomfortable.
I folded out the membrane keypad from the seatback entertainment unit and started checking out the system’s data retrieval function. Not bad for a mobile unit. Somewhere deep in the plane’s electronic guts an optical chip contained the latest editions of the Columbia HyperMedia Encyclopedia, plus the World Almanac and Book of Facts, plus some fairly funky search algorithms. All for the convenience of Global Airways’ cherished passengers (and to keep them occupied so they wouldn’t drink too much and hit on the stewardesses). As the suborbital hurtled on, five times as fast as a rifle bullet, I started working out some search strings.
We were well along on the glidepath by the time I’d done what I could, and the stewardess had already warned me three times to return my seat to its upright and most uncomfortable position. I had a lot to think over as I folded up the seatback system’s keyboard, and tried to keep my stomach out of my mouth as the suborbital pitched over even steeper for final approach.
The on-board data retrieval system had given me some background, but I’d soon come to the conclusion that the Columbia HyperMedia Encyclopedia seemed to be targeted at elementary-school kids who were considerably less streetwise than I’d been at that age. Sure, it was a great source for data on the kingdom’s population (four million and change), its capital (Honolulu, natch), its average per-capita income (20,000¥), and the other superficial drek a kid would want to plagiarize for an essay. But for the real meat, I soon realized I’d have to access sources with a slightly more mature worldview.
Fortunately, the seatback system offered a gateway to the plane’s communication systems, and from there an uplink to the Amethyste system of low-Earth orbit comm satellites. Through the Amethyste grid, I could sidelink to Renraku’s DataPATH system, and then downlink to the public databases with which I’d been familiar in Seattle. Hell, returning to my old electronic stomping grounds was easier from 23,000 meters over the Pacific—once I’d figured out the gateway protocol—than it was to navigate the Sioux RTG system to get to the same nodes. (Of course, it was also a hell of a lot more expensive. When I finally logged off and the system reported my connect charges, I went pale for a moment, then thanked the fine folks at Yamatetsu—in absentia—for
picking up the tab.) The only thing I’d wanted that the system couldn’t give me was access to a Shadowland server. (Well, I suppose it probably could have, but the audit trail stored in the guts of the big suborbital would have been like garish flags reading "Shadowrunner On Board.")
So here’s what I managed to dig up about the independent Kingdom of Hawai’i, summarized in the inimitable Dirk Montgomery style. (Oh yeah, one quick aside. Mainlanders probably aren’t used to seeing Hawai’i spelt with the apostrophe. Back in the weird old days, when the islands were actually a state of the now-defunct U.S., the name had been spelt Hawaii. No longer, chummer. An easy way to slot off an islander is to spell the name of his country without the apostrophe. An easier way is to mispronounce it, apparently: it should be pronounced ha-VEYE-ee, with a noticeable glottal stop before the last syllable. At first I thought this anal retentiveness about pronunciation was stupid, but then I considered what I’d think of someone who pronounced my city of birth as SEE-tul. Point taken.)
Okay, so anybody who’s attended elementary school in the United Canadian and American States will know that Hawai’i used to be the fiftieth state of the union. What I hadn’t known was that this was originally accomplished not by negotiation, but actually through the actions of a U.S. naval officer who’d placed his gunboat at the disposal of some American robber barons who considered that the incumbent national government was actually an obstacle to doing business. (Who says history never repeats itself? A corporation effectively taking over a sovereign state? Sounds like the early twenty-first century, neh?) Once the incumbent monarch, King Kamehameha III, was ousted, one Sanford B. Dole—a high corp muckamuck who’d made his fortune in pineapples, or some damn thing—named himself head of state of the entire island chain.
That was in 1893. After five years, the good old U.S. of A. decided that having a corp suit as head of state wasn’t a Good Thing. So they moved in and annexed the islands from the robber baron who’d annexed them from the native Hawaiians …
And immediately started peppering the islands with military bases—naval, air force, etcetera, drekcetera. In 1959 the U.S. government decided to legitimize this shotgun marriage of an annexation, and declared the islands to be the fiftieth state. Again—judging by the historical records I could access, at least—nobody bothered to consult the native Hawaiians about this change. (Hey, they were just primitive Polynesians, weren’t they? And they couldn’t even vote …)
That’s how things stayed, more or less, for fifty years. Oh, sure, there were occasional resurgences of nationalism, of "Hawai’i for Hawai’ians" sentiment—led most notably by a group calling itself Na Kama’aina ("The Land Children")— but nothing much happened until the first decade of the twenty-first century.
Back on the mainland, trouble was brewing. The U.S. government—and mainly the U.S. military—saw the writing on the wall, and knew that the "Indian problem" would soon be coming to a nasty, violent head. Suddenly the military bases on the islands of Hawai’i became even more important than they were before. Here were bases and assets that the SAIM "terrorists" couldn’t sabotage or infiltrate easily. (Much harder for some militant Sioux warriors to blow the drek out of Pearl Harbor than to terrorize Colorado Springs—so the reasoning went, at least.) More and more major military research projects were moved to the islands, "out of harm’s way."
Hah, and again hah! Na Kama’aina, and more hard-hooped splinter factions like the whimsically named ALOHA (Army for the Liberation Of HAwai’i), started looking to the SAIM hotheads as role models. Hey, if the mainland aboriginals could kick the drek out of the Anglos, why couldn’t they?
Between 2011 and 2013, ALOHA and its bomb-throwing brethren went on a rampage, car-bombing government buildings, army barracks, and military installations. During the two-year reign of terror, ALOHA claimed to have greased some 150 "legitimate" targets. (Its leaders didn’t have much to say about the three hundred-plus innocents offed in "collateral damage.")
Predictably, this made it heat-wave time. At the request of the state government, the feds sent a battalion of troops to Kaneohe Bay Marine Corps Air Base, renamed the combat troops the "Civil Defense Force," and proceeded to break heads. According to my research, there was a surprising incidence of suspected ALOHA sympathizers "killed while resisting arrest" or "shot while trying to escape." Who would have thought it? (Yeah, right.)
The heat wave went on, and Na Kama’aina, ALOHA, and their fellow-travelers dropped from public ken. For a while, at least. To (mis)quote Shakespeare, the Civil Defense Force had scotched the snake, not killed it. The ALOHA boys and girls kept working, but in the shadows now rather than out in the bright tropical sun.
Some bright spark decided that a PR coup was needed, so ALOHA and the rest started looking for a legal lineal descendent of King Kamehameha I, the Ali’i ("king") who’d united the islands initially, turning a bunch of squabbling islands into a single nation. Surprise, surprise, they found one. (Well, sure they did: Look for something hard enough and you’re going to find it … whether it actually exists or not.) Seems that one Danforth Ho—a twenty-four-year-old management consultant on the island of Maui, who happened to be one-quarter Polynesian by blood—was actually the direct lineal descendent of King Kam I … and hence the True and Rightful King of the Islands. Now that ALOHA and crew were able to produce—or at least talk about—a "rightful king in exile," more and more of the islanders started to swing over to their cause. (The fact that the Civil Defense Force wasn’t exactly discriminating in which heads it broke couldn’t have hurt.)
Now, Na Kama’aina and ALOHA apparently thought that their "Ali’i in exile" was just puppet, a mouthpiece they could use to build up support from the populace. And at first, that seemed to be the truth. Danforth Ho wasn’t really what you’d call king material; both Ho himself and his "handlers" agreed on that. But then, when he saw that people were really starting to follow him, to believe in him, Danforth had something of a change of heart. He did some studying and learned more about his true heritage, about what his umpty-umpgrandfather had actually done for the people of Hawai’i. And he realized that he could actually do something about the situation. Without the knowledge of his handlers, he started to become an "Ali’i in exile," not just a figurehead. On his own initiative he started negotiating for support and funds with various megacorporate interests in the islands. (Want to take a
wild guess about one of the key corporations he dealt with? Three guesses, and the first two don’t count. A clue for you: the corp name starts with a Y …)
It was in 2016 that Ho started cutting his own private deals. It wasn’t until 2017—when various megacorps started throwing their resources behind Na Kama’aina plans—that Danforth’s handlers realized what had happened. Apparently some hotheads came this close to icing Ho on the spot— probably by arranging for a "tragic accident"—so they could keep the reins in their own acquisitive hands. But wiser heads prevailed, realizing that having promoted Danforth Ho as the True and Rightful King and all that, now they were stuck with him. And by this time, the people were following Ho, not the leadership of Na Kama’aina .…
While Na Kama’aina’s
leaders were still trying to get Ho back under their control, they found out to their absolute horror that he’d cut a deal with the local yakuza, along the same lines as the ones he’d penned with the corps. (Now, this surprised me a little when I learned it. I guess I hadn’t thought that there was much yak activity in Hawai’i. I should have known, though: Wherever there’s a large proportion of Japanese, you’re going to find yaks.) Na Kama’aina felt control really slipping away now.
By late summer 2017 the federal government mobilized its armed forces on the mainland and set forth to implement the Resolution Act of 2016—in other words, the "Genocide Campaign" against Native Americans. We all know what happened immediately thereafter: Multiple volcanoes blew their tops under the influence of the Ghost Dancers, and that was the end of the Genocide Campaign. When word reached the islands of just what kind of drek had gone down, Danforth Ho decided that der Tag had finally arrived. He issued his orders to the army of followers he’d built up throughout the islands.
Whole assault teams of kahunas—the
local flavor of shamans, I think—engaged the Civil Defense Force, and tied them up real good. Where resistance was especially strong, Great Form spirits backed the kahunas. Simultaneously, the yakuza mobilized a "civilian army" which, supplemented by heavily armed megacorp security forces, closed down basically all military and government communication channels on the islands, and blockaded various key government buildings.
Meanwhile, Danforth Ho—backed by the street-fighters of Na Kama’aina (who’d finally realized on which side their bread was buttered) and by thousands of devoted civilians— marched on the capitol building next to the old Iolani Palace in downtown Honolulu. The mob broke down the doors, rousted out the government officials and functionaries, and basically installed Danforth Ho as Ali’i. On August 22, 2017, King Kamehameha IV—born Danforth Ho—officially declared Hawai’i’s sovereignty.
Predictably, the U.S. government back on the mainland didn’t take too kindly to a bunch of jumped-up pineapple-pickers—led by a management consultant, for frag’s sake!— taking over their major military staging area in the Pacific basin. It seems that most of the Pacific fleet wasn’t in Pearl Harbor in late August of 2017. In fact, it was in transit to the west coast of the U.S., presumably to provide support, if necessary, to the abortive Genocide Campaign. (And you can bet that Danforth Ho, aka King Kam IV, knew that, and planned on it. Otherwise things might have gone very differently in the streets of Honolulu.) When word reached D.C. about Hawai’i’s declaration of independence, encrypted messages downlinked from military satellites to the flagship of the Pacific fleet—no doubt the military equivalent of "get your sorry asses back there, and clean this mess up."
While the new King Kam was consolidating his control at home, his new allies weren’t idle. A delegation of megacorps—led by Yamatetsu, it seems—was already pressuring Washington to recognize Hawai’i as a sovereign state. The feds told the corps precisely what they could do with that idea, and ordered the Pacific fleet to flank speed.
I wish I’d been there for the next act of this saga—it must have been quite a show. Mere minutes after Washington’s rejection of the megacorps’ "polite suggestion," a barrage of "Thor shots" bracketed the USS Enterprise, the flattop that was the flagship of the Pacific fleet.
("Hold the phone," I hear you say. "What the flying frag is a ‘Thor shot’?" Thought you’d never ask.
(Project Thor dates back—way back, apparently, to the middle of the last century or thereabouts—but it’s an idea whose time had come. Project Thor envisioned putting a whole drekload of "semismart" projectiles in low Earth orbit, equipped with little more than a retro-rocket, some steering vanes, and a dog-brain seeker head on the tip. No warhead, because one isn’t needed. Basically, they’re just "smart crowbars." When you need to send a blunt message to someone, just send the appropriate commands to a couple dozen Thor projectiles. They fire their retros to kick themselves out of orbit, then plummet free toward the ground at some horrendous speed. Their seeker heads now start looking for an appropriate target, depending on their programming—a Main battle tank, maybe, or the dome of the Capitol Building … or something that looks like an aircraft carrier. Down they come, packing Great Ghu knows how much kinetic energy, and whatever they hit just kinda goes away … probably accompanied by much pyrotechnics. In essence, then, Thor shots are just guided meteorites. Elegant idea, neh?
(That was the idea, but as far as anyone knew—up to 2017, at least—nobody had actually implemented Project Thor. To this day, nobody’s precisely sure who fired the rounds that vaporized a couple of tons of seawater off the Enterprise’s
bows.
(But I can make a pretty good guess, based on some interesting coincidences. Coincidentally, 2017 was the year in which Ares Macrotechnology took over the old Freedom space station, the one they eventually modified and renamed Zurich-Orbital. Just as coincidentally, Ares was the only megacorp with orbital assets anywhere near the correct "window" for a Thor shot into the central Pacific. And—also coincidentally, of course—Ares was one of the megacorps with which our friend Danforth Ho had enjoyed the longest and most intense private discussions … Quelle chance …
(End of digression.)
So that was it. Screened by Aegis cruisers or not, there was no way a carrier battle group could intercept Thor shots, or survive them if they landed. Once more, the task force reversed course, and slunk dispiritedly into San Diego harbor. The feds recognized Hawai’i’s independence, and King Kam IV became the head of a constitutional monarchy that still exists today. And they all lived happily ever after …
Null! As I said before, megacorps don’t give gifts; they make investments. Now they came to King Kam looking for some major return on their investments. Like special trade deals, extraterritoriality, and basically almost complete freedom to do biz as they saw fit in the islands.
The people of Hawai’i liked the idea of independence from the U.S., and they weren’t convinced that immediately giving up that independence to the megacorps was such a swift idea. The leadership of Na Kama’aina—yep, it was still hanging around—decided that this was a perfect lever to pry away King Kam’s popular support (and, ideally, to put their own figurehead—a real figurehead this time—on the throne). Campaigning on the platform of cutting back—way back—on the megacorps’ freedoms, Na Kama’aina politicos won a significant number of seats in the legislature. King Kam suddenly found himself confronting a strong faction within his own government that was dedicated to tossing him out on his hoop. He managed to keep control of the majority, but it was a very close thing.
King Kam IV died in 2045—no, the Na Kama’aina didn’t off him … I don’t think—and the faction of the government that had backed him retained just enough influence to put the successor he’d designated on the throne: his son, Gordon Ho. At age twenty-five, our boy Gordon became King Kamehameha V, and still wears the funky yellow-feathered headdress of the Ali’i.
I was still chewing over all the facts I’d absorbed and trying to make overall sense of them when the suborbital touched down at Awalani—"Sky Harbor."
"Welcome to Hawai’i," the flight attendant announced.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Call it the Montgomery Principle of Inverse Relationships. The faster you can get somewhere, the longer the wait for customs at the other end. Honolulu’s Awalani Airport added another nice, big data-point to my mental graph.
I timed it. After spending only forty-some minutes to travel six thousand klicks, it took more than sixty minutes to traverse the fifteen meters from the end of the customs/immigration lineup to freedom in the lobby of the airport.
The only difference between the Hawai’ian customs officials and the functionaries who’d hassled me at Casper was the tans. Other than that, it was the same trolls in undersized uniforms watching from the sidelines while humorless drones asked me questions about whether I was importing meat products in my luggage (I’ve always had the perverse impulse to ask a customs drone whether a dismembered body in my suitcase qualifies as "meat products …")
As I waited in the "Foreign Visitors" lineup, I watched with growling bitterness the speed with which the returning kama’ainas—the
locals, Hawai’ian citizens—were processed through. No probing questions about meat products for them, and smiles and greetings of "Aloha" instead of a cold-voiced "Travel documentation, please."
At last I was through, though, into a pleasantly spacious and airy lobby, which suddenly struck me as packed with a disproportionate number of trolls and orks—at least in comparison to Cheyenne and even Seattle. Now that I thought about it, I remembered that the juvenile Columbia HyperMedia Encyclopedia had stated that the combined proportion of orks and trolls was something like thirty-three percent. What was it in Seattle? Closer to twenty-one, I thought. Well, I’d always heard that the Hawai’ians bred them big.
Through the customs nonsense at last, I started thinking about my next problem. Namely, where the frag was I going, and to do what? I’d be met—that’s what the dwarf with the road-kill eyebrows had told me at Casper. By who, though, that was the question?
A question that was answered almost immediately. As I stood there looking vaguely lost, a figure separated itself from a passel of camera-laden Nihonese tourists, and approached. A large figure—an ork with a rather astounding set of shoulders and small tusks that looked impossibly white against his tanned skin—wearing a well-tailored business suit. In his big hands he held a little laser-printed sign that read "Tozer." This time I didn’t have any trouble remembering that was supposed to be me, so I beckoned him over.
He gave me a broad smile that would have looked much more friendly without those fangs. "Mr. Brian Tozer?" he asked me in a voice like midnight and velvet.
I nodded. "That’s me." I reached in my pocket and pulled out my credstick, the one with my digital password stored in memory, and offered it to him.
He chuckled—a sound like big rocks rolling in a fast-flowing stream—and waved it off. "I know you’re you, Mr. Tozer," he said. "You look a lot healthier in person, y’ know."
He’d probably seen my driver’s license holo, or something like it, I figured. (If you ever actually look like your license holo, you’re too sick to drive .…) I shrugged. "Have it your way …" I hesitated, not knowing what to call him.
"Scott," he told me. "You can call me Scott, Mr. Tozer."
"Dirk," I responded automatically, then quickly corrected, "My name’s Brian, but everyone’s always called me Dirk." Frag, I had to be jet-lagged or something.
Scott’s big brown eyes twinkled "Dirk’s chill with me," he said. "Let’s get your luggage."
First-class passengers’ luggage was routed to its own carousel, and most of my flight-mates had already collected theirs and cruised before the first bag even showed up in the cattle-class area. I pointed out my single bag, which Scott scooped up like it weighed nothing, then tossed it onto a little automated baggage cart that followed him around like a loyal spaniel. We led the spaniel-cart out of the terminal onto the road.
That’s when the heat first hit me. Hell, it was only a little past oh-six-hundred, but I guessed the temperature was already around twenty-seven degrees, and the humidity was something horrendous. In seconds I felt my shirt start to stick to my back. Scott must have sensed my discomfort, because he chuckled again, and announced, "Going to be a nice toasty one, today. We’re looking for thirty-one, thirty-two by midafternoon." He touched the cloth of my black shirt. "Hope you brought something a little more practical to wear, brah." I glanced pointedly at his suit, and he smiled again. "Yeah, but I’m paid to be uncomfortable."
The sky was still dark—that’s right, it was the tropics, wasn’t it? Dawn would be later and more sudden than I was used to in Cheyenne—but the sodium lights were almost as bright as day. Under their yellow glare, I saw where Scott was leading me: a metallic charcoal gray limo, a Rolls-Royce Phaeton, or some close cousin. A huge, low-slung thing that looked like it was doing Mach 2 while still parked at the curb. I let out a long, low whistle to show I was impressed.
Scott shrugged those massive shoulders. "Yeah," he acknowledged. "I still feel like that sometimes." From his pocket he pulled a little remote and pushed a button. With a silky whine like a high-speed turbine, the engine lit, and a moment later one of the oversized doors into the passenger compartment swung silently open. As the ork-chauffeur retrieved my bag from the spaniel-cart and tossed it into a trunk big enough for a game of Urban Brawl, I climbed into the back of the Phaeton.
Mental note: I must acquire myself one of these things at some point. Not to drive. To live in.
The passenger compartment looked bigger than some lower-class dosses I’ve rented; a huge, overstuffed couch where you’d expect there to be a rear seat. No, I corrected instantly, it wasn’t a couch … unless you consider four-point harnesses to be standard equipment for your living room furniture. I settled down and felt the opulent upholstery wrap itself lovingly around my fundament. (Did the limo come with some device—a crane, perhaps—to pry passengers out of the deep seat again as an optional extra?) Impulsively, I pulled off my shoes and made fists with my toes in the deep-pile carpeting. (One of my favorite flat-film movies from the last century recommends it as a cure for jet-lag, and who am I to disagree?)
From the outside the big wraparound windows had been opaque, charcoal mirror-finish to match the coachwork. From inside they seemed to totally disappear … except for the fact that some subtle polarization removed the glare from the brilliant sodium streetlights. Between me and the driver’s compartment was an array that looked like a waist-height entertainment wall unit: trid set, various formats of optical players, a stereo system that would give my technophile buddy Quincy wet dreams for the rest of his life, and something that looked like a scrambled satellite uplink commo unit. And, oh yes … a small liquor cabinet/wet-bar arrangement. Above the entertainment suite was a transparent kevlarplex screen. Through it I saw Scott slide into the front seat, push back a hank of hair, and slip a vehicle control line into his datajack. He turned around and grinned at me through a centimeter of reinforced kevlarplex. "Ready to go, Mr. Dirk?" His voice came from a hidden speaker somewhere behind my left ear.
"Only when you get rid of this thing," I told him, leaning forward to rap on the bulletproof screen. "I feel like I’m in an aquarium."
His chuckle sounded clearly from the hidden speakers as the screen whined down into the top of the entertainment suite. "Better?"
"Much." Another couple of centimeters of my anatomy was engulfed by the upholstery as Scott put the Phaeton into gear and pulled out smoothly. "Scott," I said after a moment, "your call. Do I need the four-point?"
"Hey, I know some tourists pay to be strapped down." I saw his large head shake. "You can get by with the lap-belt if you like, but you want something to keep you from rattling around if I have to do any heavy evasion."
As I fastened the lap-strap, I asked the next logical question. "Is that particularly likely? Evasion, I mean?"
My chauffeur shrugged. "Likely? No. Possible? Yeah." He snorted. "We’ve had a couple of wild moves against corp higher-ups this year, and the shooters might not bother to find out who’s in the limo before they start busting caps, y’know what I mean?"
"Who’s behind the wild moves?"
"ALOHA, who else?"
I blinked. "ALOHA? They’re still around?"
"They’re always around, brah. Some people are never satisfied with what they got. Yanks out, Japs out, haoles out …"
I cut him off. "Howlies?"
"Haoles." He spelled the word. "Anglos, brah. White folk. Foreigners … like you, okay?" The smile I could hear in his voice robbed the words of offense. Then he continued, "Like I said, haoles out, corps out …" He snorted again, letting me know what he thought about that attitude.
We pulled out of the airport compound, and onto a modern six-lane freeway. Scott opened up the throttle, and the Phaeton’s turbine sang. I glanced at the wet bar, thought about it, then—what the frag anyway?—cracked it open and searched through the miniature bottles inside for some Scotch. Glenmorangie, twenty-five-year-old single-malt—well, that would certainly make the grade. The limo’s active suspension ate up the road vibration so I had no trouble pouring a healthy shot into a heavy crystal glass and adding a splash of water. I silently toasted the back of Scott’s head, and in the rearview mirror I saw his eyes crinkle in a smile. I sipped, and let the Scotch work its magic.
"Scott," I said after a couple of minutes, "you know who I am, right?"
He paused, and I knew he was thinking about how best to answer. "Of course I do, Mr. Tozer," he said at last.
I smiled. "Call me Dirk," I reminded him quietly.
He smiled again and admitted, "Okay, yeah, I know who you are."
"And Jacques Barnard told you what I was here for?"
"Don’t know any Jacques Barnard," he lied firmly. "My boss is Elsie Vogel at Nebula." He paused. "But yeah, I know you’re here to deliver a message, and I know who you’re going to deliver it to."
"Tell me."
He shook his head. "You don’t need to know that yet," he said, and for the first time I could hear the hint of steel under the friendliness. This well-dressed ork wasn’t just any corp gofer, I realized, he had some juice. "I’ll drive you there when the time comes," he went on, and again his voice was geniality itself. "Don’t you worry about that."
"When?"
"Tomorrow, probably. The man you’re to meet—he’s on one of the outer islands today—won’t be back till late tonight, early tomorrow morning. Emergency trip, or something like that." He turned for a moment and grinned at me over his shoulder. "Means you’ve got the whole of today and tonight to see the sights, brah. And me at your disposal." He hooked a large thumb at his chest. "Number one tour guide, that’s me.’
I sighed and contemplated that over another sip of Glenmorangie. I didn’t really want to admit it, but I was enjoying myself. I kind of liked Scott—even knowing he had corporate steel under the good-ol’-boy exterior—and I certainly liked the idea of having a chauffeured limo at my beck and call. But …
But I had to keep my level of paranoia up. Despite all the trappings, this wasn’t a vacation, this was biz. And, worse, I was in the dark about a lot of what the biz entailed. I didn’t know who I had to meet, or why. I didn’t know what would happen to me afterward. And I didn’t know who or what had any interest in getting between me and the objective. I was out of my territory—I had to keep reminding myself of that—playing in someone else’s yard, and out of my comfort zone. Who knows: Everything might come off as smooth as synthsilk. I deliver the message, maybe receive a reply, then Scott ferries me back to Awalani, and I’m winging my way home to Cheyenne. But if it didn’t, and I suddenly found myself rather dead because I hadn’t taken precautions, then I wouldn’t even have the satisfaction of being able to haunt Barnard through all eternity. The fault would be my own, not his. I was exposed—that’s what I had to remember, every moment of every day. And I had to do what I could to minimize that exposure. Which reminded me …
"Scott."
"Yes, Mr. Dirk?"
"I had to leave some … personal effects … behind me on the mainland, if you know what I mean." The back of his neck wrinkled, and I knew he was grinning like a bandit, "I want to correct that problem. Can you help me out?"
"You really don’t need it, y’know." He rapped on the driver’s side window with a bulging knuckle. "Do you have any idea what it takes to punch through this stuff?"
I wasn’t going to be put off that easily. "Even so," I pressed. "Call it a good-luck charm … like a rabbit’s foot. I just wouldn’t feel comfortable without it."
He laughed aloud at that. "Yeah, a nine-millimeter rabbit’s foot, I bet." He sobered quickly. "Okay. It’s chill, brah, I’ll buff you out." He glanced back again. "And I’ll get you some appropriate clothes, too. Okay?"
"I’ve always been partial to kevlar," I told him, "if you can get it in one of my colors."
Ahead of us, against the blackness of the sky, I could see the lighted ziggurats of skyrakers. For a moment I had one of those moments of disorientation. I could as well have been cruising north on Highway 5 toward downtown Seattle as west on Hawai’i Route 1. In the dark most cities looked the same.
Again, Scott seemed to pick up my unspoken thought. "Too bad you had to catch the red-eye. This is a real nice view—a good intro to the city, y’know what I mean?"
"So what’s Honolulu like?" I asked him. "You live in the city, don’t you?"
"Yeah, I’ve got a place in the Nebula complex." He shrugged. "It’s a city, y’know? It’s got its good points and it’s got its bad points. Places you shouldn’t miss, and places you shouldn’t be caught dead. It’s got its corporators, it’s got its burakumin"—he
used the Japanese term for the homeless or dispossessed, an insulting word that was gaining currency among corp suits to refer to people without corporate affiliation—"and it’s got its tourists." He laughed. "Bruddah, does it have its tourists."
"High-level corps types?"
"Most of them, yeah. Whole swarms of them coming over from Asia, and some from Europe. But there’s still the mom-and-pop types who’ve saved for years to get away and splash money around for a while."
"That’s what drives the economy, isn’t it? Tourism?"
"That’s what the mainland guidebooks say," he agreed. "But most of it’s corp-driven, really. Hey, Hawai’i’s the biggest corporate free port going. Where do you think the money comes from?"
I thought about that for a while as the skyrakers reared up around us, constellations of electric stars in the firmament. "So what are the bad points about the city?" I asked at last.
"The politicians," Scott responded at once with a humorless laugh. "I don’t know what they’re like where you come from, brah, but here they’re like the trees: crooked with their palms out." He chortled as he pointed out the window to a coconut palm on the street corner.
He slowed and swung the big limo around a tight corner. We sighed to a stop, and he killed the engine. "We’re here," he announced unnecessarily.
"Which is where?" I asked him a few moments later as I watched him unload my single bag from the limo’s hangar-sized trunk. I looked up at the building looming over me: white as only artificial marble can be, multiple complex curves that seemed to give the building a sense of movement in the faint pink of the predawn.
"The Diamond Head Hotel," he told me, "right next to—you guessed it—Diamond Head itself."
"Open to the public?"
"You’ve got to be kidding, brah," the big ork snorted. "Even I don’t have high enough corp connections to stay here. You pack big juju, even if you don’t know it."
I nodded as I followed him up the ramp toward the lobby. There were corporate hostelries in Seattle—places open only to various ranks of corporators, regardless of their actual affiliations—but the concept hadn’t really caught on there yet. (In Cheyenne? Maybe that backwater burg will catch up in a decade, chummer.) Apparently, the high-tone suits like the hostelries because they contribute even more to the separation between them and the burakumin … a class that included me, which gave the whole thing a nice touch of irony, didn’t it?
We breezed right through the lobby. Scott didn’t even glance at the smooth-faced slot behind the front desk, so I didn’t either. Up the elevator we went—I noticed the ork had to wave a keycard at the control panel before the door would open and again before the elevator would start—and out onto the landing on the seventeenth floor. The hotel— corporate hostelry or not—had the same feel and ambiance as modern hotels anywhere in the world, all the individuality and character pressed out of them. I could just as well have been in the Sheraton in Seattle.
I followed Scott all the way down to the end of the hall and waited while he waved the keycard again at the door. The maglock snapped back, and he pushed the door open with his foot, stepping aside to let me enter first.
Well, okay, this wasn’t like the Sheraton … at least, those rooms in the Sheraton I’ve had cause to visit. Come to think of it, it was conceptually the nonmobile analog of the Phaeton’s passenger compartment: similar overstuffed couches, similar entertainment suite, similar wet-bar arrangement.
Pure, packaged hedonistic luxury, in peach and aqua. Chuckling softly at my reaction—probably a pretty good gaffed-fish imitation—Scott carried my case through into the bedroom of the suite and placed it gently on a bed big enough for one hell of a party. As he came back toward me, I had the momentary urge to slip him a tip.
"You want to grab some shut-eye?" he asked.
I thought about it, glanced at that bed, and thought about it again. "Not a bad idea," I admitted.
"No problem." He checked his watch, a pricey Quasar chronograph (yet more evidence, if I’d really needed it, that he was more than a simple limo driver). "How’s about I swing by in about three hours?"
"Make it four," I told him. "And—"
He cut me off with a grin. "Don’t worry, Mr. Dirk, I’ll bring you your rabbit’s foot. And some real clothes."
True to form—whenever I really feel like I need sleep, it happens this way—I didn’t slip into the deepest, most restful phase of sleep until fifteen minutes before I’d set the alarm to go off. So my eyes were still dry and gritty, my thoughts just a touch fogged, when I rolled out of the party-bed.
Sun was pouring through the picture window, and I was diverted for almost a full minute by the view as I stood there naked in the middle of the room. I was looking out toward Diamond Head—I assume that’s what it was, at least—a huge outcropping of weathered rock. From this angle it didn’t look so much like a diamond as a slightly crooked anvil, but at that moment, I couldn’t have cared less. It was beautiful as all hell, wreathed around its base by lush foliage and even lusher mansions, silhouetted against a sky that was a clearer and purer blue than any I’d ever seen before. If there was any drek in the atmosphere—particulates, NOx, and other miscellaneous nasties—there wasn’t enough of it to take the edge off the view’s clarity. Not like Seattle—in fragging spades—or even like Cheyenne. One of the advantages of being an island in the middle of the Pacific, I figured, watching the trade winds stir the coconut palms lining the shore: The prevailing winds blow all your pollution problems out to sea. Not a bad system, if you can arrange it.
I shook off my fascination with the view and headed for the bathroom to take care of the fur that had built up on my teeth, in addition to other matters. I’d thrown on a bathrobe and was debating doing something drastic with my hair— mousse, maybe or (better yet) some fragging varnish—when the suite’s door signal chirped.
You know how you can tell a real luxury hotel from a wannabe? A front-door intercom in the bathroom, within easy reach of both drekker and bathtub. The Diamond Head Hotel definitely fit the first category. I leaned over and hit the intercom switch. "Yeah?"
The two-centimeter thumbnail screen lit up, and I saw Scott’s grinning face. "You up and around, Mr. Dirk?"
"More or less. Come on in, make yourself at home. I’ll be out in a couple of ticks." I hit the key labeled Door Unlock.
When I emerged a few moments later, the big ork was standing in the middle of the living room staring out the picture windows, transfixed by the same view that had nailed me earlier. He was in mufti. He’d looked big enough in his tailored business suit. Now, the impression of overwhelming size was emphasized by the fact that he wore a Hawai’ian shirt—yes, those things were still in fashion, apparently— that made him look like a profusion of jungle flowers that had decided to take a stroll. On the couch near him were a couple of parcels.
He turned as I emerged from the bathroom. "Sorry to keep you waiting," I told him, running my hands through my hair, which still stood out in places like stickpins.
Scott chuckled and patted one of his own unruly cowlicks. "I hear you, bruddah." He gestured to the parcels on the couch. "Brought you some things. Want to try them on?"
"Did you guess at the sizes?" I looked again at the chauffeur’s two-ax-handle shoulders. How good would he be at judging the size of anyone with a normal physique?
"No need, I just checked your file. One-eighty-five height, eighty-nine mass. One-oh-five regular in the chest, eighty-four centimeters in the waist. Right?"
"Not quite." I was perversely glad that he’d got something wrong. Christ … if Barnard had my fragging measurements on file, what else did he have in my docket? An itemized list of sexual conquests? An estimate of my daily calorie intake? "Closer to eighty-six in the waist these days."
Scott grinned triumphantly. "I figured they might be old figures, so I took the libery of letting the waist out a touch. Check ‘em out."
With a sigh I picked up the parcels and headed into the bedroom to change.
The clothes fit perfectly, and I had to admit that they were a hell of a lot more practical than what I’d brought. A couple of pairs of light-colored, lightweight slacks—five-pocket things, with slightly baggy legs, pulled in at the ankles. A couple of Hawai’ian-style shirts—floral prints, but a lot more muted than Scott’s choice—slightly oversized, short- sleeved, cut to be worn outside the waistband of the pants. A second package contained a set of Ares Arms form-fitting body armor—short-sleeved, of course—that fit me like a reinforced second skin. I selected bone-white slacks and a dusty blue shirt with a red hibiscus pattern. As long as I kept the shirt buttoned up high, you couldn’t see I was wearing armor underneath.
Scott nodded approvingly as I re-emerged. "Much better," he told me with a grin. "You look almost like a kama’aina."
"What abou—?"
"Your rabbit’s foot?" he finished for me. "Here." He reached up under the waist of his shirt, pulled something out, and tossed it to me.
I snagged it instinctively and examined the object. A Seco LD-120 light pistol, in a compact, cut-down waist holster. I pulled out the blocky black macroplast weapon, dropped the clip, worked the action. Perfect condition—as I’d expected, when you came down to it. The holster had two side pouches, each holding a spare clip—thirty-six rounds in total, then. The little pistol didn’t have anywhere near the stopping power of my trusty old Manhunter, but if the fertilizer hit the ventilator, I’d at least be able to give an opponent something to think about. With a nod of thanks to Scott, I slipped the holster into the waistband of my pants over the left hip, attaching the clip to the belt. I checked in the mirror, and saw that the loose-fitting shirt concealed the weapon almost perfectly.
"Feeling luckier now?" Scott asked.
The first order of business was food. I hadn’t bothered with the light meal served on the suborbital flight, so the last time I’d eaten was almost eighteen hours ago. My stomach was starting to suspect my throat had been cut.
Scott led me downstairs to the restaurant—opulent, as I’d expected—and out onto an open patio where white-coated staff were tending a breakfast buffet. For a moment I wondered about the tactical wisdom of an open patio, but then I saw the little warning signs positioned every three meters along the patio rail. Notice: Protective Magic in Use, they read. I nodded in understanding. A physical barrier of some kind, I figured, backed by some kind of spell barrier. It couldn’t have been a mana barrier, because birds flew unhindered between the patio and the surrounding palms.
The patio was empty, apart from me and Scott, and the serving staff … and about a dozen little beige birds that looked like some kind of dove. The big ork led me to a table by the patio rail and asked me what I wanted for breakfast.
While he went off and filled my order—I could get used to this kind of personal service, I realized—I enjoyed the view. The view of Diamond Head was blocked by some buildings from this vantage point, but I could look out to the west, toward downtown Honolulu and, beyond that, toward Awalani Airport and Pearl Harbor. The still, azure water of the bay was dotted with pleasure craft of all types and sizes. Brightly colored spinnakers gleamed in the sun, while here and there speedboats kicked curtains of spray into the air as they cut tight turns. In the distance, halfway to the horizon, I saw a high-speed craft of some kind, going like a bat out of hell but leaving almost no wake. Some kind of hydrofoil, I figured; possibly an interisland ferry.
As Scott returned with my loaded plate—he’d either erred on the side of generosity or else judged my appetite based on his own—I heard a distant ripping sound. I looked up and to the west.
Two vicious little darts were shooting through the air, climbing and accelerating out over the ocean—fighters of some kind, no doubt launched from Pearl. Even though I knew they weren’t any faster than the suborbital I’d ridden a few hours earlier—hell, they might even have a lower top speed—they looked much faster. Pure, violent energy, that’s the way they seemed to me at that moment: volatile, apparently ready to maneuver in an instant or lash out with weapons of grotesque power.
Now that I was looking to the sky, I noticed something else, something that I’d seen only a couple of times on the mainland. It was the contrail of a high-altitude plane, but this wasn’t the geometrically perfect straight line of a highspeed civilian transport. No, this was like donuts on a rope—a central line contrail surrounded by evenly spaced torus-shaped loops. From what little I knew of aerospace technology—the kind of drek you pick up from scanning the popular press—the only kind of engine that could create that characteristic donut-on-a-rope structure was a pulse-detonation propulsion system. As far as I knew, pulse-detonation engines were used on only one kind of craft: hypersonic spy planes, Aurora class and up.
I frowned, thinking. Pulse-detonation is pretty hot fragging stuff. Even now, decades after it was introduced, it was still a touchy thing. Anybody could make a standard jet engine—turbofan, ramjet, even SCRAMjet—but only a very few engineers could design and build a pulse-detonation drive that actually worked without blowing itself into shrapnel. I wouldn’t have imagined that Hawai’i had the resources—monetary and personnel—to develop something that sophisticated.
But then, I realized, maybe the kingdom didn’t have to develop it from scratch. When Danforth Ho’s civilian army suppressed the Civil Defense Force and basically took over the islands, he might well have "acquired" a lot of interesting tech by default, as it were.
And that thought brought up a whole drekload of other questions. Now that I considered it, I realized that the descriptions I’d read of Danforth Ho’s coup and the islands’ secession from the U.S. had been pretty fragging superficial on a couple of pretty major points. The Pacific fleet business—that I could understand. A task force commander doesn’t argue with Thor shots. But what about the materiel at the military bases throughout the islands? And the bases themselves? Would the U.S. government have let them go so easily, without a fight? Or had there been a fight, and the official records modified to gloss it all over?
I turned to Scott. He’d gotten his own plate of food— heaped even higher than mine—and was already halfway through it. "You’re native-born, aren’t you?" I asked him.
He nodded. "Oahu born and bred," he acknowledged around a mouthful of Belgian waffles.
"So tell me about the Secession."
He chuckled and wiped syrup and whipped cream—real whipped cream, for frag’s sake—from his lips. "How old do you think I am, brah?" he asked "That was back in ‘seventeen. I wasn’t even an itch in my father’s pants."
"But your parents were around in ‘seventeen, right?" I pressed. "And you’ll have met a drek-load of people who were around, maybe even involved. People talk."
Scott shook his head as he finished off another gargantuan mouthful. "That’s the thing, bruddah—they don’t talk, not about Secession. Well, okay, they do—but, like, about the stuff leading up to it, and about the days after it. What actually went down, what the kahunas did to the CDF, all that kanike—all
that bulldrek—nobody talks about it much."
"Why?"
The ork shrugged. "Don’t know, hoa, really I don’t. I’m just a simple wikanikanaka boy here."
"Wikani-what?"
"You got to learn to sling the lingo around here, brah," the ork said with a laugh. "Everybody speaks a kind of pidgin—lots of Polynesian loanwords, okay? Like hoa—that means ‘friend,’ ‘chummer.’ Kanike—that
means the sound of stuff clashing and clattering together, but it’s used like `bulldrek.’ And wikanikanaka—that’s
‘ork.’ You’ll get used to it.
"Anyway," he went on, getting his thoughts back on track, "like I said, nobody really talks about the Secession."
"Like there’s stuff they don’t want other people to know?"
"Maybe," he allowed, "or maybe stuff they don’t want to remember."
"Like what?"
The ork shrugged, apparently a little uncomfortable. "You hear stories, sometimes," he said vaguely. "Old people talk, sometimes … but then you ask for more details, and they clam up on you." He paused. "You talk to enough people, you hear really weird stuff. Dragons, for one. Big storms— unnatural storms—rolling down out of Puowaina. That’s Punchbowl crater, just north of the city. Weird drek going on in Haleakala Volcano on Maui. Kukae, some old geezer even told me once he saw something big—something real big— moving under the water in Pearl Harbor, next to the old Arizona battleship memorial. Said whatever it was, it was bigger than the battleship and it looked at him with eyes the size of fragging basketballs." He shrugged again. "Believe as much of that kanike as you want. I don’t know the answers."
He folded his napkin and put it on the table. "Now eat up and let’s roll, hoa, okay?"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
I waited in the open-air lobby while Scott pulled the Phaeton up and out of the underground parking lot. The big Rolls sighed to a stop in front of me, and the rear passenger door swung open.
I gestured no to that, crossing my hands edge to edge like karate chops meeting each other. Scott’s voice sounded from an exterior speaker. "Problems, Mr. Dirk?"
"I don’t want to ride in the playpen," I explained—feeling a touch foolish at talking to a car that was so obviously buttoned-up. "Any objection to company up front?"
I heard the ork chuckle, a slightly tinny sound through the speaker. "Your call, bruddah, but you’re going to have me forgetting I’m a chauffeur here." The passenger compartment door shut again, and the right side front door clicked open. I walked around the big car, slid inside, and chunked the door shut. The driver’s compartment was nothing compared to the playpen in back, predictably, but it still was more comfortable and well-appointed than some dosses I’ve lived in.
Scott grinned over at me. The hair-thin optic cable connecting his datajack to the control panel seemed to burn in the sun. "Okay, Mr. Dirk, anything in particular you want to see?"
I shrugged. "You’re the kama’aina," I said. "You tell me what I should see?"
His grin broadened. "You got it, hoa." At the touch of a mental command, the limo slipped into gear and pulled away. "Any objection to a little music? Local stuff."
I shrugged. "Just as long as it’s not ‘Aloha Oe,’" I told him.
He laughed at that. "Not in this car, you can bet on that. Ever hear traditional slack-key?" I shook my head. "You’re in for a treat, then." As Scott sat back comfortably and crossed his arms, the stereo clicked on and the car filled with music.
I’ve always had a taste for music—real music, stuff that shows some kind of talent, some kind of musicianship, not the drek that anyone with an attitude and a synth can chum out. Old blues or trad jazz preferably, but I’ve got a relatively open mind. Hell, I’ve even listened to country on occasion. Slack-key was something new—acoustic guitars, alternately strummed and intricately finger-picked. Something like bluegrass in technique, but with a sound and a feel all
its own.
"You like?"
"I like," I confirmed. "I’ve got to get some of this for my collection. Who’re the musicians?"
"An old group, they recorded back before the turn of the century. Kani-alu, they’re called. None of them still alive: they all kicked from old age, or got cacked by the VITAS.
"I just picked up this disk a couple of days back. Some guys have gone back through the old catalog and remastered a bunch of this stuff." He paused. "If you want, you can have my copy when you leave. I’ll pick up another."
"Thanks. I’d like that." To the lush strains played by musicians long dead, we cruised off the Diamond Head Hotel property and headed toward the city.
Scott was a good tour-guide; he had amusing and interesting stories to tell about nearly everything we passed. We cruised roughly northeast, then turned northwest to pass through Kapiolani Park in the shadow of Diamond Head itself. Then we cut down onto Kalakaua Avenue (what is it with Hawai’ians and the letter K?), which flanked the beach.
You could tell the tourists from the locals, both on the sand and in the water. The tourists were pale white—like slugs under a rock—or turning a painful-looking pinky-red. (I started thinking about sunscreen and the thinning ozone layer. I’d brought some spray-on SPF 45 goop, but would that be enough? I looked down at my arms: as slug-white as the other newbies.) In contrast, the locals—there weren’t that many of them, for some reason—were all bronze or mahogany, the comfortable deep-down tan I’d seen on Sharon Young back in Cheyenne.
There was a little surf rolling in—breakers all of a meter high or so. A couple of pale tourists were trying to catch those waves on surfboards garishly emblazoned with the name of the company that had rented them out. It looked like an awful lot of work just to get wet. As we cruised slowly on, I saw one slag—an ebony-haired elf with ivory skin—actually get up onto his surfboard and ride it … for a whole two meters before he submarined the nose and went sploosh.
Then, out beyond him, somebody else caught a wave perfectly and was up in an instant. A troll, he was, on a board larger than some dining tables I’ve owned. His long black hair whipped in the wind as he cut his board back and forth across the margin of the small wave, dodging through the heads of swimmers like gates in a slalom. Swishing into the shallows, he dismounted smoothly, and in one motion he picked up his board—shoulders and arms bulging—swung it around, and started paddling out again. I watched the muscles working under the golden-brown skin of his massive back.
Scott had been watching the same show. "Nice moves," he said approvingly.
"Do you do that?"
"I do it," he confirmed with a chuckle, "but not around here. If you’ve got time, let me take you to see some real waves, brah. Thirty-footers, and one after another. Pretty close to heaven."
As I nodded, I realized something a little surprising. There was something disturbing about the view on the beach, and it took me a moment to make sense of it. All that bare skin—that was what bothered me.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m no prude. Bare skin is great; I fully and wholeheartedly approve of bare skin, under the right circumstances, and particularly with the right companion. But …
Bare skin means no armor. I looked at all the frying tourists sprawled on the sand. Most of them would be shaikujin—corporators from one or another of the megas. Where in Seattle would you see this many corporators wandering around in public without the benefit of any armor whatsoever? Nowhere, that’s where. Here, a disgruntled sniper with a grudge to settle would have no trouble with one-shot-one-kill. Either the tourists were pretty fragging confident in the security provisions—pretty fragging overconfident, if you asked me—or the tropical sun had cooked the sense of self-preservation right out of their pointy little heads.
I pointed that out to Scott, and he nodded slowly. "A bit of both, that’s what it is," he suggested. "Na Maka’i—that’s the cops, the Hawai’i National Police Force, the HNP—they keep things buttoned down pretty tight in Waikiki. This part of town ain’t a good place to make trouble, hoa, trust me on that one. If you ain’t corp, you ain’t here, if you take my meaning."
"You’re saying the whole of Waikiki’s a corporate enclave?"
"More or less, brah, more or less." He nodded his big head. "It’s a security thing. If you’re walking the streets and you don’t look the part, Na Maka’i’s going to pull you over and ask you some questions—real polite, and all, but you’d better give them the right answers and have the datawork to back it up."
He shrugged. "But clamp-downs and heat-waves can do only so much, right? Security’s good in Waikiki, but it’s not that good." He gestured through the window at the scantily clad bodies on the beach. "If I really wanted to take down some suits, I could do it … and get away afterward."
I nodded slowly. That’s basically how I had it scanned. "What about the locals, then?" I asked. I pointed to the surfing troll, who was already riding another wave. "You’d expect him to know better than to trust the cops. But he’s not wearing any armor."
Scott chuckled. "No, he’s not wearing armor, hoa, he is armor. You know the second most popular elective medical procedure in the whole of the islands?"
"Dermal armor," I guessed.
"You got it, brah. Nui dermal armor—dermal armor big-time. Along with bodysculpt to make it look good … or as good as you can get. See, now check out that slag over there? Classic example."
I looked where he was pointing, saw an ork strolling along the beach, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts even more garish than Scott’s shirt. His arms and legs were scrawny; his shoulders weren’t broad. But by Ghu did he have pecs and abs—massively cut, incredibly defined, as if they were chiseled out of some material other than flesh. Which they were, I realized. His chest and back were layered with enough dermal planting to stop a Manhunter round. The Seco on my hip would barely scratch him.
"Want to guess the most popular procedure?" Scott asked.
"Tell me."
"Sun-shielding, brah. Genetic treatment of the skin to block UV. They tried various chemical treatments, but you had to keep going in for a refresher because you’d eventually just exfoliate the treated skin. The genetic route, new skin is as resistant as the old. See this?" He extended his hand to me, pinched a fold of his skin. "This is SPF eighty-five, hoa. Permanent sunscreen.
"I got my eyes done, too—modified iris and photosensitive chemicals in the lens. I don’t need shades no matter how bright it gets."
"Expensive, I guess?"
"The eyes, yes," he admitted. Then he chuckled. "Glad Nebula picked up the tab.
"But the skin treatment? No, brah, it’s not bad at all. The clinics have got it down to a real assembly-line process, and you’ve got nui kinds to pick from. Full treatment costs five thousand nuyen, good for life. And lots of the clinics, they offer special family packages—you, the wife, and all the ankle-biters for seven-Kay." He poked my pale forearm. "If you decide to stay here, you might consider it yourself."
"Hey," I protested quickly, "I’m not staying. Just doing my job, then I’m gone."
The chauffeur shrugged. "That’s what everyone says," he told me, "at first."
Still on Kalakaua Avenue, we rolled westward into downtown Waikiki.
I didn’t really know what to expect from Waikiki, except that I thought it would be different, somehow. I was disappointed. It was just another city, really. Apart from the curving beach, the rich blue ocean, and the perfect weather, it could just as well have been the corporate enclave in just about any metroplex anywhere in the world. Okay, it was cleaner than most other cities I’ve seen. But apart from that, this could just as easily have been the rich corporate quarter of Tokyo or Chiba.
Why did I pick two Japanese cities as examples? The people on the sidewalks, chummer, that’s why. Nine out of ten of them were Nihonese. I wondered about that for a while, but then I remembered something I’d read a long time ago.
Apparently, during the last decades of the last century, lots of Japanese—and lots of Japanese money—moved into the islands (The smart-ass who’d written the article I read said something like, "After the Japanese couldn’t conquer Hawai’i in World War II, they came in afterward and bought it.") Add a large resident Nihonese population to the influx of tourists from Japan-based megacorps, and that would explain it.
Scott tooled the Phaeton along the broad, spotless street of Waikiki, showing me all the major sites. The Royal Hawai’ian Hotel—"The Pink Lady," Scott called it—a flamingo pink extravaganza of pseudo-Moorish architecture that was more than a century old, but was still recognized as one of the most sumptuous hotels in the islands. The International Market Place, an open-air market comprising scores of booths and stores, under the spreading branches of a banyan tree. (Scott explained that the original International Market Place had been turned into a convention center around the turn of the century, but that after a fire destroyed the center in 2022, the City Council ordered another banyan planted, and the Market Place returned to its earlier glory.) And on and on. Eventually, the sumptuous-looking hotels started to blur into one another, and my eyes started to glaze over.
Scott noticed almost immediately, pulled the car over, and turned to me. "You getting bored, is that it?"
I shrugged. "Call it culture shock, maybe."
The ork snorted. "You call this culture? This is glitz, brah, pure and simple."
"That’s what I mean," I told him "I’m not used to this much money concentrated in one place."
"I got it now, Mr. Dirk." Scott laughed. "You want to see the other side of the coin, right? Okay, you’ll get it." And he pulled the car back out into the traffic.
As soon as we were out of the Waikiki enclave, into the real Honolulu, I felt a lot more at home and comfortable. (Depressing, in a way, but there it is.) According to Scott, the official population of Honolulu is almost three million— just a hundred thousand or so less than Seattle’s. That’s the official figure, of course, in both cases. In Seattle, if you lump in the SINless—the homeless, the indigent, the transient, and the shadowy—the total rises to, depending on which estimate you believe, just short of four million to well over five and a quarter million
The Honolulu number is probably an underestimate as well, but—cruising down its highways and byways—I couldn’t believe that the difference between official population and real population was that great. Don’t get me wrong, I did see vagrants and homeless types. (I made sure that Scott included appropriate places on the tour.) But they were nowhere near as numerous as in Seattle, or even in Cheyenne. There were some pretty drekky low-rent areas, and one or two ancient tenement complexes that prompted ideas of urban renewal using high-explosives, but there wasn’t anything I’d really class as slums. And there certainly wasn’t anything as squalid and soul-killing as Hell’s Kitchen, Glow City, or the Barrens back in Seattle.
The most interesting thing about Honolulu, to my mind, was the proximity of the drekkier parts of town to the corporate heart. Around the intersection of King Street and Punchbowl Street, you’ve got the financial guts of the city, all pristine skyrakers and corp smoothies on the street. Less than half a klick away, there’s the "vice shopping mall" that is Hotel Street, lined with sex shows, tough-looking bars, and porno chip outlets, populated by broken-down jammers of all four orientations (hetero and homo male, hetero and homo female), by chipleggers and flashmeisters, and by the fresh meat strolling by to do business with same. Even Seattle has managed to segregate the two facets of its economy a little more.
Hotel Street was the heart of Chinatown, according to Scott, but I didn’t see too many ethnic Chinese on the streets. Lots of big slags and buffs who I guessed were native Polynesians and an almost equal number I tentatively labeled as Filipinos. As we cruised slowly by, I watched the action—contract negotiations of various sordid kinds—come to a stop as the participants stared at the Phaeton gliding past. There probably weren’t that many Rolls-Royces to be seen in this neck of the woods, I figured. (Come to think of it, that slow cruise pointed out another difference between Honolulu and the underbelly of Seattle: nobody so much as took a potshot at the car.)
From Chinatown we headed west again, swinging past the airport, past the huge restricted area that was the Pearl Harbor military base, and into the region known as Ewa (EH-vah) Scott made sure I got the pronunciation right). As recently as thirty years ago, my tour-guide told me, Ewa had been a city in its own right, close to but still distinct from Honolulu itself. No longer: The larger city had sprawled out, eventually absorbing the smaller. (Much like Everett and Fort Lewis, now that I came to think about it.) Apart from the weather and the clarity of the air, as we drove the streets of Ewa I could easily imagine I was in Renton.
I checked my watch. We’d been cruising for almost two hours, and my stomach was starting to make growling noises again, despite the big breakfast. "I need a bite to eat," I told Scott. "And it’s getting on to Miller time, too."
"The bar’s fully stocked in the back," the ork told me, "and if you look in the bottom of the fridge there’s food—"
"No," I cut him off, "I want to stop somewhere around here. Consider it part of the tour."
He smiled at that. "What do you have in mind?"
I told him, and his smile grew even broader. "Mo’ bettah, brah, that’s okay. I got just the place in mind."
The place was called Cheeseburger in Paradise, and it was in the grimy heart of Ewa. Scott told me the name as if it was a joke, but I didn’t get it. He had to explain about a song by some dead country-folkie called Jimmy Buffet whom I’d never heard of, and by that time it wasn’t really funny anymore. In any case, he explained, Cheeseburger in Paradise was originally a chain that had started up in Maui during the nineteen eighties, and eventually spread to the other islands. The chain had gone belly-up in the ‘twenties, and recently this place had picked up the name as an ironic commentary. Something like a rat-bag flophouse calling itself the Hilton.
I felt at home the moment I walked in the door. Almost subliminal waves of tension, of intensity, of danger and violence only barely held in check, washed over me. In the semidarkness of the tavern, I could easily imagine I was back in The Blue Flame in Seattle, or even The Buffalo Jump in Cheyenne.
I went in first—Scott had wanted to lead, but I’d insisted—and I felt the eyes on me from the darkened booths and tables. The bartender, a grizzled ork with chipped fangs, gave me a welcoming sneer. From the rough direction of the dance stage—currently vacant, although the lights gleamed on something that could be oil on the worn carpet covering—I heard a muttered comment, something highly derogatory by its tone, and a harsh laugh. Yep, this was just the kind of place I was looking for.
The door opened again behind me, and I felt the looming presence of Scott at my back. Instantly, the feel of the place—the strange dynamic that you can always feel, if you’re tuned in closely enough to your instincts—changed. I couldn’t believe that the locals of Cheeseburger in Paradise knew Scott personally, but they had to recognize what he was, if not precisely who: a bodyguard, and a very competent one. I could feel the shift as the patrons quickly reoriented their perceptions of me.
I jandered across to an open booth, thinking about the gun on my hip as I walked. That’s all it takes, really—just think about the heat you’re packing, and where you’re packing it. It changes your walk, the way you carry your weight, very subtly. Anyone with street instincts is going to pick up on that change and interpret it correctly. In a totally nonconfrontational and nonthreatening way, I’d made it abundantly clear to those who mattered that I wasn’t traveling unheeled. Scott followed me, and we slid into the curved booth, sitting side by side with our backs to the wall.
A waitress—a hard-faced woman with black roots to her bottle-blond hair—was with us in a minute. "What can I get you?"
"Nothing for me," Scott started, but I shot him a look. He hesitated, then beamed. "Gimme a dog, then," he said.
I raised an eyebrow in question.
"Black Dog beer," Scott explained. "A microbrewery out Kailua way makes it. Real good, if you like your beer dark."
"I’ll have a dog too, then," I told the waitress. She walked away without acknowledgment, but a few minutes later returned to place two half-liter glasses filled to the brim with dark liquid on our table.
I tried to pay, but Scott was too fast. "I’ll get this one," he said, slipping some money—real folding money, which surprised me—to the waitress. "You got breakfast."
"Did I?"
He chuckled. "It got charged to your room, anyway." He glanced down at his glass. "I shouldn’t be doing this, not on duty, but"—he grinned like a bandit, and raised his glass—"okolemaluna!"
I
toasted him in return. "Whatever you just said." The beer had a nice head to it, and a sweet, slightly nutty taste. I took a second swig and nodded approvingly. "Good. How’s the food here?"
By the time we’d finished our lunch—a large soyburger with Maui chips, two of the same for Scott—the afternoon crowd had started to roll in. A succession of dancers—quite pretty, most of them, and some could even dance—disrobed and strutted their stuff for the indifferent audience. As the patrons gathered along the bar and in the shadowy booths, I felt even more at home. Apart from style of dress and the preponderance of deep tans, these slags were almost exactly like the crowd that frequented my favorite watering holes in Seattle and Cheyenne. Hard-edged customers, most of them—totally at home in the reality of the streets, if not full-on denizens of the shadows. Many were packing—I could see it in the way they moved—and those who weren’t looked as though they could more than hold their own even without a weapon.
I sipped at my second beer. Scott was still nursing his first and refused my offer of a refill. "Drinking and driving ain’t a good thing with a vehicle control rig," he told me firmly.
A knot of real hard cases were talking biz in the back corner. Macroplast glinted momentarily in the light as a credstick changed hands. I leaned over toward Scott and nodded toward the negotiators. "What are the shadows like around here?" I asked quietly.
He sipped beer to give himself a moment to think "Pretty dark, brah," he said at last. "When the sun’s bright, the shadows can get pretty fragging dark."
"Big shadow community?"
He shrugged. "Depends on how you define it, I guess. There’s a fair bit of biz to be done, that’s what I hear at least." He grinned crookedly. "Comes from having such a big megacorp presence, that’s the way I read it.
"But the core group, the real players?" He shrugged again. "Not too many of them, I guess. Probably fewer than where you’re from. And fewer wannabes, too."
"Why’s that?"
The ork smile turned predatory for a moment. "Nature of the islands, hoa, that’s all. It’s a small community here. You frag up, and there’s no space to run. The way I hear it, you’re good … or you’re dead."
I nodded slowly. That made a disturbing kind of sense. As a kind of mental exercise, I ran through a few contingency plans for getting off the islands if things went screwy in a hurry … and quickly realized how few options there really were. Disturbing. I always liked to have running room. "How much actual biz goes down here?" I asked after a moment.
Scott raised his eyebrows. "Hey, you’re asking the wrong wikanikanaka, brah," he protested mildly, "I’m just a chauffeur, here."
My expression communicated just what I thought of that disclaimer. "Get actual, chummer," I told him "You’re connected. Somebody like you has got to be. Right?"
I watched his eyes as he debated standing pat with his bluff, and eventually decided against it. He smiled a little self-consciously. "Yeah, okay, I got my ear to the ground. I hear things." He paused. "Some biz goes down here, and in other places like this. But the shadows are different here than they are elsewhere—that’s the way I hear it, at least. On the mainland, if you got a good brag-sheet, you get biz. Fixers deal with you on the basis of your street rep, doesn’t matter whether they know you or not. Right?"
"Sometimes," I allowed.
"That’s not the way it happens here, hoa," he said firmly. "Not the way I hear it, at least … and keep in mind this is all secondhand; I’m a driver, not a runner, okay?" He paused, ordering his thoughts. "The way I hear it, in the islands it’s personal relationships that matter more than a brag-sheet, even more than a street rep. People deal with people they know personally, people they’ve come to trust. Some malihini newcomer to the islands rolls up with a brag-sheet as long as your fragging leg—‘I shaved Fuchi ice, I blew away a division of Azzie hard-men, I took Dunkelzahn in a con game’—and nobody’s going to touch him, ‘cause he’s an unknown quantity, see? The kalepa—the fixers—they’re going to go with the runners they know, the ones they’ve dealt with personally before … even if it means going with some hawawa who’s not as good as the newcomer. At least the kalepa knows exactly what to expect."
I nodded slowly. That made a certain amount of sense in a tight community with limited running room. You’re less likely to bet on an unknown quantity, because if the drek drops into the pot you might find you don’t have anyplace to run.
A tight knot of people—lots of black synthleather and studs—jandered in and cruised over to the bar. I could almost feel the attitude from where I sat. Beside me, Scott looked up and grinned. "Somebody you might want to meet, hoa," he told me. Then he raised his voice. "Te Purewa. Hele mai."
One of the black-clad arrivals turned and looked our way. I felt his eyes on me like lasers, burning out of a face that could well have been chiseled from black lava rock. Hawk nose, thick brows, short black hair. And tattoos all over his fragging face: swirls and geometricals and curlicues around his eyes until he looked like a paisley necktie. He smiled—the kind of expression I associated with thoughts of ripping out someone’s liver—and he strode over toward our table. He was one big son of a slitch, I saw as he loomed up over us. Big and broad; the bulges of his muscles had bulges on them. "Howzit, Scotty?" he rumbled.
Scott shrugged. "Li’ dat." He gestured my way. "Want you to meet somebody, Te Purewa. Bruddah from the mainland, Dirk Tozer."
Te Purewa—was that his name, or some Hawai’ian phrase I hadn’t caught yet?—turned those burning dark eyes on me. "Kia ora!" he barked at me. And then he bugged out his eyes and stuck out his tongue.
My natural response was to laugh; and when I saw the anger flare in those eyes I knew I’d made a mistake. The big guy scowled, and his tattoos seemed to writhe. Then, without another word, he turned his back on us and strode away.
I turned to Scott. "Oops," I said quietly.
"You got that, bruddah." The ork shook his head. "Shoulda warned you, I guess. Te Purewa—"
"That’s his name?"
"Yeah, it’s Maori, from Aotearoa—used to be called New Zealand." Scott sighed. "Every time I see him, he’s more Maori. Good guy, at heart, but sometimes he takes things too far, y’know? All this heritage kanike … Last year it was the tats"—he traced imaginary lines on his face—"then a coupla months back he got himself a linguasoft so he could speak Maori. And now he’s doing the traditional greeting crap as well. That whole tongue stuff? He says Maoris look fierce at you as a sign of respect." He shrugged. "Sounds like kanike to me."
"So now he hates me forever?"
Scott chuckled. "Honestly? Te Purewa doesn’t have the attention span for holding long grudges, hoa. Next time you see him, snarl at him and say ‘Kia ora!’, and he’ll treat you like a long lost bruddah." He paused, and his smile faded. "Thought you might like to meet him ‘cause he’s the closest thing I know to a real shadowrunner. Te Purewa’s SINless, he hangs with some of the fringe kalepa, the fixers on the edge of the action. Don’t know what kind of biz he does for them—don’t really want to know, is it—but he’s the closest thing to real street action I know around here."
He glanced at his watch. "Another beer?"
I thought about it, then shook my head. "What’s the next stop on the tour?"
The cultural/historical part of the tour was next, it turned out. Scott tooled the big Phaeton back through the financial heart of downtown Honolulu, then continued east into the government sector of the city. First stop was a relatively undistinguished two-story building that looked as though it was made of dressed lava rock. Despite the fact that the place was nothing special, it looked vaguely familiar, as if I’d seen it before. It took me a few seconds to tag the memory. That was it—an old two-D TV show I’d seen at some retrospective festival up in Seattle, something about cops in Hawai’i; that’s where I’d seen the place before.
I mentioned this to Scott, but he just shrugged. "Don’t know about that, brah, but it’s possible, I guess. That’s the Iolani Palace. Old place, century and a half old."
"But what is it?" I asked.
The ork looked at me like I’d just misplaced a couple of dozen points of IQ. "It’s the palace, hoa. The capitol, where the Ali’i lives and holds court with his kahuna."
"His shaman?"
Scott shook his head. "No. Well, maybe, but … You’ll find words in Hawai’ian can have a drek-load of meanings. Take aloha—‘hello,’
right? Also means ‘love,’ `mercy,’ `compassion’, ‘pity,’ maybe half a dozen others.
"And kahuna? Shaman, sure. Priest. But it also means `advisor,’ particularly when you’re talking about the Ali’i and his kahuna." Scott chuckled. "Also means someone who’s nui good at something, okay? Remember that guy we saw on the surfboard? He’s one big kahuna when it comes to surfing."
He paused and shrugged. "Where was I? Oh yeah. The Iolani Palace, it’s the ‘working’ capitol. On some big, nui important ritual days, the Ali’i and his court fly over to the old capitol on the Big Island. But most of the time, this is where King Kam does his stuff."
"This is King Kamehameha V, right?"
"That’s it, brah." The ork pointed across the street. "You want to see King Kam I, Kamehameha the Great? There he is."
I looked where he was pointing and saw the large statue he meant. It showed a perfectly proportioned man with mahogany skin and noble features, holding a spear. He wore a yellow cape and a weird kind of curving headdress, both apparently made of feathers. "Quite the outfit," I noted.
"The traditional dress of the Ali’i," Scott agreed. "King Kam wears the same stuff for official business." He paused. "From what I’ve heard, that statue’s life-size, by the way. Kam the Great was one big boy."
I glanced back at the statue. At a guess, I’d have said it was at least 2.2 meters tall—7’3" for the metrically challenged—and that didn’t include the headdress. "Big boy, all right," I agreed. "Any troll blood in the king’s lineage?"
Scott chuckled at that as he pulled ahead.
Our last stop was maybe a block from the palace, the other side of the government business. Scott pointed to a big ferrocrete building whose vertical lines evoked images of both classical columns and waterfalls. Over a set of large double doors hung a massive disk of metal—bronze, probably, judging by its color—bearing a crest. "That’s the Haleaka’aupuni," Scott announced. "I guess you could translate that as ‘Government House.’ The legislature sits here, and this is where the administrators and the datapushers do their thing."
I remembered some of the material I’d scanned on the flight in. "Is the king still scrapping it out with the legislature?" I asked.
The ork shot me a speculative look. "You’re not as out-of-touch as I thought, brah," he said with a hint of respect. "Yeah, King Kam’s still butting heads with the Na Kama’aina hotheads in the legislature." We turned a corner, cruising down another side of Government House, and Scott pointed ahead. "There’s some of the hotheads’ constituents now."
I looked.
It wasn’t large as demonstrations go—I’ve seen larger mobs protesting a hike in monorail fares in Seattle—but there was something about it, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, that made me think it was well-organized. There were maybe a hundred people massed before the steps of Government House. Not many, in the grand scheme of things, but every time the news photographer who was standing at the top of the steps panned his vidcam over them, they all packed in tighter in the area he was scanning. To make the crowd look denser, and hence much bigger, when the footage aired on the news tonight, I realized. That was too much media awareness for a "spontaneous gathering." I could well be looking at the Hawaiian version of something an old Lone Star colleague had once called "rent-a-mob"—professional agitators, or at least a group led by professional agitators.
All the protesters seemed to be Polynesian, I noticed. Lots of orks and trolls, with only a few humans and dwarfs tossed in for spice. (No elves, though, I noted, or none that I spotted. Interesting, that …) Lots of bronze or mahogany skin, lots of black hair. Most wore more or less the same as Scott—the same as me, for that matter—but some were dressed in traditional aboriginal costumes of one kind or another. Lots of straw, and grass, and feathers. Most of the placards were too small for me to read from this distance, but I could make out one. "E make loa, haole?" I sounded out to Scott.
He frowned, then snorted in disgust, but didn’t translate.
"What’s it mean?" I pressed.
"It means, ‘Die, Anglo,’ " he admitted after a moment. "Like I said, hotheads."
I gestured toward the crowd. "Are these people ALOHA?"
Scott laughed. "Are you lolo, bruddah? You stupid? You think I’d get this close to a pack of ALOHA goons with a fragging haole in the car?" He paused, and when he spoke again his voice was more serious. "ALOHA doesn’t go for this kind of kanike, Mr. Dirk. Peaceful demonstrations? Not their style. They blow drek up, that’s how they get their ideas across."
"Na Kama’aina, then?"
He shrugged. "The leaders, sure—one or two of them, the slags who arranged for the newsvid boys to be here. The rest? They’re just twinkies come along ‘cause they’ve got nothing better to do with their time "
A couple of the demonstrators at the back of the pack had turned to watch the limo as we rolled by. One of them had the same kind of facial tattoos as the Maori in the bar. Instead of black leather, though, she wore only a loincloth and a kind of skirt made from dried reeds or some drek. "I can’t complain about the costume choice," I remarked, and Scott chortled appreciatively.
"Some people get an idea in their heads, and they just run with it," he said. "The costumes. Trying to speak the old languages … or what they think are the old languages—some died out, but that doesn’t stop the hotheads from pretending." He snorted again. "Look at them. Refugees from the luau shows put on for the tourists … except these ule don’t know the show’s over."
I blinked in mild surprise at the vehemence in his voice. "Is that what you think of what’s-his-name?" I asked quietly after a moment.
"Te Purewa?" He paused. Then, "More or less," he admitted. "I don’t think he’s taken to waving placards at the government yet, but …" He shrugged.
"Te Purewa’s not his real name, is it?" I guessed.
Scott gave a bark of laughter. "You got that," he agreed. "Mark Harrop, that’s his real name, can you beat that? Mark fragging Harrop. Couple years back he decided he had Maori blood in his veins—like, a couple drops, maybe—and picked the name out of some book."
I was silent for almost a minute as Scott swung the limo around a corner and headed back toward Waikiki and Diamond Head. At last I asked gently, "What about you, Scott? You don’t have any sympathy for Na Kama’aina? You’re Polynesian by descent, aren’t you?"
He didn’t answer right away, and I wondered if I’d offended him. Then he smiled, a little shamefacedly. "I’m a kama’aina," he agreed. "I’m a ‘land child’—quarter-blood, but I get it from both sides of my family. My mother, she was a Nene kahuna."
"Nay-nay?" I asked.
"Nene, Hawai’ian goose," he explained. "Looks kind of like a Canada goose—except it’s not extinct, it’s got claws on its feet, and it likes volcanic rock. One of the local Totems.
"Anyway," he went on, "you can be a kama’aina, a local, without being part of Na Kama’aina, if you get my drift."
"And you’ve got no desire to take a Hawai’ian name and run around in grass skirts?"
"Grass makes me itch." He paused. "I’ve already got the Hawai’ian name," he added quietly after a moment, "I don’t have to take one. My mother, she gave me one."
I waited, but he didn’t go on. "Well?" I pressed at last.
He sighed. "My given name is Ka-wena-’ula-a-Hi’iaka-ika-poli-o-Pele-ka-wahine-’ai-ho-nua." The polysyllables rolled off his tongue like a smooth-flowing river.
"Holy frag," I announced when I was sure he was done.
"Yeah, quite the mouthful."
"And it means?"
"‘The red glow of the sky made by Hi’iaka in the bosom of Pele the earth-eating woman,’ if you can believe that."
"You must get writer’s cramp signing your name."
He laughed. "That’s why my father called me Scott," he explained.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
My body clock seemed to have finally adjusted to the time difference and everything. I slept when I went to bed, and I woke up when I wanted to, a couple of minutes before my alarm went off. I rolled out of bed feeling like a new man—or at least a creditable retread—drew open the drapes, and stared for a couple of minutes out the bedroom window. The sun glinted off the azure sea, and the few clouds only served to emphasize the depth and clarity of the sky. Another drekky day in paradise.
As I dressed, I noticed for the first time the two holos on opposite walls of the bedroom. One showed Waikiki as I’d seen it the day before from a vantage point somewhere near the west end of the bay—a view of Diamond Head in the distance, people on the beach, a big auto-rigged trimaran anchored offshore. The other hologram had a sepia tone, like a holo taken of an old black-and-white flatphoto. A dark-skinned native was pushing a dug-out outrigger canoe up onto the beach out of the surf. Something looked familiar about the shot somehow. I compared the two mentally and realized that both holos were from exactly the same camera angle! The sepia one had to date from the nineteenth century. There was Diamond Head … with nothing but jungle all the way down to the beach and only a couple of tiny buildings around the curve of the bay. I turned back to the contemporary shot—yes, the holographer had matched the camera angle and the composition exactly. Fascinating.
It was oh-eight-thirty by the time I finished dressing, and my stomach reminded me not to skip breakfast. So down the elevator I went and breakfasted in the company of those little ring-necked doves on the outdoor patio.
I was savoring my third cup of coffee and debating whether I had room for another waffle when I felt a presence beside me. Glancing up, I saw one of the self-effacing hotel functionaries holding a small cellular phone out to me. "Mr. Tozer?"
I nodded to him, and he vanished from sight as I flipped the phone off standby. "Hello?"
"Good morning, Mr. Dirk." It was Scott, of course. "I hope you’re feeling up to a little business today."
I almost asked him the details, but my natural caution— better yet, my paranoia—kicked in at the last moment. "When?" is all I said.
I was waiting outside the hotel when the Rolls pulled up thirty minutes later. Dressed in a finely tailored business suit today, Scott climbed out and held the rear passenger compartment door for me. (No slotting around with sitting up front today …) As I settled myself in the couch, he slid back into the driver’s seat, buttoned the car up, and pulled away.
"Okay, Scott," I said once we were out in traffic, "give. Who, what, where, when, and why."
He glanced back at me. (At least he’d left the kevlarplex divider down.) "You’ve got an appointment with Mr. Ekei Tokudaiji," he told me flatly.
"Who is?"
The ork shrugged his broad shoulders. "An important man around these parts, that’s all I can tell you."
Well, frag, I could have maybe guessed that much. "Where are we going?"
"Kaneohe Bay. Mr. Tokudaiji has a … a place there."
I frowned. The friendliness, the volubility, had vanished from Scott’s manner. This was more than being businesslike, it was as if the big ork were under some kind of major stress. Was visiting this Tokudaiji so daunting, even for a fragging chauffeur? Just how important was this slag? "Why couldn’t we have gotten this over with yesterday?" I asked.
"Like I said, Mr. Tokudaiji had biz on the outer islands yesterday," Scott explained patiently. "He’s under no obligation to see you at all, see? He could just dust you off, and nobody could say drek about it."
I digested that as Scott turned the limo onto a northbound highway that soon plunged into a tunnel through a range of hills. Either Scott didn’t know on whose behest I was working—this Tokudaiji wouldn’t be dusting me off, he’d be dusting off Jacques Barnard, executive vice president of Yamatetsu North America—or Tokudaiji was a very important man indeed.
"Are you packing?" Scott asked suddenly.
The Seco suddenly felt heavy on my hip. "Yes," I said slowly.
Scott made a tsk sound. "Should have warned you about that. You’ll have to leave it in the car when you go in to see Mr. Tokudaiji."
Like frag I will … That’s what I wanted to say, but I held my tongue with a sigh. "I’m not sure I like the way this is working out." For a moment the old Scott reappeared in his smile. "Hey, brah, at least you won’t have to go through a cavity search."
The highway emerged from the tunnel, and the whole landscape had changed. The north side of the island was much lusher than the south, which implied more rain. (Hadn’t I read somewhere that changing wind patterns had really fragged with the weather in the islands over the last half century? Well, whatever.) The highway curved northwest, judging by the position of the sun, then switchbacked to the northeast, descending a hillside. Directly north was a rocky promontory, with something that looked like a military installation at its base. On the west side of the promontory, the coastline opened out into a sweeping bay so beautiful it almost couldn’t be real. "Mr. Tokudaiji’s got himself a pretty fair view, you ask me," Scott said, again seeming to read my mind.
We pulled off the highway and followed a harshly weathered secondary road that flanked the bay. After a klick or two, Scott took an unmarked turn, and the quality of the road improved drastically. Private road, I guessed … and a glimpse of a surveillance camera tracking the car from a hibiscus bush confirmed it a moment later. I patted my pockets to be sure I hadn’t misplaced Barnard’s message chip after all this, and, a little grudgingly, unclipped the Seco’s holster from my waistband. "You can just leave your piece in the back there," Scott suggested. "It’ll be safe."
The limo sighed to a stop at a security gate, but not any kind of security gate I was used to. No electrified chain-link fences here, no strands of cutwire, no powered metal gate running on reinforced tracks. Instead, we faced a large palisade—that’s about the best word I can find for it—made of finely finished dark wood. A Japanese-style arch topped the gate. I saw the motif worked into that arch and into the double gate itself and felt a faint chill in my gut. A chrysanthemum, that was the key image, replicated everywhere. Just fragging peachy.
As we sat, waiting, I examined the gate and the palisade. Though the whole setup looked like a set from an old Kurosawa flatfilm—Ran, maybe—it didn’t take much brains to guess that things were a lot more secure than they seemed. Maybe the facade of the gates and the fence were real wood—if I hadn’t noticed the chrysanthemum pattern, I’d have wagered they were cheaper macroplast—but they certainly covered material a lot more resilient. Reinforced ballistic composite at the very least, possibly armored ferrocrete. Though it looked as though those carved gateposts would fall like bowling pins if Scott gunned the Rolls into the gates, I’d have laid a very big bet that even a light panzer would have difficulty taking down Ekei Tokudaiji’s first line of defense.
After a minute or so—enough time for security personnel to scan the car with every available frequency of the electromagnetic spectrum, presumably—a small postern gate opened and two figures emerged. They wore expensively tailored suits, not the ancient Nihonese armor I’d half expected, but their faces, their manner, and the general way they carried themselves wouldn’t have seemed out of place in a samurai epic.
Neither had any visible weapons, but one of them took up a perfect position for covering fire anyway. The second approached the driver’s side. Scott powered down the window and gave the guard a formal nod. "Konichi-wa," the driver said, then went on in Japanese faster than my limited comprehension could match. I heard Tokudaiji-sama once, and my own name—I think—a couple of times, but beyond that I couldn’t make any sense of it.
When Scott had run down, the guard nodded again. "Go ahead," he said in unaccented English and stepped aside to join his comrade. The double gates swung silently back, and the Rolls sighed forward.
Outside the compound, the forest had been allowed to run more or less riot. Inside, everything—the position of every tree and shrub, even the proportions of the winding driveway—seemed to be laid out with mathematical precision. I felt like I was cruising through a tropical version of a Japanese formal garden … which is exactly what I was doing, of course.
I gave a heartfelt sigh and shot Scott a sour look. "You could have told me Tokudaiji was a fragging yakuza oyabun," I pointed out.
"Hey, don’t give me that stink-eye," he protested. "Not my idea, brah. Just following orders."
"What an original excuse," I muttered.
The oyabun’s
mansion nestled up against the steep slope of a greenery-clad hill. He’d obviously got himself a good architect, had the yak boss—every line of the house and its outbuildings harmonized perfectly with the contours of the terrain around it. How many million nuyen would a place like this set you back? I wondered. More than I’d ever see.
As we pulled up, I found myself looking around for more of the suit-clad samurai who’d greeted us at the gate. I couldn’t see any, but I could feel their presence. Nothing happened for almost a minute. Scott killed the Rolls’s engine, but he didn’t open the door, didn’t even move. I figured he knew what he was doing, so I concentrated on doing the same kind of nothing. Again, I imagined invisible fingers of electromagnetic energy scanning the car and our bodies, counting rivets and fillings and the like.
Finally, a figure emerged from the front door of the mansion—another suit-clad samurai—and stopped a couple of meters from the front quarter of the car. As if that had been his signal—which it probably was, of course—Scott climbed out, came around, and held my door open for me. As I emerged from the air-conditioned comfort of the car, the heat and humidity—and the unmistakable smell of jungle—was like walking into a door.
"Just take this all chill, okay?" Scott whispered, without moving his lips. I snorted. What the frag did he expect me to do? Go ballistic for no good reason, and try to cack the samurai with my bare hands? Yeah, right. For an instant my left hip felt awfully lonely without the weight of the Seco. Scott took up station to my left and one step back as I walked toward the Armanté-clad samurai.
When I was a couple of strides away, the man turned wordlessly and strode off toward the front of the house, obviously expecting me to follow. With a shrug, I did. Through a set of large double doors we went—the chrysanthemum motif was carved into those doors as well, just in case a visitor hadn’t gotten the message already—and into the atrium of the house.
And "atrium" is exactly the right word. The place was laid out like a Roman villa with a central open area. I guess I expected something more in the neighborhood of a Japanese rock garden complete with fishpond and koi. Wrong, chummer. No rocks growing in the sand, no mutant immortal carp. The atrium was paved with marble and sported a couple of benches plus a handful of classical-style statues. (Suddenly I flashed on the formal garden in the background of Barnard’s vidcall. Did he and Tokudaiji share the same fragging decorator or what?) In the bright Hawai’ian sunlight, the white marble glared.
Our samurai guide turned left down a … well, if this was a church, I’d call it a cloister—a corridor open on one side, looking out over the atrium. (Weird mixture of styles and symbols in this house. But somehow they seemed to mesh and the amalgam worked.) Two more side-boys materialized out of nowhere flanking me and Scott a couple of paces back. Again, no weapons were visible; but, again, the way they carried themselves convinced me they wouldn’t need weapons to take down anything less than a fragging dzoonoo-qua.
We played follow-the-leader halfway down the cloister, then hung a left through another heavy wooden door. (No chrysanthemum on this one, as if it mattered.) Two more suit-clad sammies were waiting for us in the room—a small antechamber decorated in muted tones, very serious and elegant. The two new sammies pulled out scanners and went over every centimeter of my body. Very polite about it, they were—as polite as you can be when you’re doing something like that—constantly murmuring "Sumimasen, chotto, excuse me." Never once did they touch me—no pat-down, no search of my pockets or whatever. The process took a couple of minutes and evidently they were satisfied with the results, confident that I didn’t have a heavy pistol concealed in my left ear or a hand grenade in my cheek. Both sammies bowed formally to me with one last "Sumimasen," and focused their attention on a resigned-looking Scott.
His anxiety about a cavity search was misplaced—they never so much as touched him either. Granted, they were a little more intrusive in terms of how close they brought the scanners, and they didn’t give him even one "Sumimasen," but there was nothing invasive or proctological about the procedure. One of the sammies, an older slag, with strategically silvering hair and hollow cheeks, showed specific interest in a stickpin Scott wore in his lapel. To me it looked like some kind of Hawai’ian idol, a pot-bellied little guy with big wide eyes, made out of sterling silver. The old slag didn’t scan it with his detectors, but just stared at it for a while, a slightly puzzled frown on his face. Then he shrugged and moved on. I shot Scott a questioning look. The big ork just shrugged.
Finally, the scanning and examining was done, and the door on the other side of the antechamber swung open. One of the Armanté-garbed sammies gestured us through. As I stepped forward, Scott again took up his position a step back and to my left. I strode through the door …
And stopped. I’ve always been a sucker for books. Real books, the paper-and-ink kind, the kind you can hold in your hands, the kind with real covers and bindings. (Sure, I know, it’s the content that really counts—you can’t judge a book, drekcetera—but if you don’t already understand the pure, sensory pleasure of opening a book and flipping the pages, you probably never will … and your loss.) As a bibliophile, it’s always been my dream to have a library—one room devoted entirely to books. If I had to envision that room, it would have a couple of large windows for natural light, but every other square meter of wall space would be taken up with bookshelves. There’d be one chair specifically for reading—a big old wing chair, preferably (although I’d probably retrofit a massage unit)—a couple of small tables to hold decanters of single-malt Scotch, and maybe two or three other (lesser) chairs in case I ever invited friends into my sanctum sanctorum.
Rescan that description. That’s exactly the room we were ushered into, all the way down to the cut-glass decanter of smoky amber liquid on the side table. My first reaction was, "Yeah, all right." My second, "There ain’t no fragging justice." And then I suppressed both those reactions and focused all my attention on the slag watching us from the wing chair.
He looked old and frail with bones as thin and fragile as a bird’s, his skin pale and parchment-thin. He was nearly bald, and his hands—steepled thoughtfully before his lips— were scrawny and fleshless. It was his eyes that caught and held my attention, though; dark, intense eyes, the eyes of a hawk. Intelligence and awareness glinted deep in those eyes, like windows into the soul of a young and vibrant man who only happened to be wearing the body of an octogenarian. Strength of personality radiated from him in waves. Here was a man to respect, I realized—a man to fear, perhaps, but also a man to like.
I felt Scott’s presence at my elbow. Behind us, I heard the library door click shut. I blinked, and for the first time I noticed the aide—another twenty-first-century samurai—standing silently behind the oyabun’s chair.
Mr. Ekei Tokudaiji was silent for a few moments as his eyes scanned my face and—that’s what it felt like, at least— probed the depths of my soul. Eventually, his thin lips drew up in a gentle smile. "Mr. Montgomery," he said. His voice was smooth as velvet, not loud—but then it didn’t have to be—and totally accentless. "Welcome. Please." He gestured to a chair—another leather wing chair, but smaller than his—that faced him.
"Thank you," I told him.
The yakuza boss watched me as I seated myself. The oyabun never so much as glanced at Scott, I noted, as if the big chauffeur didn’t even exist. (No, I corrected, as if Scott were as irrelevant to our discussion as a piece of furniture … or as his own aide.)
I pointedly scanned the room with my gaze, nodded approvingly. "Nice decor."
He smiled as if my opinion pleased him, as if it really mattered one way or the other. "Thank you." He gestured at the books. "A man needs a refuge where the great thoughts of the past shield him from the chaos of the world." He paused. "I apologize for …" He inclined his head toward the door to the anteroom. "Necessity. No dishonor was intended."
"None taken." I forced myself to relax, to wait him out. I never felt really comfortable with the initial meaningless protocol of high-level meetings. Why not just cut to the fragging chase and get on with things? But it was the oyabun’s game, his rules.
"How is Mr. Barnard?" Tokudaiji asked after a moment.
"Tired," I responded, remembering the way the corporator had looked on the telecom screen. "But he’s got a nice setup in Kyoto."
"A beautiful city," the oyabun said, inclining his head, "with much history and culture. Have you visited, Mr. Montgomery?"
Yet another high-powered suit wanting to know about my travel itinerary. What was this, a trend? I shook my head. "Never made it."
Again, the oyabun was silent for a few moments, regarding me steadily. Then something changed subtly in those sharp eyes, and I knew we were getting down to biz. "I understand that Mr. Barnard has a message for me," Tokudaiji said quietly, "something he was unwilling to commit to the Matrix."
"That’s correct, sir."
The yak smiled gently. "What would it concern, do you suppose?"
I shook my head. "Do you really think Mr. Barnard would confide in a mere messenger?" Drek, I thought—hang around with people like this long enough and you start talking like them …
"Of course not, of course not." Tokudaiji extended his hand.
In response I reached into my pocket for the optical chip in its plastic holder.
And that’s when the drek dropped into the pot. I felt something happen behind me. It wasn’t hearing, it wasn’t seeing, it wasn’t the sense of touch or smell—it was something else, but it was also totally undeniable. I felt it right down in the core of my being, sort of like the shivery feeling of an overpressure wave, but internal rather than external.
Magic. I knew that’s what it was; somehow I knew.
I turned my head to the left. In my peripheral vision, I saw Scott move forward, reaching into his coat. The little pot-bellied guy on his lapel was glowing with a strange inner light, and I could feel that shivery feeling emanating from it.
At that instant time seemed to change. Everything seemed to shift into slow motion, like in an old Sam Peckinpah flatfilm.
Tokudaiji’s eyes widened in surprise and alarm. Behind him his aide was going for his heat. Even in slow-mo, the sammy’s move was blindingly fast.
Not fast enough, though. The sammy’s heavy pistol was barely clear of its shoulder holster when his face vanished in a wet red cloud and he went over backward. The concussion of a gunshot hammered my left ear, and I flinched away from the muzzle-plume of Scott’s Roomsweeper. (Scott’s Roomsweeper? How the frag had he smuggled a drek-eating Roomsweeper past the security check?)
Still in slow-mo, I felt my own body responding instinctively. I came out of the chair like I was on springs, right hand slapping ineffectually at my vacant left hip.
Tokudaiji was moving, too, one of his skeleton-thin hands plunging inside his thousand-nuyen jacket. His eyes met mine, and in a flash of instantaneous communication we both knew he was too late.
From the corner of my eye I saw Scott’s Roomsweeper come to bear, saw it gout flame again. The blast—shot, not a single slug—took the yakuza boss full in the face, slamming what was left of his skull back into the leather chair, spattering blood and tissue across the room. My nose was filled with the smells of a shooting: cordite, blood, drek
I was on my feet, turning, still reaching for the gun that wasn’t there. Time clicked back into full-speed mode as Scott swung the smoking muzzle of the Roomsweeper to point directly between my eyes.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 … And he said, "Get out of here, brah, I’ll cover you as long as I can."
Through the door to the anteroom I heard the first sounds of alarm—muffled, but still audible. If I could hear that, then the sammies on the other side of the door would certainly have heard the two throaty booms from the Roomsweeper. Obviously the door was locked, and the normal release was somewhere in here—probably close to Ekei Tokudaiji’s blood-spattered hand—otherwise Scott and I would already be absorbing high-velocity rounds.
"Get the frag out of here, ule," the ork barked again.
I didn’t know whether to drek, go blind, or wind my watch. (Actually, I was down to two choices because I think I’d already done one of those three things when the first shot went off next to my head.) My mouth moved, and I think I said something cogent and pithy like, "Gaah?" My right hand was still pawing around somewhere down at my left hip—apparently searching for the Seco that was in the backseat of the Rolls—so I stopped it by clenching it into a fist.
"Kukae!" Scott swore in frustration. He pivoted and fired two ringing blasts into the nearest window. The first starred the reinforced glass; the second blew it out into the foliage beyond. (Mental note: Some kinds of reinforced glass don’t work worth squat if the shot’s coming from the inside.) "Get fragging going!" Scott roared. He crouched, scooped up the pistol that the dead aide had been trying to draw and tossed it to me. Instinctively, I plucked it out of the air.
Finally my reflexes kicked into gear, and I got fragging going. Three running steps across the room, then a dive out the window, tucking into a smooth landing roll. Would have worked like a hot damn, too, if it hadn’t been for the fragging hibiscus bush just outside the window. A silent tuck-and-roll became a loud rustle-and-crash, but at least the flowering bush absorbed my momentum and gave me a (relatively) soft landing.
I came up in a crouch and looked around wildly. Nobody coming for me, not yet. I worked the action on the pistol—a brutal-looking Browning automatic of an unfamiliar model—and checked the load. A full clip of fourteen rounds, according to the indicator, and one in the pipe. Feeling like I had a nasty big crosshairs painted on the back of my skull, I moved away from the blown-out window.
Just in time. Behind me I heard a smash, the sharp ripping of light autofire, then a godawful whump that felt like a troll had just boxed my ears for me. I hit the ground—not entirely my idea, as the pressure wave slammed into me—and out the corner of my eye I saw a dirty-red fireball lick momentarily out the window. On my belly I did the high-low crawl through the foliage as shrapnel, bits of wood, and assorted shreds of tissue spattered down around me. When I was what felt like a reasonable distance from the house, I bellied up and tried to calm myself.
Okay, just what the frag had happened? Scott had taken down my contact, that’s what had happened. And now he was dead.
He had to be dead, didn’t he? When Tokudaiji’s samurai tossed a grenade into the library …
No, that made no fragging sense at all. For all they knew, their boss-man, the oyabun, might still have been breathing. They wouldn’t have fragged the room just in case.
Which meant bruddah Scott had done it himself, didn’t it? Probably a belly-bomb of some kind. A suicide mission. He’d hung back to draw some more of Tokudaiji’s troops in, then he’d suicided violently, taking at least some of them with him.
So why the frag was I still alive?
Later, I told myself firmly, think about that later. Lord knows, I had enough to worry about at the moment, like getting out of the oyabun’s enclave with all my anatomy intact. By now, all of Tokudaiji’s samurai would know of the hit. They’d know that two people had gone in, a chauffeur and some pale-skinned reprobate name of Montgomery. They’d be cranked up, and they sure wouldn’t be in any mood to accept the excuse, "Hey, chummer, I had nothing to do with it …" Thanks, Scott. And thanks to you, too, Jacques Barnard, you fragging slot.
I had to move, and I had to move fast. It was still less than a minute since the gunshots, and only seconds since the explosion had gutted the library. Tokudaiji’s sammies would be operating on instinct and training—both probably well-developed—but things would only get worse when they had a chance to think as well as react. By the time they got their collective drek together, ideally I’d like to be several counties away. Looking around to get my bearings, I took off in the old high-low crawl again, heading directly away from the house through the heart of a large flower bed.
It wasn’t long before I ran out of bushes and had to cover some open ground. About ten meters of open ground, as it turned out, which separated me from some pretty thick-looking jungle. Ideal. A quick look around me, and I burst from cover.
Which startled the frag out of the Armanté-clad guard who was just coming around the corner of my flower bed. He was fast as greased lightning, swinging his submachine gun around to cut me in two. But fear had me so hopped up that I was even faster. Also, the fact that he saw a wild man with rolling eyes and hibiscus twigs in his hair probably set him back for a millisecond or two. I dug in and cut to the right, planning to put my shoulder into his gut. He danced back just in time, so I slammed him in the throat with my forearm.
My left forearm. The forearm of the boosted-strength cyberlimb that Jacques Barnard had paid to have installed. Trachea and hyoid bone and vertebrae gruntched under the brutal impact of synthskin-clad titanium. The samurai went one way, his SMG went another, and I went a third, hesitating only long enough to put a round from the Browning into his chest just for good measure. At a full run I plunged into the jungle. Behind me I heard the fluttering whop-whop noise of a small helicopter spooling up.
Don’t ask me how the frag I got out of there in one piece, chummer, I couldn’t tell you. I made it, but I don’t think I’ll ever fully recall the details. Whole whacks of time, minutes upon minutes, were total blanks for me. I know I crawled through tropical jungle. I know I dodged homicidal guards. I know I eventually climbed a fragging palm tree to jump over a fragging ferrocrete wall. I know I ran through more jungle—how far I ran, I don’t know—tearing the crap out of the clothes Scott had supplied me, and coming this close to blowing out an ankle. I know I eventually came to a narrow public road in a residential area where I boosted a car and basically got the frag out of there. But the images—the memories—are disjointed, like scenes in a badly edited simsense—disorienting and confusing.
I was driving my stolen car, a tiny Chrysler-Nissan Buddy three-wheeler that had seen better days, roughly west when the emotional reaction hit me. I pulled over to the side of the road, killed the electric motor, and got the bubble top open just in time to yarf up my breakfast all over the curb. My right hand was shaking as if I had some kind of palsy; my left would only move in ragged jerks, which was the cyber analog of the same thing. I felt cold and tight all over, as though I’d put on skin that was half a size too small and that had just recently been pulled out of a refrigerator.
Emotional shell shock, that’s what it was, coupled with the very real symptoms of "adrenaline overdose." While it ran its course, I was incapable of feeling anything, fragging near incapable of thinking. If Ekei Tokudaiji with his head split like a melon, had walked up to me, I’d have shaken his fragging hand.
The shakes and the nausea and the chills went away eventually the way they always do. After ten or fifteen minutes, I was almost back to normal except for the dull, thudding headache and queasy stomach of adrenaline hangover. I’m getting too old for this drek, I told myself. I wasn’t a young lion anymore. Frag, I was thirty-five going on thirty-six … and feeling half a century older than that, at the moment. I was losing the edge. Losing? Frag me, I’d lost it. How long had it taken me, back there in Tokudaiji’s library, to register the fact that Scott wasn’t going to geek me, too?
It wasn’t entirely age and diminishing capabilities, though, was it? There was more to it than that. I looked down at my left hand and clenched it into a fist again and again.
It was still with me, wasn’t it? The emotional baggage of that cluster-frag beneath Fort Lewis, the op that had cost me my arm and Hawk, Rodney, and the others so much more. I was still fragged up by it. My timing was gone, my instincts were … well, were they fragged, or was it just that I didn’t trust them? I didn’t know. When that first gunshot had gone off next to my ear, the emotions that had paralyzed me hadn’t been the emotions of the moment—if that makes any sense at all. They’d been loaded with resonances of the emotions of those distant moments when friends had been dying around me and when my left arm had been fried to charcoal. Somehow I’d never really recovered. It was as if I’d lost much more than my arm in Fort Lewis. Part of my self- image, part of my worldview, perhaps … part of my soul? It was that loss which hadn’t allowed me to put it all behind me and move on.
I could have done things different, I recognized suddenly. What do people always say when you fall off a motorbike? Get back on the fragging thing right now, get back in the fragging saddle. Had I gotten back in the saddle after my "fall?" Not a frigging chance, omae. I’d slipped the Seattle border and fled on down to the slower pace of Cheyenne. And I’d built myself a rep as the master of minimal exposure. Had I climbed back on that bike? No, chummer, it’s as if I’d run from it and never again gone near anything that moved faster than a slow stroll. My choice, and at the time it had seemed the reasonable one. But now I was out of my safe little no-exposure comfort zone, and I’d be paying for that choice.
I buttoned the C-N Buddy back up again and pulled back onto the road. I was still too close to the scene of the crime; I had to extend, had to put distance between me and Tokudaiji’s samurai. I also had to think things through and decide on my best course of action, but I could think just as well driving as I could staring blindly into space.
Ten minutes later and I was heading northwest on Route 83, the coastal road that circumnavigates the island. At any other time, I’d have relished the view. Now I hardly even saw it, I had so much on my mind.
What the frag had gone down back there at the oyabun’s
compound? What the frag had I gotten myself into?
Obviously, a conspiracy to geek the oyabun—no
prizes for guessing that much. Barnard had used me as a kind of Trojan horse, hadn’t he? Used me to penetrate Tokudaiji’s security, to draw the yak boss out, to let Scott get close enough to cap him.
And more than that. Obviously, Barnard—with Yamatetsu’s resources behind him—had set up the magical provisions that Scott the hit-ork had needed to do the job. The physical illusion spell or whatever the frag it was, that had let him sneak a fragging Remington Roomsweeper through a tight search. The shattershield spell that he must have used to slam down the magical barrier that an important target like an oyabun would have as a matter of course. A lot of that drek, you could pour the mana into a spell focus or a fetish of some kind, something, say, like the pot-bellied little guy on Scotty’s lapel. Scott himself would have to be a mage or a shaman—probably the latter, I figured, following in his mother’s footsteps—to trigger it (that’s the way I understood it, at least), but he wouldn’t have to have much juice of his own.
So I was the cover, the camouflage under which the assassin got close enough to grease his target. Okay, I could scan that.
But why didn’t Scotty take me down as well?
That was the sixty-four nuyen question, wasn’t it? Frag, if he’d played it right, Scott could—maybe—have walked out of there alive. Grease Tokudaiji and his aide with the Roomsweeper, then cap me with another weapon. Claim that I was the assassin and that he’d been too slow to pulp me before I got my shots off. Sure, it might not have worked. Sure, Tokudaiji’s sammies would probably have shot first and questioned the corpses. But it would have given him a chance, even a slim one. As it was, he suicided with a belly- bomb. Why not toss the dice and maybe—just maybe—live another day?
So why was I still sucking air past my teeth? Good question, chummer, with two possible answers. One, cacking me was part of the job that Scott just didn’t feel up to doing. In other words, my winning personality had been enough to convince a corporate hit-ork to default on part of his contract. Yeah, right. Two …
Two, leaving me alive was part of the plan. A live Dirk Montgomery would serve Jacques Barnard’s purposes better than a dead Dirk Montgomery.
Why? Who the frag knew. Maybe Barnard expected me to draw off the yakuza’s resources, to lead the yak soldiers on a merry chase while … While what? I didn’t like the logic behind this train of thought. The way Barnard figured things, leaving me alive would only benefit him. Leaving me on the street with a grudge to settle didn’t represent a significant threat to him or to his plans. (Not the most complimentary estimate of my capabilities, neh?) No, the way he figured things, I’d help him … without realizing it, of course. And—here was the most disturbing part—for the life of me (literally) I couldn’t figure out how …
Frag! Just fragging wonderful, better and better, oh boy.
Now wait, hold it just a tick here, there was something I was missing. Something that just didn’t ring true. I slowed down and let the biker who’d been tailgating me on his gyro-stabilized crotch-rocket scream by, flipping me the finger as he passed.
It was the belly-bomb, wasn’t it? That’s what was hanging me up. Call me hopelessly naive (I’ve been called much worse, trust me), but I’d always associated belly-bombs and suicide missions with ideologically driven fanatics—in other words, with slogan-chanting wackos. Not with corporate hard-men. I’d always classed corporate assassins as the cold and logical types, the slots who plan everything down to the minutest detail and won’t take a job unless there’s a 99.99% chance that they’ll walk away from it. Hell, corporators—whether they’re managers or killers—are driven by the personal profit motive, aren’t they? I’ve never really thought loyalty unto death was part of the corporate world. You do your job because you’re paid for it—paid very well, in many cases—not because you truly believe in what the corp’s doing. Who in their right mind would die for the Just and Righteous Cause of Yamatetsu Corporation?
Yet apparently that’s just what Scott did. Where was the profit motive in his actions? It’s pretty hard to enjoy the fruits of your labors when a kilo of C12 in your abdominal cavity has splattered your body hither and yon. Was I missing something here? Was there more to Scott’s actions than the obvious?
Or—now here was a nasty little thought—had bruddah Scott even known he was packing a belly-bomb or that it would be detonated when it was? Maybe he hadn’t known he was on a suicide mission. Maybe he’d really expected that he’d be fighting his way out … possibly with me in tow.
Yes, now that made a nasty kind of sense. I could easily imagine some Yamatetsu covert op monitoring events—maybe through some kind of bug on Scott’s person—waiting for the right moment to press the little red button on the transmitter beside him. Bang goes Scott, taking with him all evidence that could be used to trace the responsible party. (Part of that evidence, of course, was one Dirk Montgomery …) That could be why Scotty let me go: because he expected that we’d both be getting out of there in one piece. The only reason I was alive to think this through now was that the covert op was asleep at the switch, a few seconds slow on the button.
Oh joy. Now that made things really tight, didn’t it? If my line of reasoning was anywhere near correct, I was a walking, breathing piece of evidence that could connect the oyabun’s assassination directly with Jacques Barnard. So now, not only did I have yakuza payback teams to worry about, I also had my theoretical Yamatetsu covert ops looking to tie up the loose ends in their operation. Oh, and just for good measure, toss in the Hawaii National Police Force as well. Presumably murder is against the law in the Kingdom, and they might have some interest in the matter. Suddenly, I was very popular, wasn’t I?
So what the frag was I supposed to do now? I pulled the C-N Buddy over to the side of the road, and I stared out over the Pacific as despair rolled over me like a dark and cold wave. Where the frag was I supposed to go?
I was hooped—well and truly hooped.
Options—let’s work through them one at a time. I could go back to the Diamond Head Hotel—null! Suicide, basically. Yamatetsu would be waiting for me there, as would the yaks if they had any brains at all. My only hope of surviving the experience would be if the yaks and the corps were too busy geeking each other to geek me. Not an attractive bet.
I could hightail it for Awalani Airport and grab a suborbital the frag out of here. Hell, I still had my open corp ticket, didn’t I? Sure, I could jump aboard a plane and leave all my grief behind me—null! I knew from experience just how much security surrounded those birds. There was no fragging way in hell that Barnard, or the yaks either, for that matter, wouldn’t know I was hopping a plane out. At Awalani, in the middle of the flight, or at whichever airport I chose as my destination, there’d be that gentle tap on the shoulder that’s more shocking than a punch in the teeth. I’d be dragged away, and then there’d be the bullet in the back of the head. Or who knows, maybe I’d be turned to stone and get to join the statues I saw in the background during Barnard’s telecom call.
The more I thought about it, the more hooped I was. I hadn’t really paid attention when Scotty had told me why there were so few wannabes in the Hawai’i shadows—no running room if things go for drek. Now I was learning from personal experience that he was right, and I didn’t like the feeling at all.
What options did I have? Was there any other way off the islands? Not that I knew about, on the spur of the moment. Was there anywhere I could hole up until this all blew over? Not that I knew about, on the spur of the moment. Was there anyone who had contacts and resources that could help me out? Not that I knew about, on the spur …
Wait a tick. Maybe there was one. It was a long shot, but when things get desperate "risk amelioration" isn’t much of an option.
"Kia ora!" I practiced as I pulled the Buddy back onto the road, trying to get just the right tone of bellicosity into my voice. "Kia ora!"
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
But before I paid my respects to bruddah Te Purewa—ne Mark Harrop—at Cheeseburger in Paradise, there were a couple of other things I needed to take care of. Like, hooking up with any and all resources that might prove useful even if they weren’t in the islands.
That morning, when I’d gotten ready to cruise out to the meet in Scott’s limo, I’d debated whether or not to bother bringing my pocket ’puter. Hell, I’d reasoned if I needed communications or data retrieval or whatever, the rig in the back of the Rolls would put my personal ’puter to shame. Out of habit, though—and a sense of cussedness, perhaps—I’d brought the scratched little unit along in my pocket.
Thank the Spirits for habit and cussedness. At a little village called Kaaawa, I pulled over and used a public phone booth outside a ramshackle grocery/ice-cream/tourist-foofoo store. First order of biz—after polarizing the transpex so no one could see in—was to disable the vid pickup, which I did in the most efficient way by smacking it a good one with the butt of the Browning I’d inherited. Second was to haul out my trusty ’puter, jack it into the phone’s data port, and trigger the sophisticated—and hideously illegal—smoke and mirrors program that my old chummer Quincy (how long since I’d seen that slag?) had once blown into the little unit’s EPROM chips. Phone and ’puter clicked and hummed for a few seconds while Quincy’s code seduced the LTG system. Finally, with a beep that was the electronic equivalent of, "Take me, stud, but be gentle," the phone succumbed to the ’puter’s entreaties and I had the run of a very small corner of the PA/HI RTG.
First things first. Convincing the innocent, trusting phone system that I was an authorized Hawai’i Telecommunications Corporation senior manager, I set myself up a private and secured mailbox in HTC’s automated datamail system. (This was only a temporary setup, unfortunately; I didn’t have the time or the resources to make it permanent. At some time, a month or two down the road, some watchdog program would start barking when it noticed that nobody was paying for the datamail box even though it was still active. HTC would immediately close it down, but by that point it shouldn’t matter to me. In a month or two, I’d either be dead or off the islands.) This datamail box was the electronic equivalent of a "blind maildrop" in espionage fieldcraft. People could leave messages for me there, and I could retrieve them at my leisure, but there was no way, theoretically, that any interested party, like Jacques Barnard, could track down my actual location even if he compromised the mailbox.
Step two: Get in touch with the people that I wanted to leave me messages. The first of those was simple. One of the ever-wiz little utilities on my Quincy-modified ’puter let me send off a text-only message through a series of cold relays to a certain telecom in deepest, darkest Renton. The message contained no names, nothing that could compromise either sender or recipient. The header addressed the message to the president of Demolition Man Building Services Inc. The body text of the message was the digital address of my new datamail box cyclically encoded (again thanks be to Quincy, forever and ever amen). The way I figured it, only one man still alive would recognize the reference and know who was trying to reach him. When he got back into the sprawl, Argent would pick up the message and hopefully contact me through my blind drop.
The second person was harder, but again Quincy’s code-bashing helped me out. Within minutes I’d whipped up a simplistic little gofer of a smartframe and fired it off through the Matrix to the Cheyenne LTG. Once there, the gofer would search for any references to one Sharon Young and deliver her a message.
The content of that message was more problematic than the one to Argent. Young and I didn’t have much in the way of background; we certainly didn’t have any codes in common as I did with Argent. My message had to meet two criteria. First, it had to identify me without using names. Second, it had to communicate my blind-drop address in code. And third, it had to contain the key to that code in such a way that only Sharon Young would recognize it as such and be able to decrypt the address.
It had taken a fair bit of skull-sweat, but I’d finally come up with something that should serve. "Exposure has become direct," the message began, echoing the conversation between Young and me at The Buffalo Jump. "Discussion necessary on extraordinary disbursements. Confirming terms of payment: deadline forty-eight hours, twenty percent on twelve, ten on eighteen." And beneath that was the encrypted bit-string that was my blind-drop address.
Subtle. Too subtle? The terms of payment I’d quoted in the note were totally out to fragging lunch with regard to what we’d actually agreed, and I hoped Young would notice that and recognize the significance. Take the numbers I’d quoted: 48, 20, 12, 10, 18. That was the key to decrypt the address, of course: 48201-21018. Smart, neh? We’d see soon enough. I checked that everything was kosher, then used the ’puter to tell the phone system to forget everything that had happened over the last ten minutes. I unjacked my ’puter, climbed back into the cramped cockpit of the bubble-topped Buddy, and turned the little three-wheeler back toward Honolulu.
 
It was getting on to evening by the time I made it back to the Ewa area of Honolulu. Blame it on my being too distracted to read highway signs accurately. When you’ve got a megacorp and the yakuza gunning for you, it’s easy to mistake Kapaa for Kapua and get totally fragging lost. The sun was sinking down toward the ocean, one of those spectacular views tourists pay the big cred to see, and all I could think was "Hurry the frag up!" I’d feel much better with the cloak of night around me, I figured.
I ditched the three-wheeler a couple of blocks from the Cheeseburger in Paradise, using every shred of tradecraft I could muster to spot anyone who was affording me an abnormal degree of interest. I didn’t seem to have any shadows, but it’s a tenet of the street that you’ll never spot anyone who’s successfully shadowing you, right? As I approached the door of the tavern, I saw a reflection of myself in a store window. My flowered shirt was torn down one side, my pants were stained in places with something I hoped was mud (and not residue from Tokudaiji’s blasted skull), and I still had hibiscus twigs in my fragging hair. I had looked better, I had to admit. I did what damage control I could under the circumstances—damn near squat, to be honest—and then I jandered into Cheeseburger in Paradise.
The crowd looked pretty much the same as when Scott had bought me a couple of beers—the same hard-bitten locals, the same street-rats not quite watching the strip show. The same ork with the same chipped tusks was behind the bar, and he gave me a solid dose of what Scott had called "stink-eye" as I walked in. Yet again, I was the only haole there, and you can bet your okole that I felt it. I was out of my element and out of my depth, and the patrons at Cheeseburger in Paradise weren’t going to let me forget it.
What I most wanted to do at that moment was to turn round and slink back out into the predusk where nobody was trying to glare holes in me. I couldn’t do that, of course, so I jandered on in like I fragging owned the place. I kept thinking about the heavy Browning crammed down my waistband—not that it was an easy piece of hardware to forget—for the benefit of those patrons who liked to play "spot the heat." The booth Scott and I had taken the day before was vacant, so I slid into it, settling my back firmly and reassuringly against the wall. Now that I felt about as safe as I could under the circumstances, I looked around for friend Te Purewa.
No, he wasn’t there. (Frag, of course not. The old Montgomery luck was continuing to run true to form, I thought disgustedly.) I thought I recognized one or two of the slags he’d come in with yesterday, but I could well have been mistaken. One leather-clad Hawai’ian ork with a lousy attitude looks very much like another to the untrained eye.
A waitress came up to me—not the same one as yesterday, but they could well have been sisters—with a "Well, what?" expression on her face.
I sighed. "Give me a dog," I told her. And I settled down to wait.
Thank the Spirits I didn’t have to wait that long, not much more than an hour and a half. I swallowed about a liter and a half of Black Dog beer and sweated out what felt like twice that much of cold, rank fear-sweat. A couple of tables full of hard-hooped locals were giving me the speculative eye. I knew they’d picked up on my heat when I’d come in, but they were getting to the point where it was even odds they’d try the haole just to see if he knew how to use the hardware he was packing.
When Te Purewa swaggered in at about nineteen hundred hours, I was glad enough to see him that I’d have gladly stuck out my tongue at him—or any other portion of my anatomy, for that matter—if it would make him look on me more kindly. He saw me the moment he came in the door, and his scowl raised the stink-eye quotient by a significant factor. I glanced over to the hard-eyed waitress—I’d already explained to her what I wanted her to do and slipped her a big enough tip that she might actually remember—and gave her the nod.
I couldn’t hear exactly how she phrased things—probably something like, "See that wild-assed haole in the corner? Says he wants to buy you a drink. If you happen to drop your credstick, kick it home before you bend over to pick it up, huh?"—but it didn’t really matter. Te Purewa—Mark Harrop—shot me a fulminating glance from under his night black brows, but I saw there was a new element in his glare—curiosity.
He didn’t come over immediately—that wouldn’t have been chill, of course, and chill is all. He stretched it out for a good fifteen minutes before he jandered on over to glare at me from closer range. I glanced meaningfully at the chair across from me, but he didn’t take it. The silence stretched, then he grunted, "Maletina say you wanna talk."
"Kia ora, Te Purewa," I responded. "What are you drinking?"
He hesitated, then he shrugged his burly shoulders. "Vodka."
I nodded at the waitress, Maletina, who’d been hanging close, probably to catch the fun if the big pseudo-Maori decided to beat the drek out of the haole. She gave me anther dose of stink-eye, but she did cruise off in the general direction of the bar.
"We got off on the wrong foot yesterday," I said levelly as we waited for the drink to arrive. "I had no intention of insulting you." I gave him my best disarming smile. "Us dumb-hooped tourists don’t know any better, neh?"
"Dumb-hooped tourists get heads broke in," he rumbled. But despite his hard-assed act I saw he actually wanted to smile. For the first time in a long while, I allowed myself to feel a little hope.
Maletina showed up about then with the quasi-Maori’s drink. It looked like a triple, easy ice. Maletina was obviously playing "soak the haole," but I wasn’t about to complain. I raised my glass of dog and struggled to remember Scott’s toast. "Okolemaluna," I said at last.
Te Purewa hoisted his own glass. "Li’ dat." He polished off about half the vodka in one pull, then puffed out his cheeks with a satisfied pah sound. His hard glare had softened a little.
"You’ve known Scott for a while, have you?" I asked after a reasonable interval.
The Maori wannabe shrugged. "Some time, yah," he agreed. He smiled. "Get drunk, raise pilikia—raise
trouble— and li’ dat. Aikane—friend." His eyes suddenly narrowed suspiciously. "Where Scott at, ule, huh? Where?"
There wasn’t any really smooth way of breaking the news—not that would get me the overall result I wanted, at least. "Dead," I told him flatly. "Some guy called Tokudaiji had him killed."
He was half out of his chair, his hand reaching for a bulge under his leather coat. I rapped the barrel of my Browning on the underside of the table—I’d pulled the heat from my waistband while he was busy with his vodka—and when I knew I’d got his attention I thumbed the safety off. The way his eyes widened at the metallic snick, I knew he recognized the sound. Slowly, he moved his hand away from his heat, and he settled back into his chair. His eyes didn’t leave my face though, and I could feel the rage he was fighting back.
"Haole, you dead," he whispered. "You pau, all over, no moh, yah? Not now, maybe. Sometime, you pau."
It was hard to pretend that much hatred didn’t faze me, but I managed to shrug unconcernedly. "You’re right about that, Te Purewa," I said evenly. "I was with Scott when he was geeked. You think Tokudaiji’s not going to have me aced too, to finish the job? Of course I’m fragging dead, brah. But you think I’m scared of you when I’ve got yakuza samurai on my hoop?"
That got through to him as I’d hoped it would. "Yak?" He blinked "That Tokudaiji? He da kine … he oyabun. Nui big yak."
"You’ve got that right," I confirmed.
"Yak kill Scott? Tokudaiji kill my aikane?"
"That’s what happened," I paused. "I don’t know any of the background, Te Purewa. I came to Hawai’i to deliver a message—Scott knew who I was supposed to deliver it to, I didn’t. I never heard of Ekei Tokudaiji before today. I need to know more. What can you tell me about him9"
It had worked, I saw. The multiple shocks—Scott’s death, the identity of his "killer" (the way I was telling the story, at least), then the straightforward admission that I needed his help—had done their job. Te Purewa didn’t know quite how to take me. Eventually, he might decide the haole had to die. But for the moment, I’d broken down his resistance.
The almost-Maori blinked again. Then, "Lots of Japanese in the islands," he began. I noticed that the intensity of his accent and his pidgin dialect were a lot less, as though in the effort of remembering he’d forgotten to be quite so Polynesian. "You know about the yakuza, yah? Traditionally, they always been the ‘defenders of the people.’ When some lord causes too much pilikia, the people can go to the yaks, say `help us out with this ule; and the yaks do it. Even today. No lords no moh, but corps and cops and politicians and li’ dat, yah?
"So yaks, they got nui respect from the Japanese, the common folk, like, yah?" he went on. "Tell ‘em no worry, no huhu when they get riled up. Settle ‘em down, like.
"Happen wi’ Na Kama’aina, happen wid ALOHA …"
I raised a hand, asking for a time-out. "Hold the phone. What happened with Na Kama’aina and ALOHA?"
Te Purewa snorted. "Corps out, haoles out, yah? All that kanike, dat." He hesitated and frowned again. "Scott didn’t tell you ‘bout that? Scotty, he got big hard-on for ALOHA kanike."
My turn to blink. He did, did he? But now wasn’t the time. "Yeah, he told me some of it," I said reassuringly, "but he didn’t give me much in the way of details. Dumb-hooped haole, remember?"
He chuckled, and I knew I’d set his suspicions to rest again … for the moment. "ALOHA, they try to stir up big pilikia," Te Purewa continued, "big trouble, everybody huhu, yah? Some yaks say, ‘So what? Not my problem, Jack."
I thought I was starting to understand—some of it, at least. "But not Tokudaiji?"
"You got dat, hoa," he agreed vehemently. "Tokudaiji say ALOHA stuff all kanike, make no sense, yah? Hawai’i need corps. Hawai’i need haoles—some, maybe." He snorted again. "Hawai’i need money, bruddah, I know dat for true. No corps, where we get money, huh? Where we get food? Can’t eat scenery."
I nodded slowly. "So ALOHA and Na Kama’aina tried to get the people up in arms against the corps, is that right? And Tokudaiji calmed them down again?"
"Calmed Japs down," Te Purewa corrected. "Japs only people really listened to him." The Maori wannabe paused, and his face set. I thought I knew what he was going to ask next.
I was right. "What Scotty do to get whacked, huh?" he asked me quietly. "Step on oyabun’s toes? Spout ALOHA crap? Get oyabun all pupule—ail pissed off, yah?"
What the frag, I’d have to tell him sometime. "You could say that," I agreed.
"What Scotty do to oyabun, huh?"
"He killed him," I said.
I’d been here before, and I hated it.
Well, not here precisely, but enough places just like it that the surroundings were depressingly familiar. After a while, one single-room rundown squat is just like another—they all kind of blend together in the memory. Granted, there were differences—cockroaches replaced rats in this one, and it was air-conditioning I craved instead of central heating. Other than that, though, little enough difference.
I lay on the mistreated mattress, shifting around to find a position where as few springs as possible dug into my flesh. I stared at the ceiling.
What the frag had I gotten myself into here? (That question was depressingly familiar, too.) I thought I’d gotten a handle on it; I thought I’d gotten at least part of the story chipped. Suddenly, it didn’t look like I knew squat about what was really going down. I sighed.
At least I had a resource now; I had a sometime ally. Te Purewa, of course. I couldn’t depend on him too far. At some point he might notice some of the inconsistencies in the story I’d told him and come on by with some of his overgrown friends to ask me hard questions. Better not to push my luck.
For the moment, though, he’d come through in spades. I needed a doss—he’d gotten me a doss, a squat in a trashed-out rooming house on the fringe of downtown Ewa. I needed wheels—he’d gotten me wheels, a fifteen-year-old 250cc Suzuki Custom motorbike. I needed cold iron—he’d gotten me cold iron, a Colt Manhunter that he swore up and down wasn’t registered and wasn’t in anyone’s ballistic database. And I needed sleep. I was on my own for that one.
But I couldn’t sleep, of course. I was still stoked up from the hit and its aftermath, and my mind was racing like a high-speed flywheel. I kept going over things again and again, trying to slide the puzzle pieces around into their proper places, so everything would make sense. Fat fragging chance.
It had all looked so simple, for a couple of hours there. Corporate hit against Tokudaiji—orchestrated by Barnard—using me as camouflage and Scott as the hitter—both expendable, of course, and to be expended via belly-bomb. About as straightforward as anything ever is, these days, neh?
But there had to be more to it than that. For one thing, Tokudaiji the oyabun seemed to be a major corp supporter … if I could trust Te Purewa on that point. When ALOHA and the other hotheads tried to stir up the population against the megacorps, it was Tokudaiji who worked to calm them down again. Surely then, it would be in Barnard’s best interest—in Yamatetsu’s best interest, and in the best interest of all megacorps making big cred out of Hawai’i—to keep Tokudaiji breathing. With him gone …
Well, Te Purewa’s reading on the situation—and I had to agree with him—was that there’d be some major backlash. The hit would be seen as a megacorp operation. Rumors to that effect had already been buzzing down the streets while I was still sipping dog with the quasi-Maori. How would the general populace—particularly, the numerous (and quite influential) Japanese populace—read that? The evil, wicked, mean, and nasty megacorps had just whacked an important "defender of the people." Suddenly, ALOHA and Na Kama’aina would find it a frag of a lot easier to stir up the populace against the corps, right? I could easily imagine retaliation against corporate facilities and personnel.
So why—why, and again why—would Barnard arrange to off the oyabun? Unless he was trying to stir up the locals against the corps.
How did that hang together? Pretty well, actually.
Cack the oyabun. Provoke the locals. Lose some megacorp resources. Then—more in sorrow than in anger, of course—move in corporate security personnel, private armies to "pacify" the islands. While they’re at it, remove the government that had proven itself incapable of protecting megacorporate interests within its jurisdiction. Frag, drek like this had gone down before successfully. Ask any historian.
Was that it, then? Was I involved in a plot—another plot, for frag’s sake—to oust the sovereign government of the fragging Hawai’ian islands and put a plutocrat on the throne? Sanford B. Dole in the nineteenth century, Jacques Barnard in the twenty-first … ?
All the facts fit—or I could make them fit—but I had to admit it was all circumstantial evidence at best. Frag it, like I do all too often, I was getting my exercise by jumping to conclusions. The "corp coup" theory answered some questions, but it left a couple of puzzling queries unanswered. Those queries continued to nag at me as the rusty bedsprings creaked under my back. Specifically, I couldn’t stop thinking about the wide discrepancy between how Te Purewa had described his friend’s political outlook and the way Scott had presented himself to me. When we’d seen the protesters outside Government House, he’d expressed no sympathy, no solidarity with them. Why, when according to Te Purewa he was a staunch Na Kama‘aina/ALOHA supporter?
Could Barnard and Yamatetsu be in bed with ALOHA in some way?
I rolled over on the bed, and something prodded me in the hip. Not another bedspring, something else …
And with a bellow of "You’re a fragging idiot!" I jolted bolt upright in bed and dug in my pocket. There it was, where I’d stuffed it unconsciously when the first Roomsweeper shot had pummeled my ear.
The message chip that Barnard had given me to pass to Tokudaiji.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
My fingers were trembling slightly as I slipped the optical chip into the reader slot of the doss’s ancient telecom. Trying not to let myself hope too hard, I ran a directory of the chip’s contents. A single file—BARNARD.TXT. Pretty fragging self-descriptive, neh? I rattled in the command to copy the file under another name—in case there was some kind of protective virus that would delete the original if someone jacked with it—then tried to open the copy, not the original.
The screen filled with a flurry of graphical symbols—happy-faces, Greek characters, and such drek—and the speaker fired off a fusillade of beeps. Well, that wasn’t so hard to predict, was it? The file was encrypted, encoded so a curious third party—like me—couldn’t read it.
Okay. Now the question was, how "robust" was the encryption? There are thousands of ways of encrypting a file; maybe a dozen are in widespread use. Of this dozen, they range from theoretically unbreakable (practically speaking, there’s no such thing as totally unbreakable encryption) all the way down to as insecure as a safe door sealed with nothing but masking tape. My next step would depend entirely on the kind of encryption Barnard had selected for his message.
(Now hold the phone a tick. Didn’t the fact that there was a message at all tell me something? If the whole "message delivery" scam was just camouflage, why bother … But no, that didn’t hang together. Barnard had no guarantee that I wouldn’t scan the chip before delivering it. There had to be something there to set the mind of the Trojan horse at ease.)
I scrolled back up to the beginning of the encrypted file and examined the header—that string of bytes that basically tells decryption/display software, "This is a message encrypted so, and here’s where it begins," I connected my personal ’puter to the telecom’s dataport, and let another one of Quincy’s busy-beaver programs loose on the header.
The results showed up on the portable ’puter’s small screen, and I cursed. Public-key encryption, with a 70-bit key code. It could have been worse … but not much.
I don’t know how much you savvy public-key encryption, but it’s a slick little system that’s been around for nigh on eighty years now. Everyone who uses the system has two key codes (both 70 bits long, in this implementation, equivalent to a 22-digit number): a private key that he tells no one and a public key that he can tell all and sundry, or even publicize. The way the system is most commonly used today in 2056, if Adolf wants to send a secret message to Barney, Adolf encrypts the message using two keys: his own private key and Bamey’s public key. To decrypt the message, Barney uses two keys: his private key and Adolf’s public key. Theoretically, only Barney can read the message, since only Barney knows his private key. (Well, duh.) As an added bonus, he knows it had to come from Adolf—or, at least, that it had to have been encrypted using Adolf’s private key— otherwise it wouldn’t have decrypted properly. Clear as mud? Good, then we’ll continue.
The point is that, according to the cryptographic theories in fashion when the public-key system was developed and for thirty-odd years thereafter, it was theoretically impossible to crack a public-key system within the projected life span of the universe. Theories have changed, though—they tend to do that. Today, some bright sparks claim that using Eiji recursion and other bits of black art, it’s possible to crack a 70-bit code in a couple of days of churning on a fast enough computer. Which is why few people bother with anything less than an 85-bit code as of 2056. (Should the fact that Barnard plumped for a less secure system tell me something? Or was I still reaching … ?)
The upshot? It should be possible for a nova-hot cryptographer to bash through Barnard’s security in somewhere between twenty-four and seventy-two hours. The problem?
I was fresh out of nova-hot cryptographers at the moment. With a sigh, I remembered some of the resources I had access to back in Seattle. Rosebud the dwarf, a quasi-legal technomancer with computing power equivalent to a Mu1tiVAX installed right in her braincase. And, for bigger challenges, the ex-decker called Agarwal … no, he was dead now, wasn’t he? Deeper sigh.
Here, out in the middle of the fragging Pacific? Nobody, chummer. Still deeper sigh. (Okay, okay, don’t say it, I know: I could do it all virtually, spew it all through the matrix to whatever decrypt artist struck my fancy, all without leaving my doss, yattata yattata yattata. In principle, true. But when your life’s on the line, chummer, sometimes you really want the hands-on control that only a face-to-face can give you. You scan? So get off my back.)
Moral of the story? I had to find the nova-hot cryptographer I needed, using the limited resources I had. Which meant, sad to say, Te Purewa, and that was about it. Deepest sigh.
The pseudo-Maori was better than nothing, but he definitely wasn’t the drek-hot resource I’d hoped for. From the way Scott had introduced him, I’d figured him for a part- time fixer. What did they call them around here?—kalepa, that was it—with a stable of contacts. No banana on that one, chummerino. He was SINless, true, surviving by doing odd jobs and getting paid under the table … so by some people’s measure, that made him a shadowrunner. He did know a few fixers, but only socially—or so I gathered. Translation? He was in the shadows, but not of them, if you see the distinction. He might have met some people with the skill-sets I was looking for, but he might not have known it.
Still, he was the only entrée into the Honolulu shadow community I had at the moment. If I could figure a way of getting him to put the word out—while keeping it from the various and assorted hard-men who wanted to see me dead—I’d have to do so. That was going to take some thought … which, in turn, was going to require some sleep. My brain was soya-paste. I reached out to power down the telecom …
Then stopped. What the hell, I might as well check my blind maildrop while I was at the keyboard. It didn’t seem particularly likely that Argent or Sharon Young had gotten back to me already, but it was worth a look. Using the nicely hidden back door that Quincy’s gofer had installed in HTC’s system, I accessed my datamail box and requested a directory listing.
Wonder of wonders, there was a message there: voice, not just text. No name—predictably, and the originator address was one of the many anonymous remailer services that thrive in the Carib League. Curious, I keyed playback. "Mr. Montgomery, we need to talk."
My left hand flashed out and hit the Pause key almost hard enough to crack the macroplast enclosure. Ah, drek how the frag had he tracked me down already?
The voice was Jacques Barnard’s, of course, the slag who’d gotten me into this nasty mess and who no doubt now wanted me out of it … permanently and terminally. For a moment I stared at the telecom with real fear.
Then I fought back that emotion and snorted with absolute disgust at my reaction. What the frag did I think? that Barnard was going to crawl out of the fragging telecom if I played back the rest of the message? Get a fragging grip, Montgomery. (More evidence that my reactions were fragging shot, part of my mind nagged. Shut the frag up, another part of my mind told the carping mental voice.) I reached out again and keyed Rewind, then Play.
"Mr. Montgomery, we need to talk." The recording was as crystal clear as if Barnard were in the same room—no static, no sound degradation. One of the advantages of being able to afford the best corp-class datalines, no doubt. "I’m very concerned with events, and with your response to them, Mr. Montgomery," he went on coldly. "I need you to make contact now. I need you to tell me the exact details regarding the demise of … of our mutual friend. I’m disappointed that you have not seen fit to get in touch with me and wonder whether I should interpret your actions as evidence of complicity in the … the events. You may contact me at your earliest convenience using the provisions already established. We have things to discuss and further actions to schedule."
Barnard’s voice paused, then continued icily. "I do expect to hear from you soon, Mr. Montgomery. Do I make myself clear?" With a click the recording ended.
I glanced at the telecom’s blank screen. What the fragging hell was I supposed to make of that? If I were to take Barnard’s message at face value, he didn’t know the whys and the wherefores of the hit on Tokudaiji any more than I did. If I were to believe him, his impulse—and a very natural one it was, too—was to wonder if I hadn’t pulped Tokudaiji myself, for my own reasons. If I were to believe him, he was asking me to come back into the light so he could debrief me on Tokudaiji’s death and so we could plot out our logical next move.
If. That was the operative word, wasn’t it? If I believed him, he wanted me to come into the light so he could do damage control. If I didn’t believe him, he still wanted me to come into the light so he could do damage control … by blowing my brains out. Why were these things never easy and clear-cut?
Well, at least I didn’t have to make a decision at the moment. Mr. Jacques Barnard, Yamatetsu veep, wouldn’t be going anywhere, would he? I could take some time and think through the consequences. I could also try and get his message to Tokudaiji decrypted and see if that led me anywhere. For the moment, though …
I slumped back on the bed and tried to sleep.
There was more to this Barnard message than I’d considered, wasn’t there?
The air in my face was refreshing as hell as I rode "my" Suzuki Custom toward Cheeseburger in Paradise, and it helped blow away the mental cobwebs and lingering remnants of nightmares. Cruising at sixty klicks, the air temperature was almost bearable. When I stopped for lights or traffic, though, the streets of Ewa felt like radiators, or maybe sophisticated cooking surfaces dedicated to the preparation of grilled haole. The bike’s little petrochem engine sang and hauled hoop when I cracked the throttle. (Somebody told me that as little as sixty years ago, there was no way you could crank 100 horsepower out of a 250cc engine. Maybe some things have improved with time after all.)
As I weaved through the slow midafternoon traffic, I frowned. Barnard had gotten a message to me … and the fact that it was in my secured datamail box was a message in itself, wasn’t it? I’d only given that address to two people: Argent and Sharon Young. Argent would rather chew his own leg off than help Yamatetsu Corporation with anything, I knew that. That left Young …
… Who, now that I thought about it, had been on Barnard’s fragging payroll back in Cheyenne. Frag! I’d known that; Barnard had told me so himself, indirectly. The contract Young offered me was related to this whole Hawai’ian cluster-frag. And I had given my secure datamail box address to Young … and thus, indirectly, to Barnard. If I made it out of this thing in one piece, without fragging something up so badly I got myself geeked, I’d dance a fragging jig, I swear it.
I parked the little Suzuki in the alley behind Cheeseburger in Paradise and jandered into the tavern. I guess my two visits qualified me as a regular, because the chip-tusked bartender started to draw me a half-liter of dog the moment he saw me. As I took what had become my regular table, Maletina brought the frosty glass over and put it down in front of me. For a wonder, she didn’t look as though she wanted to kick me in the pills today. Hell, she even talked to me: "Te Purewa say he be by later. Got some people you wanna meet, maybe."
I thanked her and smiled sweetly … even though I really wanted to swear a blue streak. So Te Purewa was coming in later with some people I wanted to meet, huh? I’d asked him over the phone if he could put out some feelers—very subtly—to see if he could track down a decrypt artist who could handle a 70-bit public-key job. Apparently he’d gotten busy on it right away .…
… And then he’d told the fragging waitress about it. Slot! Who else had he told? His girlfriend? The slag who cut his hair? The yak soldier who lives down the street … ?
My first instinct was to cut and run, to bail out of Cheeseburger in Paradise and never come back. Short-term survival-wise, it probably was the smartest thing I could do … but I had to take the long view as well. I needed the decrypt artist. And, more important, I needed who the decrypt artist knew. Any code-slicer capable of handling a 70-bit would have to have better contacts with the real shadow community than Te fragging Purewa. Thus I needed to hang chill at the tavern. So my logic went at the moment, at least.
That didn’t mean I had to make myself a big, glowing haole target, of course. I gave the place the once-over, a closer visual scan than I had to this point. Keeping in mind that this was a watering hole in one of the badder parts of town, and that it had a rep as a borderline shadow hang-out.
Yes, there it was, I was sure of it. The security camera whose fish-eye lens could cover the entire floorspace, mounted in the (apparently nonfunctional) smoke/dust precipitator over the bar itself. Like the cameras in most places like this, it was out of obvious view, to remove a very real temptation. When gutterpunks get into their cups, obvious security cameras often seem to be interpreted as an invitation to small-arms target practice.
A surveillance camera, of course, implied someplace to view the surveillance data. Taking my half-liter of dog with me, I made my way over toward the bartender.
Have you ever spent two hours watching a tavern through a distorting fish-eye lens while drinking Black Dog beer in a windowless room with no ventilation or air-conditioning on a hot tropical day? Let me save you the trouble. You can get exactly the same effect by driving twenty-centimeter nails into your temples, and you won’t even have to pay for the beer.
I rubbed at my eyes and massaged my throbbing temples. The bartender had been incredibly understanding when I’d asked to use his office—after I’d shown him the balance on my credstick, of course—and I did feel a frag of a lot safer watching for Te Purewa via electronic intermediaries. But at the moment, if a yak had come in and prepared to blow my head off, I’d have thanked him, since I was out of aspirins.
Okay, looking on the bright side, I did have a much better feel for the tavern’s clientele. Take those two, for instance. Over in a darkened corner was an overweight, middle-aged man wearing a thick toupee … oops, sorry, I guess the socially acceptable term is "alternative hair," isn’t it? He was making a long, drawn-out—and probably pointless—attempt to hit on a bored-looking biff who I reckoned sported a pair of "alternative breasts." And over there were two kids, obviously underage but trying to look mature, while they almost avoided staring at the dancer giving herself a gynecological exam on the stage. And there, nearer the door, was an older native woman—bird-thin, fragile-looking in the same way as Tokudaiji—ignoring the drink on the table in front of her as she stared off into space. (Well, from this angle, it looked as if she were staring right into the camera lens, as a matter of fact. Coincidence, of course, but still creepy.)
The front door of the tavern swung open. The light level wasn’t enough for any details to show on the security system, but I could make out three relatively large silhouettes. Te Purewa and his chummers? The three figures moved forward into the light, and I was seriously glad I’d invested in this vantage point.
Japanese, they were. Humans, all of them, but any one of them could have applied for promotion to troll at any point. They wore conservative business suits. Their augmented eyes glinted unnaturally on the screen as they looked around the barroom.
Frag, couldn’t these guys have tried for at least some local color? The closest thing to conservative business fashion around the Cheeseburger in Paradise was a tailored black leather armored jacket. Still, I shouldn’t really be complaining, should I? If the yak soldiers—what the frag else could they be?—had bothered with camouflage, I might not have seen them coming. I congratulated myself for my foresight in setting myself up back here. If the yaks even thought to check the back room, I’d have plenty of warning. I’d be able to bail out the back door, hop on my Suzuki and lay rubber before they’d even talked their way past the bartender. Perfect, right?
If it was so goddamn perfect, how come the door behind me burst open, and somebody yelled, "Ice, hoa!"
at me?
I spun in my chair, trying to haul out the Manhunter Te Purewa had provided. But I was staring into the muzzles of two large-caliber weapons, and instantly gave up on that pursuit. I showed empty hands and tried a tentative, "Okay, let’s chill here, huh?"
It took me a long second or two to notice the slags behind the big guns. They weren’t yak hitters as I’d expected … or if they were, then the Hawai’i yakuza has gotten a lot more behind affirmative action with regard to women and kawaruhito then their mainland cousins. The figure on the left was an ork with even bigger shoulders than Scott. He wore jeans and a sleeveless black leather vest a few sizes too small for his armored-and-bodysculpted torso. To his right was a woman—ork too, but whip-slender, with steel cord muscles. She wore dark pants and an aloha shirt, but the shirt’s pattern was a pretty fragging good approximation of urban camo, I noticed. Both had their pistols—nasty big fraggers—Savalettes with a gleaming chrome-steel finish— leveled at my head.
"Clear your weapon," the woman snapped. "Two fingers. Do it!"
I did it—what the frag else was I supposed to do?— pulling out the Manhunter between the thumb and forefinger of my left hand. I dropped it to the floor and kicked it toward the two gillettes.
To my amazement, they relaxed visibly the moment I did, safing their own weapons and holstering them. I felt my mouth gape open, and the man chuckled as he scooped up my pistol. "Hey, shaka, brah, we just didn’t want you doing nothing hasty, you scan?"
"We’re chummers of Marky," the woman added. It took me a moment to twig to who "Marky" was—Mark Harrop, aka Te Purewa.
With a sharp inclination of her head she indicated the security screen—and, by implication, the yak soldiers. "You want to come with us, or wait for them?"
"Lead on, hoa," said I in heartfelt tones. As I rose to my feet, I glanced back at the screen. The older woman in the barroom was still staring into the camera, and for a disturbing moment I felt as though she was staring right into my skull.
As soon as we were out of the office, into the narrow hallway that led to the alley, the woman indicted her companion and said, "He’s Moko. I’m Kat."
"I’m—" I began.
But she cut me off sharply. "Ice that, hoa. Know all I need to know. You’re a chummer of Marky, that’s good enough, huh?" She glanced at Moko and got a nod of acknowledgment. Suitably chastened—one of these days I’ve really got to get myself a street handle—I nodded, too.
As if an afterthought, Moko tossed me back my Manhunter, I felt the way a kid must when getting his security blanket back from the laundry. I shoved it back into my waistband.
Out into the alley we went. There were two new bikes there, parked next to mine. A Yamaha Twin-Turbine Rapier II—one of the newest rice-rockets. Driven by two contra-rotating gas turbines, it looked as lean and sharp and downright lethal as … well, as a rapier, I suppose. Next to it was a big, brutal Honda Viking mega-hog painted a nasty matte black with blood-red trim. Instinctively, I played "match the bike," pairing Moko with the Viking, Kat with the Rapier.
And got it totally back-assward. Moko swung aboard the lean-lined Rapier and fired up the engine with a high-pitched whine. Kat, meanwhile, was pulling on a full-face helmet and a riding jacket angular with body armor. (Moko’s sole concession to riding safety was to button his sleeveless vest shut across his bulging pecs.) A moment later, Kat was astride the Viking—not so much "astride," actually, as "nestled in the guts of"—and she hit the starter. The big 1800cc engine roared, then settled down to a contented purr as if the bike had just eaten a Suzuki Custom.
"Mount up and follow us," Kat told me.
Obediently I mounted up, and when they took off down the alley, I followed along. Considerately, they kept the speed at something my little Suzuki could handle without blowing a gasket. We kept to the alleys for a few blocks, then swung out onto a main road.
We rode for ten, maybe fifteen minutes … after the first five of which I was hopelessly lost. We were still in the heart of Ewa, I figured, but where precisely? Well, I suppose it didn’t really matter. Eventually, Moko, who was riding directly ahead of me, flicked on his right-turn signal—the first time in the ride that he’d bothered with such niceties—and I slowed for the turn. The two lead bikes leaned way over, the Viking’s pipes almost scraping the asphalt and headed directly for the closed up-and-over door of a warehouse .…
Which opened just in time for them to cruise through. I’d hung back too far, and the door had already started to close again as I scooted under. The metal roof echoed back the thudding of the Viking’s engine until it sounded like a .50-cal machine gun on full-auto. Slowly, the lead bikes rolled across the open warehouse floor and into what looked like a low alcove in the far wall. I followed and cut my engine as Kat gave me a slash-across-the-throat kill signal. For a few seconds my ears still rang with the concussion of the Honda’s big engine.
The floor jolted under me, and I almost lost the Suzuki, whose kick-stand wasn’t down yet, as the "alcove" started to rise. A freight elevator. As the elevator continued up, the two orks dismounted, and Kat stripped off her riding gear. The floor eventually stopped moving, and the two shadowrunners—what else could they be, neh?—led me out into the low-ceilinged second floor of the warehouse.
It was set up as a large ops room, I saw at once. Over against one wall was a weapons area—a fragging arsenal with various and assorted implements of mayhem mounted on hooks. In one corner was a sophisticated-looking commo suite; in another, a collection of computers and miscellaneous other tech-toys connected by a medusa’s-head of wiring harnesses. Moko led me over toward a briefing table—the high-tech kind with a complex array of flatscreen display panels built into the tabletop—and slumped down in a swivel chair.
For the first time in a long time I felt my muscles start to relax. I was among professionals. I could feel the "vibes," and I recognized them. I knew Argent, the sole surviving street op from the late, lamented Wrecking Crew, would feel very much at home here.
And as I relaxed, my brain finally acknowledged various physical signals that parts of my body had been sending for some time. I glanced over at Kat, suddenly a touch embarrassed. "Where’s the … um, the …" She chuckled and pointed.
That part of the ops facility was sophisticated, too. I took care of immediate needs and did a little damage-control on my appearance before I re-emerged.
Another member of the team—so I assumed, at least— was waiting to use the facilities. Yet another ork, yet again with a Polynesian cast to his features. His large eyes narrowed when he saw me—suddenly encountering a stranger in a place like this was probably as disconcerting as catching an unidentified tourist using your drekker at home—but then I saw understanding dawn. I stepped aside to let him into the facilities …
But he didn’t go, not immediately. "You were with Scott, huh?" he asked me without preamble. His voice sounded like a bunch of rocks in the hubcap of a moving car.
I hesitated, then, "Yeah," I admitted slowly.
"How’d he go out?"
I glanced over toward the briefing table, where Moko and Kat were, for guidance. But they were deep in conversation with each other. I shrugged and said, "Belly-bomb, I think "
"Yeah, but he got the oyabun first, huh?"
"He did that," I confirmed.
The ork smiled. "Good. He did it up right, then, the way he wanted to go out." And he strode past me into the drekker.
I blinked in surprise at the closed door. That certainly hadn’t been the reaction I was expecting. I didn’t get any time to think about it right then, though, as Kat called, "Hoi!" and beckoned me over.
A third figure had joined them at the table by the time I’d crossed the open floor. Hawai’ian or Polynesian or whatever in coloration, but this one was an elf, complete with the pointed ears and almond eyes. (For the first time, I realized just how few elves I’d seen here in Hawai’i.) Apart from the coloration, he wouldn’t have looked out of place in Seattle … or in Cheyenne, for that matter. Instead of what I’d mentally labeled as "tropical adventure gear," he was wearing close-fitting black leathers bedecked with a fashionable assortment of chains, studs, and plates. His quasi-Mohawk coiffure left his forehead and temples bare, and three datajacks and a chipslot glinted in the overhead lights.
Kat indicated the elf. "Poki," she told me. I nodded a greeting. The elf just looked right through me, too chill to even acknowledge my existence. Like all too many elves, I
added mentally.
"I hear from Marky you got a chip you need decrypted, huh?" Kat said.
I hesitated for a moment. Then—this was what I’d been looking for, wasn’t it?—I reached into my pocket and pulled the chip carrier out. I slid it across the tabletop to Poki.
He picked it up, again not acknowledging my presence. It was Kat he asked, "What’s the scan?"
"Seventy-bit public-key," I told him.
That got him to actually look at me rather than through me. "Yeah?" He grinned, a real predatory expression on his thin face. "Meat for the beast, hoa. By when?"
"Soonest." Kat and I spoke the word almost simultaneously.
The elf picked up the chip carrier. "When are you going to get me something tough?" he asked Kat with a decidedly evil chuckle. And with that he strode over toward the computer corner.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
For the next six hours I sat in a corner well out of the way and watched the shadow team—if they had a name, they (predictably) hadn’t told me—go about their biz. Poki, the elf decker, spent all that time hunched over his computers, singing tunelessly along to some three-year-old shag rock fed directly into one of his secondary datajacks. The others … well, they did "shadowrunner stuff." The ork I’d met outside the drekker—his name was Zack, I’d learned—was the team’s equivalent of a gunnery sergeant, and seemed to thoroughly enjoy his job of stripping down and cleaning some of the lethal-looking weapons in the team’s arsenal. A Chinese dwarf—I never caught her name—helped him from time to time, occasionally going over to Poki and giving him a deep shoulder massage as he worked. Moko slept most of the time away, sprawled in a net hammock hung between too support pillars. Kat and another female ork—Beta, Kat called her—had networked a couple of pocket ’puters together and seemed to be doing administrative datawork. (I’d never really thought about it, but I guess even shadow teams can’t avoid that joyless task.)
Of the seven people in the sprawling ops room, only I had nothing to do, assuming that Moko’s current assignment was catching up on his zees. I’ve never handled down-time all that well, particularly when I’ve basically put my life in the hands of people I don’t really know. The wait should have given me time to think things through, to come to some significant conclusions, but my brain just wasn’t up to incisive analytical thinking at the moment. I couldn’t stop my mind from churning; I couldn’t stop my thoughts from running around and around in the same, well-worn track. I wished I could sleep, but I knew that wasn’t in the cards.
About four hours in a receiver in the team’s commo suite chirruped. Beta hurried over and slipped a hushphone headset on. I could see her lips move as she subvocalized, but I couldn’t hear squat of either incoming or outgoing communication. After a minute or two she set the headset down and came over to Kat. Beta glanced in my direction before she spoke, but I’d already made sure I was staring blankly into space, quite obviously paying no attention to the proceedings. I quieted my breathing, trying to hear everything I could and momentarily wished for cyberears and enhanced peripheral vision.
"It’s him," I head Beta say.
"Neheka?"
Beta shook her head. "The big worm," she corrected. (Or that’s what I thought she said, at least. It could just as well have been "the bookworm" or "the big word," or even "the bakeware," really …) Whatever it was Beta had said, it was enough to break Kat away from her datawork and send her hurrying over to the hushphone. That piece of hardware did its usual fine job of work, and I couldn’t make out a single syllable of the conversation, which lasted more than five minutes.
When Kat was done and had terminated the circuit, I watched her expression and body language out the corner of my eye as she walked back to the briefing table and the networked ’puters. Nothing meaningful; maybe Hawai’ians have their own body language as well.
It was something like two hours after the conversation with "the bakeware" that Poki let out a creditable rebel yell. I was on my feet in an instant and hurrying over to him. Kat got there before me, though—chipped? I wondered—and it was to her that the elf decker announced, "Got it."
"Yeah?"
Poki smiled nastily at my skepticism and told me, "Hey, slot, seventy-bit’s old news. Where you been anyway?"
I shook my head, isn’t there anything that doesn’t change so fragging fast you can’t keep up? The elf had sliced a corporate code in less than a fragging quarter of the time I’d expected. Whatever is the world coming to, etcetera etcetera drekcetera. I held out my hand for the chip, but the decker just pointed to a high-res data display.
I shot a meaningful look at Kat, and she picked up on it right away. "Got a couple of ticks to check my ’puter’s memory, Poki?" she asked. "Think I might have picked up a virus."
The decker looked absolutely scandalized for a moment, and he opened his mouth to bag about it. But then he saw the hard edge in Kat’s eyes, swallowed his kvetching, and nodded. (I’d already scanned that Kat had the juice in this outfit, but it was nice to get a little confirmation.)
"Yah okay," he said, though his voice told me and everyone else that it definitely was not okay. He stood up, unjacked, and followed Kat to the briefing table … but not before giving me a solid dose of stink-eye. I shot him my best "Hey, I’m just a harmless idiot who probably won’t reformat all your storage" smile, and sat down in the chair he’d just vacated.
It took me a few moments to make sense of the ’puter’s user interface. (Sure, modern systems are supposed to follow the same paradigm, but just because you can drive a Volkswagen Elektro doesn’t mean you’re immediately competent behind the wheel of a 480-kilometer-an-hour Formula Unlimited racing machine, right?) When I thought I had everything under control, the first thing I did was scope out how many copies of the chip’s contents Poki had in memory or in long-term storage. As far as I could tell, there was only the one: a single copy of the file in volatile memory displaying on the screen. Unfortunately, the key phrase was "as far as I could tell." If a nova-hot decker wanted to hide a backup copy from an amateur code-jockey like me, he’d sure as frag be able to do it. Once I’d done what I could in the way of security, I actually read through the message on the display.
Apparently, Barnard had never learned how to write concise letters. (But then, of course, by-the-bit charges for message traffic don’t mean much to a corporate suit.) The message from Jacques Barnard to the late Ekei Tokudaiji filled three screens. I read it over twice, word for word, then scanned again for overall content.
For all the meaningful content I pulled out of the text, Barnard could as well have kept it down to two or three lines. If I’d been asked to give a high-school-style précis of the letter, it would have come out something like, "Keep on doing whatever it is you’ve been doing with regard to the subject under discussion, and be aware that some other, unidentified people might take steps to stop you from doing so. Have a nice day."
Sigh. I should have expected it, I suppose. There are more ways to conceal meaning than by using 70-bit public-key encryption. Veiled language, cryptic references that mean something to no one but the two principals, "closed" allusions to things like "our communication of 12/18/55" and "the matter that so concerns our mutual friend" …
In addition to my simple précis, I could conclude one thing from the message with a fair bit of certainty. Namely: Tokudaiji and Barnard weren’t strangers, and their interests had definitely aligned several times in the past. That’s all I knew for sure after reading the message.
I could make a couple of guesses, of course. First, considering what Te Purewa—"Marky" to these folks—had told me, it seemed reasonably logical that "whatever it is you’ve been doing" was calming the populace down when Na Kama’aina and ALOHA tried to stir them up. And second …
Second … I couldn’t be at all sure about this, but I couldn’t shake the feeling, gut-deep and so very disturbing, that this wasn’t a fake message whipped up just to set the mind of a soon-to-be-dead courier/Trojan horse at ease. If someone had asked me to bet on the instigator of Tokudaiji’s death, not so long ago I’d have put a whack of cred on one Jacques Barnard. Now? No bet, chummer. Sure, I’ve been known to be wrong, but deep down where instinct sends you messages, I just didn’t buy it anymore.
So, what the flying frag was going on?
I checked that the chip I’d given Poki was still in the ’puter’s chipslot, then downloaded a copy of the plaintext message to it. Once I was sure it was safely ensconced on the optical chip, I deleted the copy from memory. Then I removed the chip using the same carrier and slipped it into my pocket.
Kat and Poki were watching me as I walked back to the briefing table. "Thanks," I said with a nod at the decker. Then I focused my attention on Kat. "I need to go back to my doss in Chinatown." I’d misstated the location of my flop, of course, and I watched her eyes closely for any reaction.
There was none—none beyond a frown of disapproval, that is. "Your safe-house is insecure," she pointed out. "The yaks might have compromised it." She gestured around at the ops room. "Just hang here, hoa, you’re covered here. You scan? If you need to catch some sleep …"
I shook my head. "There’s gear there I need," I lied sincerely. "If I don’t get it, I’m dead. Not now, but pretty fragging soon?’
She glanced over at Moko, still sprawled in his hammock. "I can send—"
"No good," I cut in. "It’s secured. Unless I cut off my thumb and give it to Moko ." I shrugged and let the thought hang.
Kat considered it. The fact that my implication I was using a thumbprint security system of some kind didn’t even faze her told me something more about this group’s resources. "Moko can come with you," she suggested after a moment.
I shook my head. "That’s just asking for trouble, isn’t it?" I pointed out. "It’s not as if Moko isn’t a memorable type, after all." She half smiled at that and I knew I’d won. "I’ll be back in touch the minute I’ve got my gear," I told her, to soften the victory. "Give me a cold relay so I can contact you."
After a moment she nodded once, and recited a string of digits. I committed them to memory. "Get his bike ready," she told Zack. Then she turned back to me. "Hope you know what you’re doing, bruddah."
"So do I," I told her fervently, and that was the only truthful thing I’d said in the past few minutes.
I had to ride around in circles through the depths of Ewa for almost ten minutes before I spotted a landmark I recognized. From there it only took me another five to make it back to my doss.
I was cautious going in, of course. I didn’t think it particularly likely that the yak soldiers had a line on my flop, but you don’t bet your life blindly on vaporous things like "likelihoods." There were no unusual-looking people in the stairwells or the hallways, and when I reached the door to my room all the telltales I’d left were still securely in place. Confident for the first time that I was doing the right thing, I went in and locked the door behind me.
Then the confidence vaporized. I knew what I had to do— what I thought I had to do, rather—but that didn’t make it any easier. I’d lived this long trusting my gut, but one of these days that well-tuned organ was going to let me down, violently and terminally. I sat down in front of the telecom, slipped my Manhunter from my waistband, and set it on the table beside the keyboard. Then I just stared at the screen for a couple of minutes.
Did I have the jam to do it? Did I have the jam not to do it? Frag, I hate these questions. Finally, I accepted that, a) I really didn’t have that much choice; and b) if I played it right, it wasn’t going to increase the danger I was in— already maximal—by any meaningful degree. I sighed, and then I keyed in the LTG number I’d taken off my voice-mail back in Cheyenne, what seemed so long ago.
I fidgeted and fretted as the telecom clicked its way through the intermediary nodes of the cold relay. Finally, the Ringing symbol blinked on the screen. Belatedly, I ran through the math to figure out the time in Kyoto, Japan. Nigh on midnight unless I’d slipped a time-zone somewhere. Would Mr. Jacques Barnard still be in the office? I doubted it. If not, would he have the call redirected, or would I get that most hateful of voices, the one that says, "Please leave your message after the beep?"
The Ringing symbol cleared, but the screen stayed blank. Then I heard the electronic click of yet another relay. After a few more seconds the screen cleared, and I was staring into the face of Jacques Barnard.
He was at home, I figured. Behind him, slightly out of focus, was a nighttime cityscape, viewed from a decent height—like from the penthouse of a downtown skyraker, for example. He was awake and alert, but he looked mentally cooked. When I’d first called him from Cheyenne, he looked to have aged a good decade in four years. Now he’d added another five years to that figure. He leaned back, brushing an invisible speck of dust from the sleeve of his maroon velvet smoking jacket—a fragging smoking jacket— and he gave me a smile that reminded me of sharks and barracudas.
"Mr. Montgomery," he said. "I’m so glad you saw fit to contact me. Can you please do me a large favor and tell me just what the frag is going on?"
I mentally flinched at the ferocity of his words. I’d never seen Barnard lose his temper, and I’d never expected to see it. I wished I’d been able to forgo the pleasure. "Tokudaiji’s dead," I told him.
"I do understand that," he said coldly. "I would like to assume that you were not responsible—"
"You got that right," I said fervently. Then I went on to give him a capsule description of what had gone down. He didn’t interrupt or ask any questions, but I could see his brain spinning at 1,000 rpm behind his eyes. "I thought Scott was one of yours," I finished at last.
"A reasonable assumption," he acknowledged slowly, "since it was the same one I had made." He paused. "What is the … the tenor of the islands, concerning this matter?"
"I don’t know directly," I told him, "but I can guess how things are going to shake out. You were using Tokudaiji to counter ALOHA’s ‘corps out’ rhetoric, weren’t you? When word gets around that a corp hitter whacked him"—I raised my hand to forestall the inevitable objection—"I know you’re saying Scott didn’t do the dirty deed on Yamatetsu’s behalf, but who’s going to believe that?"
"Even you have some difficulty believing it," he put in incisively.
I didn’t have to acknowledge it; he could see it in my eyes, no doubt. "Anyway," I went on doggedly, "ALOHA’s going to be able to play this one for all it’s worth. ‘Corps cack defender of the common people,’ and all that bulldrek. They’ll have the people behind them, and they’ll be able to give you some serious grief."
"They would be exceptionally foolish to try," Barnard said flatly. "There are individuals in the corporate sphere with less … restraint … than I. And many of them have close connections with Zurich-Orbital and the Corporate Court." He paused. "Still, I have to agree with your analysis."
"Well, that makes me feel just so warm and fuzzy inside," I said sarcastically. "Get me the frag out of here, Barnard. Now. Hawai’i’s getting a little too hot for me, if you’ll pardon the wordplay."
Barnard smiled, but there was no real amusement in the expression. "Impossible at the moment, I’m afraid," he said flatly. "Perhaps in a week or two …"
"I’ll be dead in a day or two."
"Not if you use those skills that so impressed me during our first acquaintance," he pointed out. Normally I like an ego-stroke as much as the next slag, but this one grated on me. I kept my reactions under control, though. "There is a further small matter on which I would value your assistance," he went on.
"A further … ?" I laughed out loud. "Frag you, Barnard, and the hog you rode in on. Your last ‘small matter’ is already going to get me geeked."
"I understand your animosity," the corporator said reasonably. "I would assure you that I had no intention for things to turn out this way … but of course you wouldn’t believe me." He paused.
"Mr. Montgomery," he went on, leaning forward intently, "it is exceptionally important that we be clear about this. There are larger matters at work here than the death of an oyabun … and certainly larger than the fate of an erstwhile shadowrunner from the Sioux Nation." His mouth quirked into an ironic smile. "Larger than the senior vice president of a megacorporation, if it comes down to that.
"I need you to make one more contact, Mr. Montgomery."
"No fragging deal," I told him. "Not after the last one. Frag, you want me to ‘contact’ the CEO of Renraku, maybe, watch him get splattered, and then spend the rest of my short life running from the Red Samurai as well? No dice."
"That is unfortunate," he said sadly. "Truly unfortunate. If that’s your final position …"
"It is."
"… Then your death is assured. Followed by the deaths of others—perhaps many others. However …"
He let the thought hang, like a baited hook dangled in front of the nose of a fish. I hated myself for it, but I wanted to hear that "however."
"However," Barnard continued slowly, "if you were to help me in this, you would be in a position to still the turmoil that all this has caused. You would save the lives of countless others. And, incidentally, you would find yourself under the protection of those who even the yakuza’s soldiers would think twice before challenging. Once the situation has settled down, there would be no problem—no problem whatsoever—in … extracting … you from the islands, and returning you to wherever on the mainland you may wish to go. With, I should point out, the gratitude of Yamatetsu Corporation, expressed both in monetary and other terms."
Frag, I knew I was hooked, and I knew Barnard knew. It wasn’t much of a choice really, was it? "Die now, or maybe get out of this with skin intact." Kind of a no-brainer, all in all, neh?
I sighed resignedly. "Whom do you want me to contact?"
"A gentleman by the name of Gordon Ho."
I choked at that one. "Gordon Ho? King fragging Kamehameha the fragging Fifth? The fragging Ali’i? What the frag have you been slotting? Jesus!"
Barnard just watched me calmly as I ran down. "That is who I mean."
"Why don’t you just ask me to go deliver a fragging pizza to Dunkelzahn, or something?"
"I understand your reaction," the corporator said calmly, "but you, in turn, must understand the importance of this. It is necessary—vitally necessary—to reassure the Ali’i that there was no corporate involvement in the assassination of Ekei Tokudaiji. Which there was not."
"Call him yourself, for frag’s sake."
"Impossible," Barnard shot back. His voice was totally calm and controlled, and at that moment I hated him for it.
"Why impossible? Frag, Barnard, you’re Yamatetsu, for frag’s sake. How many commo satellites does Yamatetsu own? Send him a screened and encrypted message—"
He cut me off again. "Impossible," he repeated. "For various reasons, actually. The first is that a face-to-face meeting will almost certainly be required to set his doubts at rest."
"Then you go see him!"
Barnard chuckled. "I wish I could, actually. I had the chance to meet Gordon Ho on several occasions—he and my son went to university together, as a matter of fact—and I would enjoy the chance to talk to him again." I digested that one; I didn’t even know Barnard had a son, couldn’t picture him doing anything so normally human as popping kids. "Still, the political situation is such that a senior corporate executive cannot be seen visiting the Ali’i of the Kingdom of Hawai’i. How much do you understand about the political situation in the islands?"
"I’ve had other things on my mind, if you hadn’t noticed," I pointed out dryly.
The suit chuckled again. "Quite." He paused. "You do know how Gordon Ho’s father—Danforth Ho, King Kamehameha IV—ascended the throne, though?"
I thought I knew where he was leading. "Deals with the megacorps, among other things."
"Correct. There were many of Danforth Ho’s advisors who counseled against making deals with the … the corporate devil. They were outraged when Ho made the deals initially. They were even more outraged when he stood by those deals, after Secession.
"Have you heard of Na Kama’aina?"
"Of course. I’m not totally brain-dead."
"I never thought you were," Barnard said, stroking for all he was worth. "Then you will understand that there is still a large and powerful Na Kama’aina faction within the government?"
I nodded. That jibed with what I’d scanned from the suborbital’s data system during the flight in.
"The Ali’i must balance economic realities with popular perceptions," Barnard continued smoothly. "He must not be perceived to be too close to the corporate interests, while still maintaining the status quo. Can you imagine what the Na Kama’aina opposition would make of a private meeting—and it would have to be private—between King Kamehameha V and a senior representative of a megacorporation with extensive financial interest in the islands?"
Okay, I could see that. I didn’t like it—I ground my teeth, I disliked it so intensely—but I could see it. I tried one last counterbattery shot. "But he’s the fragging king, isn’t he? He can do what the frag he wants."
"He is the king," Barnard agreed, "but of a constitutional monarchy, with an elected legislature."
I had to cede him the point. Anyone who’s been to school knows what happens to a constitutional monarchy when the electorate gets fed up with it. Just ask the Windsors, erstwhile Royal Family of the United Kingdom. Barnard had won one battle, but I wasn’t about to pack it in on the whole war. "So send him a message," I tried again.
He laughed. "Do you really think that anyone’s electronic communications, even a king’s, are immune from interception? There is a possibility—no, a certainty—that the Na Kama’aina faction of the government monitors and records all of the Ali’i’s communications. How would a supposedly secret message from a megacorporate executive be any different from a private visit?
"No, Mr. Montgomery, once again, I need the message to be delivered, face-to-face, via a deniable asset."
What the frag was it about me? Did I have a slogan blazoned across my forehead—"Hi! I’m a deniable asset. Frag me over" —that only corporate suits could read? "If I did this—I’m not saying I will, but if—how the frag would I go about it?" I demanded. "Just stroll on up to the palace and say, ‘Got a secret message for King Kam. Oh, and don’t tell anyone.’ Yeah, right. I need some kind of ‘in’."
"I can’t give you one," Barnard replied at once. "For the reasons I already mentioned, plus others." He smiled, knowing he’d won. "Someone with your talents should have little difficulty arranging a private audience."
Yeah, right. "You’re telling me you can’t do anything to help me."
"Nothing you should depend on to the exclusion of other options," he corrected smoothly. "Through various other assets, I am sending word to the Ali’i that he might expect a visit from one Dirk Montgomery, and that he would find value in what you have to say." He shrugged—a little apologetically, I thought. "For obvious reasons, I can’t make those messages too … noticeable, if you understand. They may pave your way, however."
"So that’s it? You want me to go see the fragging king, and tell him, ‘Hey, Brah, Yamatetsu didn’t cack the yak, cross my heart and hope to croak?’"
"Stripped of the sarcasm … yes."
I shook my head. Better and better, oh boy. "I’ll think about it."
"Don’t think too long," he warned me quietly. "There are various factions who wish to see you dead. The yakuza, of course, and the real killers of Tokudaiji-san."
"Who are … ?"
Barnard blinked. "ALOHA. I would have thought that was obvious. They would like to see you unable to testify that it was not a corporate-sanctioned assassination."
I hadn’t thought that one through all the way, but frag it, it made an ugly kind of sense.
"Think fast," the corporator stressed again, "and act. There is no need to contact me again on this matter. Either I will hear of your success through other channels, or word will reach me of your unfortunate death."
"You’ve got a nice way with words, anyone ever tell you that?" I ground my teeth again, so hard I expected enamel to flake off.
"Do you have any questions, Mr. Montgomery?"
I considered a smart-ass answer, but decided against it. "Just one," I said after a moment. "Off point, I suppose, but I’m curious. You said Sharon Young was doing some work for you in Cheyenne, and it was connected to this clusterfrag. How?"
He smiled faintly. "I wondered if you would get around to asking that. The individual I asked Ms. Young to trace— Jonathan Bridge, if you recall—has connections with the islands. In fact, under the name ‘Kane’"—he pronounced it CAH-nay—"he is one of the major human and metahuman leaders of ALOHA."
My turn to blink in surprise. "Hold the phone," I said. "‘One of the major human and metahuman leaders’? What the frag does that mean?"
"The true leader of ALOHA is actually a feathered serpent," he told me. "A vassal of the Great Dragon Ryumyo, if my intelligence is correct."
"So the group that wants to give you grief is run by a fragging dragon?" I shook my head. "Remind me not to hang out in your backyard anymore, Barnard. I don’t like your playmates."
The suit chuckled once more. Then his face grew deadly serious, and something cold and nasty twisted in my gut. "There’s one more thing I should tell you, Mr. Montgomery," he said quietly. "There is even more to this matter than you understand … or to be honest, than I understand. It would seem that some … previous acquaintances of yours have some involvement."
"What the frag does that mean?"
"I take it this is not a secure line." He didn’t phrase it as a question. "Then all I can tell you is that Adrian Skyhill would appear to have some interest in the outcome.
"Good day, Mr. Montgomery." And the screen went blank.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Barnard couldn’t have meant that.
Could he? I sat on my doss’s Torquemada bed and I stared at the wall.
He couldn’t have meant it …
Why the frag did he say it, then? There was only one way I could possibly interpret his words, and, by frag, Barnard must have known that. Adrian Skyhill …
Memories bubbled back up—the terror and pain and death and chaos under Fort Lewis four years ago. Fragments of The Dream. Oh, fragging Jesus.
Insect spirits. What the frag else could he have meant? Dr. Adrian Skyhill—erstwhile managing director of Yamatetsu’s Integrated Systems Products facility in Fort Lewis—had been a shaman. An Insect shaman. He, or someone like him, had summoned the Queen of the Wasp spirits. The same Queen that had killed Toshi and Hawk and Rodney and many others. The same Queen that had burned off my left arm. The same Queen that had run the … the hive, I suppose is the right word … that had tried to assimilate my sister, Theresa. Oh fragging Christ on a crutch. How the frag were insect spirits involved in this?
Fragging hell, didn’t the bugs have other things to worry about at the moment? The pogroms. The "cleansing" of the Universal Brotherhood across North America. And—for Christ’s sake—the fragging bugs taking over Chicago …
My sole encounter with insect spirits had left me maimed; I’d only survived because others had given their lives to destroy the Queen. With a supreme effort I bit back on the fear, forced it down. Barnard’s words were something to remember, his warning something to take to heart …
But in the future. For the moment there weren’t any insect spirits or Insect shamans around (were there?). I was still up to my nostrils in drek, but—at this precise moment—the putative involvement of insect spirits didn’t make the drek any deeper. I fell back on the bed, shifted my sightless stare from wall to ceiling.
So fragging Barnard wanted me to get in touch with the fragging Ali’i, did he? How in frag was I going to do that? For all the ego-stroking Barnard had given me, I had the nasty, twisty feeling that he had more confidence in my abilities than I did at the moment. I could hope that his estimate was more accurate than mine, but that didn’t help my lousy self-esteem one iota.
How was I going to contact King Kamehameha V … without getting geeked in the process? I needed resources. Maybe Kat and those other shadowrunners …
That thought fired off all kinds of subtle warning bells in my gut. I paused and mentally worked it through. Just what was it that was bothering me so much? Something Barnard had said, partially, but there were other elements to it as well. I replayed the telecom conversation in my mind.
It was Barnard’s comments on ALOHA that were bothering me, I figured that one out at once. Why? He’d said one of the sub-bosses of ALOHA was Kane, aka Jonathan Bridge. The real head honcho was a feathered serpent, who might or might not be a vassal of the Great Dragon Ryumyo.
"The bakeware." "The big worm." A pretty decent description of Ryumyo, neh? Which implied, if I took it at face value, that Kat and her little friends …
… Were ALOHA. And suddenly a bunch of other puzzling little elements fell into place. Zack the ork’s reaction at
hearing about Scott’s death—his interpretation of death by belly-bomb as "doing it up right." That certainly fit in with the idea of ideologically driven terrorists, didn’t it? Add to that the fact—which I’d almost forgotten—that Kat and the rest, who claimed they were helping me merely because I was a friend of Te Purewa, didn’t seem to know much about Te Purewa at all. They called him "Marky," not the new Polynesian name he’d taken for himself. If they were really his close chummers, as they’d implied, wouldn’t they respect his rather earnest wishes and call him Te Purewa (and maybe stick their tongues out at him from time to time)?
You’re reaching, Montgomery, I
told myself firmly, really reaching. There wasn’t one thing I could point to and say "proof." Intriguing hints, maybe. Totally circumstantial evidence—well, not even that. Who the frag knew—maybe Te Purewa only did his more-Maori-then-the-Maoris trip with new acquaintances, and didn’t mind close chummers calling him the familiar Marky. And even if the phrase Beta had used was "the big worm"—and not "the bakeware"— was I justified in making the logical leap and implicating Ryumyo? Got me, chummer.
Still, it was a possibility, and I had to take it into consideration. No more contact with Kat and crew, then. And, a sudden chilling thought, I had to get the frag out of this doss and find somewhere else to flop. Kat had told Zack to "get my bike ready." What if that preparation had included the addition of a homing beacon of some kind? So frag it, I had to ditch this doss, and I had to ditch the Suzuki while I was at it. With a general curse at corporations, yaks, terrorists, kings, and the whole fragging Kingdom of Hawai’i, I forced myself to my feet and headed for the door.
Thanks be to chummer Quincy, again. Another one of the wizzer little features with which he’d juiced my pocket ’puter was the software that allowed me to make the next best thing to certified credsticks at a moment’s notice. Slip a real credstick—the kind that has personal identification datawork and all that drek, on it—into one slot; slide a credstick "blank" into the other. The software smoothly transfers cred from the ident stick to the blank. (Okay, hold the phone, I know any ’puter can do that. The feature that sets Quincy’s code apart from the usual ’puter facility is that it erases all "audit trails" in the process. Normally, when you transfer cred from stick to stick, both "donor" and "recipient" sticks archive details of the transaction. Anyone with the right toys—cops, mainly—can backtrack this kind of transfer without breaking any skull-sweat. With Quincy’s toys, both sticks think they’re archiving the appropriate data … but neither is. Try to trace the audit trail later, and you’ll come up empty. And no, the software isn’t good enough to slam a credit balance onto a blank stick without taking that sum from a legitimate stick. Quincy’s a technomancer, not a miracle worker.)
So that’s what I did, sheltering like a squatter in the entry alcove of a boarded-up building. I transferred a couple of hundred nuyen from "Brian Tozer’s" credstick to a virgin blank. Reassured that I wouldn’t be leaving a great, glowing electronic trail that yaks and ALOHAs and other assorted reprobates could follow, I got to work on finding a new squat.
First order of biz was to get out of Ewa. I’d have loved to have taken the little Suzuki Custom—I’d actually come to like it—but I couldn’t be totally certain I’d cleared it of any homing beacons. So I hopped The Bus—that’s what it had emblazoned on the side in bright yellow, The Bus, in case anyone mistook it for, say, The Art Gallery, or something—and cruised north into Waipahu. Apparently, this used to be another distinct city, like Ewa, recently absorbed into the sprawling mass that was Honolulu.
If I hadn’t been paying attention to the street signs and pestered The Bus driver with idiotic questions, it would have felt like I’d never left Ewa. Waipahu felt much the same, kind of like Renton on a good-air day, and that made me feel at home.
I checked into a hotel called the Ilima Joy. The sign out front advertised rates by the day, week, or month, but judging by the scantily clad individuals who amorously accosted me on the way in, the place could probably have done good trade charging by the hour. I got myself a "convenience suite"—in other words, with its own drekker, telecom, and hot plate—and slotted my "blind" stick to pay a week in advance (a bargain at 350 nuyen). In most parts of the world, it’s a legal requirement that hotel guests provide some kind of ident. I was all ready with one of my secondary aliases— not good enough to get a credstick or to travel, but certainly good enough to register at the Ilima Joy. I needn’t have bothered. The bored-looking clerk just handed me a stylus and told me to sign in on the touchscreen of the battered registration computer. I overcame the urge to sign in as "I.M.N. Alias" or something similar, but made sure my signature was absolutely illegible, even after computer enhancement. Taking the grimy key-card the clerk handed me, I walked up the two flights of stairs and found room 301.
If this was a convenience suite, I wondered at once, whose convenience was it supposed to enhance? Not mine, chummer, that’s for damn sure. The drekker was private— probably because nobody else would want one that didn’t work—and the door to its alcove was distinctly missing. The hot plate apparently did work, judging by the scorch marks on the wall and the countertop; I couldn’t imagine myself trying it out. And the telecom was also functional, if limited to outgoing calls only (no doubt monitored, and charged for, at the front desk). Still, it was all I really needed at the moment.
The first order of business was to check out the legitimate approaches to the Ali’i …
No, the first order of business was to get some sleep. Being hunted takes it out of you, chummer, trust me on that one. It wasn’t so much my body that was tired as my mind, my emotions. Sleep is a weapon—somebody (Argent, maybe?) had told me that once—and I figured it was time to bring that weapon to bear.
The sun was just rising over the skyrakers of downtown Honolulu—or I guessed it was, at least; the view from my convenience suite at the Ilima Joy didn’t give me much of a view, apart from a noisome alley and the back of another decrepit rooming house.
Now it was time to check out the legitimate approaches to the Ali’i … if nothing else, to eliminate them. I had it in the back of my mind that some monarchies—I don’t know where I’d picked this up—have always allowed the populace to contact their ruler directly—to "cry Harold," or whatever the frag the term was. Who knew, maybe King Kamehameha V had something similar in place. I fired up the telecom and started browsing through the online directory.
It didn’t take me long to track down the number of the information desk at the Iolani Palace. I placed the call, and then had to sit through a recorded message telling me about the availability of tours and other such useless drek. Only when that chip had played out did I have the option of speaking to a flesh-and-blood receptionist.
Well, what do you know—there was a simple procedure through which citizens of the Kingdom of Hawai’i could arrange for an audience with the Ali’i. So the plastic-faced receptionist told me, at least, through his fashion-model smile. All that was necessary was for me to give my name and SIN and make an appointment. There even happened to be a slot open in the king’s schedule … in early spring of ‘57. If I wanted to take it, all I’d have to do was to arrange for the requisite security and background check … I hung up, of course.
What next? For almost an hour I wracked my brain. Frag, if this had been Seattle, I was pretty sure I’d be able to arrange a meeting with good old Governor Schultz. But that would have required a whole bunch of shadowy contacts and resources I just didn’t have here in the islands. Back to the directory again, and this time I dredged up a number for the Executive Offices at the Iolani Palace. Again, I placed a call.
With much the same result. A polite functionary informing me that of course I could arrange for a message to be passed to the Ali’i. All I had to do was give my name, SIN, arrange for the requisite background check … I hung up, of course.
I was starting to come up dry at the old mental well. On a wild-assed hunch, I even checked the directory for listings under the name "Ho." When the first of seven screens filled with names and LTG numbers, I fragging near despaired. I hung up, of course.
I needed a break, I needed something to jump-start my synapses. If I were really hard-hooped about security, I’d never leave the damn room, but that just wasn’t going to work. I needed food, and—more important—I needed coffee. (That was one major thing I’d decided I liked about the islands, incidentally. Nobody seemed to have heard of soykaf; even coffee shops served the real thing. Bliss beyond measure.) So I strolled downstairs and into the ratty coffee shop next door to the Ilima Joy.
And almost had a coronary arrest on the spot as I saw a face I recognized. Over in the back corner, sitting at a table, idly watching the comings and goings of the patrons, lingering over a mug of coffee. It was the same little bird-boned woman I’d spotted at the Cheeseburger in Paradise. Her eyes lit on mine as I walked in, and I almost had a childish accident. It took me a moment to calm myself down. Coincidence, for frag’s sake, I told myself firmly. It had to be coincidence. This was a free fragging country, wasn’t it? Little bird-boned women could take coffee wherever the frag they liked. Sure, she seemed to be paying an inordinate amount of attention to my face, but that was just my paranoia playing up. "The guilty flee where none pursueth," and all that drek. Frag it, she’d never so much as seen my face before, had she? She hadn’t been there when I’d walked into the Cheeseburger in Paradise yesterday, and the only time I’d laid eyes on her was via the security camera system. Even so, it took me a lot more effort than it probably should have to turn my back on her and jander over to the counter.
I didn’t stay there long—not just because of the bird-boned woman, though her presence certainly didn’t help any. I drank several cups of fine coffee, scarfed down a sandwich billed as ono—some
kind of fish, apparently, even though it could well have been Styrofoam packing material, judging by the dry texture—then I left. On the way out through the lobby and up the stairs, I used what tradecraft I could to pick out anyone tailing me. Nobody, specifically not Mrs. Bird-Bone. Thank the spirits for small favors. I returned to my room and locked the door.
If I’d been hoping my sojourn in the coffee shop would jar something loose from my brain, I was sorely disappointed. I sat back down at the telecom—trying to convince my body and brain that it was time to get back to work—but then I just stared at it for a good five minutes. To meet a king … how do you go about it? And, more to the point, how do you do it fast?
The telecom beeped, and I jumped so hard I almost sent the chair over backward. I glared at the screen. Yes, the icon told me it was an incoming call … despite the placard on the wall over the unit saying NO INCOMING CALLS. I blinked at it.
And then I brought the telecom online to receive the call. What else could I do?
It wasn’t Barnard, as I’d half expected. It wasn’t Kat or Moko or an urbane-looking Japanese assassin, as I’d half feared. No, it was a handsome Polynesian man about my own age. Strong-featured, he was, with the kind of nose you could classify as "noble," and eyes as dark and hard as flint. His black hair was worn long, shoulder-length in the back, a little shorter on the sides, and was perfectly groomed. The framing of the image was such that I couldn’t see his clothing, but beneath his chin there was something that could maybe be a corp-style split collar. He smiled at me, showing perfect teeth. "Mr. Montgomery," he said with a slight accent that sounded faintly British, "please don’t hang up. I understand you need to talk to me."
"And who the hell are you?" I demanded, though I had a nasty, nagging feeling I already knew.
"My name is Gordon Ho," the man said calmly. "You may also know me as King Kamehameha V."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
King Kamehameha. Frag me blind.
"Your Majesty," I said slowly—was that the correct form of address?—while I tried to get my racing, panicky thoughts in order. Then I blurted out the question that was in the forefront of my mind—probably not the most politic thing to say to a fragging king, but there you go. "How the frag did you get this number?"
King Kamehameha V smiled. "Think about it for a moment, Mr. Montgomery," he suggested quietly. "The Kingdom of Hawai’i is a sovereign nation, and I’m head of its government. While our capabilities don’t match those of UCAS, for example, they’re still fairly formidable." His smile grew a touch broader. "Certainly formidable enough to track down the number of someone who’s called the switchboard at the palace several times in the past few hours." The smile twisted, became an ironic grimace. "I still have the loyalty of some members of the nation’s military intelligence service, at least."
I thought about that for a moment. You got it, chummer, I was playing way out of my league. I thought I’d covered myself pretty well—well enough to keep prying corps and yaks and terrorists off my back. Not well enough to block the military intelligence service of a fragging nation-state. Oh, my aching head …
I nodded acceptance, or maybe it was surrender "Okay. So … ?"
"So why am I contacting you?" The king shrugged slightly. "I’d rather thought you’d be the one telling me, Mr. Montgomery. I’ve heard through … various sources … that you wished to speak to me on a matter of some grave concern."
That set me back for a moment. Sure, Barnard had said he’d be spreading the word "through various other assets"—his phrase—that one Dirk Montgomery would be trying to arrange a meeting. But I hadn’t expected an instant response—well, I hadn’t expected any response, to tell the truth. And I sure hadn’t expected that the fragging Ali’i would take the time and trouble to track me down to talk.
"That’s true, Your Majesty," I said slowly. "Er … is that the correct form of address?"
That brought another smile to Gordon Ho’s face. "Not precisely," he told me. "The correct phrase is e ku’u lani—`O
my royal one’—but I’m only a stickler for the old forms when the kahunas are around." His smile faded, and his expression became that of a professional poker player or, I suddenly thought, a corporate exec. "I’ve invested considerable time and effort in arranging to speak to you, Mr. Montgomery," he went on, his voice even and calm. (Yeah, right, I thought, the time and effort of lackeys, maybe.) "I’d like you to tell me a reason why I should invest any more in you."
I paused. "This isn’t a secure line," I pointed out at last, "not at this end at least."
"I’m well aware of that," Ho said drily. "But I’m certain you can find ways around the problem, am I correct?"
Again I paused, thinking through exactly what I could get away with saying on a potentially compromised line and still pique his interest. "According to the news, some heavy happenings have been going down recently," I began.
"True."
Jumping into what sounded like a real non sequitur, I made my voice as casual as I could. "Oh, by the way, the father of a college pal says hoi."
He blinked in momentary confusion. Then I saw his eyes narrow as he made the mental connection … or, at least, I hoped he did. "Yes," he said musingly, "yes, he might well be sending greetings.
"Do you still wish to speak with me face-to-face?"
I swallowed hard. "Yes, e ku’u lani," I said, butchering the pronunciation. "Or maybe it’d be better all around if I did it over a secure line." That wasn’t according to Barnard’s instructions, but it wasn’t his hoop hanging out in the wind.
"Unacceptable," the Ali’i responded immediately. "There’s no such thing as a totally secure line, as you should know. If the matters you wish to discuss are truly weighty, then a personal meeting is the only thing that’ll serve."
"I’m not sure I’d feel too comfortable just jandering up to the front door of the palace," I pointed out.
"But that’s exactly what you must do," Ho told me coldly. "If this is really important, that’s exactly how you’ll handle it."
"I’d prefer neutral ground," I tried again.
"Of course you would, but that, too, is unacceptable. `Neutral’ for you is potentially hostile territory for me." I digested that one quickly. Were things getting that dicey in the political in-fighting game? "You will visit the palace," he repeated, "and present yourself at the reception desk at"—he glanced off-screen—"one o’clock this afternoon. That gives you two hours to decide whether to accept my invitation, Mr. Montgomery." He smiled frostily. "Would that suit you?"
No, it wouldn’t fragging suit me at all, I wanted to say. "There are other concerns—"
"There always are," he broke in. "But I leave it to you to deal with them in whatever manner you see fit."
Great. Thanks, Kam. I had to try once more. "If you’ve figured out what the matter is I want to talk to you about—"
And again he cut me off, "Are you insinuating that the Ali’i of the Kingdom of Hawai’i might want to take personal retribution against you?" he asked icily.
"Well … yes, in a word."
"Then you have my word that isn’t the case."
"No insult intended, e ku’u lani, but—"
"You need something a little more tangible than my given word—than the given word of the descendent of King Kamehameha the Great, is that it?" His smile was back, but now it had a real nasty edge to it. "Then perhaps this would suffice."
His eyes stayed locked on mine, and his lips moved. I couldn’t hear a sound, maybe because he was using a kind of hushphone or something. His barracuda smile grew broader.
And, just like that, something snicked through the window of my doss, and slammed into the wall beside me. Instinctively, I threw myself to the ground, scrambling across the small room to flatten myself against the wall under the window. For a couple of seconds I just crouched there, hyperventilating.
I could still see King Kam’s face on the telecom screen, though I knew I was out of range of the unit’s vidcam. "Is that sufficient support to my word, Mr. Montgomery?" he asked my empty chair.
Message received loud and clear, O my royal one: If I’d wanted you dead, you’d be dead. "Quite sufficient," I told the telecom, trying vainly to keep my voice steady.
"One o’clock, then. I expect an interesting conversation." And with that, King Kamehameha V signed off.
I took off my shoe, threw it at the telecom keyboard, and the unit disconnected. It was another three minutes before I felt comfortable standing up.
Frag, I was boned. No, I was so far past boned that it would take light twenty years to get from here to there. I was playing with the government of a sovereign state. A fragging government. What kind of resources could a fragging government bring to bear at the whim of its ruler? Heavy-duty electronic interception and tracking, for one. A fragging sniper for another. What the hell else? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to know.
Idly, I stuck my little finger through the bullet hole in the window—nicking myself, incidentally, on the sharp material. Clean-edged, perfectly circular—a little larger than nine millimeter, I judged. The round had been so fast that it had basically drilled through the window composite, too quickly for the brittle material to even crack, let alone shatter. The bullet hole in the opposite wall was a touch bigger, and so deep that I couldn’t reach the bottom with my finger. It was a weight-bearing wall—good fragging thing, otherwise the round would have cored its way through my room and several others, before coming to rest in a wall or a hot plate or someone’s headbone. (But of course the sniper had probably known it was a reinforced weight-bearing wall.)
Okay, I got the point. I wasn’t dead, which meant I probably wouldn’t become so on my appearance at the lolani Palace. After my meeting with Gordon Ho, of course, all bets would be off. If he figured I wasn’t telling him all I knew or wasn’t giving him the answers he wanted to his questions, there wasn’t much stopping him from sending me downstairs into a small, dark room—palaces had dungeons or something, didn’t they?—where large men would ask the questions again under less agreeable conditions. Fragging swell.
Maybe I should just pull the quick fade. Maybe Kat and the rest—ALOHA or not—would help me disappear into the shadows. Maybe—and this was a big maybe—I’d be able to stay one jump ahead of the factions already out looking for me. Oh yes, and add to the playlist the Yamatetsu payback team that Barnard would send after me when he learned I hadn’t delivered his message to the Ali’i. I was pretty good at keeping a low profile, I knew that … but over the long haul, "pretty good" wouldn’t cut no ice. I figured my odds at surviving a week at about fifty-fifty. A month—call it seventy-five—twenty-five. A year? Maybe a one-in-ten chance. Long enough to look back on all this and laugh? I’d rather bet on the survival of a snowball in a plasma furnace, chummer.
Looked like I’d be visiting the Iolani Palace in about an hour, didn’t it?
The telecom—the one supposedly locked out to incoming calls—chirruped again. I glared at it. When it stubbornly refused to disassociate into its component atoms, I sighed. Gordon Ho calling back with some additional instructions? Whatever. I sat down at the keyboard, pressed the keys to accept the call.
It wasn’t Gordon Ho’s face that appeared on the screen. No, if I had to describe a face that was diametrically opposite from King Kam’s in all facets, it wouldn’t be too far from the man I saw before me. Smooth skin so pale it looked almost translucent. Silver hair, long and flowing. Eyes the color of arctic ice in Global Geographic trideo shows—maybe blue, maybe green, maybe gray, depending on the light and your mood. Hollow cheeks, small nose, small mouth. Ageless, too. If you’d asked me to peg his age, I’d have put it anywhere between twenty and a hundred. Instinctively, I looked at his ears—no points, he wasn’t an elf.
There was something … well, disturbing is the closest I can come to it … about his appearance. Austere, he was, aloof, distant … almost inhumanly so. I didn’t really want to think about what those eyes might have seen.
"Mr. Montgomery," he said. His voice was … strange … too, thin, reedy, almost piping, but also strong, in the way that a stiletto is both delicate and lethal
"Sorry," I said, trying to keep my bravado up, "someone’s already won the prize for guessing that one. Who the hell are you?"
"A friend." No smile, no expression at all, accompanied the declaration.
"Could have fooled me. Are you sure you don’t have the wrong number? Wrong Montgomery, for that matter."
"I don’t think so." Again no smile, although there was a tinge of something in his voice that could be detached amusement. "I have a message for you, Mr. Montgomery. A warning, in fact."
"I don’t want any—"
His voice didn’t rise in volume, but it cut me off as effectively as a gag. "A friendly warning, Mr. Montgomery. I’d advise you listen."
My bravado was wearing kind of thin at the moment, so I just shrugged.
"Through no fault of your own, you’ve become involved in matters much too weighty for you," the austere face told me. (No drek, Sherlock, I managed not to say.) "A longstanding conflict is coming to a head in Hawai’i. Forces are marshaling."
"ALOHA and the corps. No drek."
"Yes, those too," Mr. Parchment-Face paused. "Even when one fully understands the dynamics of a conflict, it’s often difficult to keep from getting overwhelmed by it … overwhelmed and crushed. When one is unaware of what the conflict is truly about, it’s usually impossible."
"So tell me."
This time the amusement—cold, distant, but unmistakable—was clear in his voice. "I think not, not at this time. I merely suggest you take my words to heart. Terminate your involvement in matters beyond your control and comprehension. In more familiar terms … stay out of it, Mr. Montgomery. Right out."
"I would if I had the opportunity," I told him honestly.
"Then make the opportunity."
"Who the frag are you anyway?"
"As I said, a friend," the man repeated softly.
"And you’re telling me you know what’s going down?" He nodded. "Yeah, right," I snorted. "Prove it if you want me to pay any attention to you." It was only after the words were out of my mouth that I remembered the last "proof’ anyone had provided me. Out of reflex, I glanced at the bullet hole in the window.
And so I missed the first instants of the change. By the time my
eyes were back on the screen, the man’s outlines were flowing, shifting—morphing. Nothing I saw on that screen was beyond the capabilities of a hot-shot kid with a Cray-Amiga submicro running FX Oven … but, deep down, I knew what I was watching wasn’t any kind of special effect. The man’s skull expanded, elongated. Those icy eyes swelled, shifting apart, migrating toward the sides of the skull. His mouth opened, showing dagger teeth. Beyond the serried rows of teeth, something moved—a black tongue, forked like a snake’s.
"Is this sufficient proof?" asked the dragon.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
The big worm. The fragging bakeware.
That’s who it had to be, didn’t it? Ryumyo the fragging Great Dragon. Great fragging Christ on a crutch. Whatever happened to a low fragging profile?
My hands were shaking, making it harder to hot-wire the car I was boosting—a nice, nondescript Volkswagen Elektro, rusted out here and there. I wiped the sweat from my eyes with the back of my hand and tried not to drek myself.
A nice, relaxing sojourn in the islands. Just deliver a message, soak up a few rays, get wasted on mai-tais, then it’s all over. That’s how Barnard had pitched it to me.
Yeah, right. Ryumyo, the fragging dragon, had it chipped, didn’t he? "You’ve become involved in matters much too weighty for you," that’s what he’d told me. No drek. Corps and yaks and terrorists, oh my. And now kings and fragging dragons … Oh yes, and we can’t forget the insect spirits, can we? My dance card was already full, and more guests kept showing up at the cotillion. Frag it to hell and back. I must have been something real nasty in a past life—nun-rapist, maybe, mass murderer, or perhaps tax collector—to warrant this kind of drekky karma.
I finally managed to get the Elektro to admit that I did have the right keycode, and the little flywheel deep in the car’s guts spun up to speed. I tried to burn rubber, but the mobile coffin just whined at me accusingly and pulled away from the curb at a slow walk. (According to some Volkswagen propaganda I’d scanned a while back, the Elektro is supposed to have a top end of 75 klicks. Sure, chummer. The Volkswagen engineers must have dropped the fragging thing off a bridge to get that figure.) I pointed the Elektro east, and cruised through the noontime traffic.
Spirits … I would purely looove to take the nice dragon’s friendly advice and just butt the hell out of all this. It hadn’t been my choice to stick my nose into anyone’s biz. Now, if I made one wrong step, my nose was probably the largest fragment of my anatomy anyone would find left in one piece. Maybe after I’d talked to King Kamehameha V. Yeah, right.
I was ten minutes early for my appointment—audience? when I pulled into the public parking facility a block from the Iolani Palace. I bid a less-than-fond farewell to the Elektro—Volkswagen’s ergonomic gurus must have left it up to a band of munchkins to spec out the headroom—and took the elevator up to street level.
And that’s where I stopped and listened for a minute or two to my pulse beating a wild tattoo in my ears. Logic fought with instinct. It was instinct that told me to use all the tradecraft I knew, to look for shadows and tails, to watch my hoop, to approach my target without being spotted. Logic told me that was a load of bollocks. I was going to be jandering into a fragging palace. Lot of good tradecraft was going to do me there. And anyway, I recalled, looking down at the nicks the window composite had left in my finger, Gordon Ho’s sniper had given me convincing evidence that the Ali’i didn’t want me dead yet. Still, it took a good two minutes for logic to suppress the whimperings of reflex. Finally, I strode across the road—almost getting greased by a courier on a pedal-bike, despite the fact that I had the light—and toward the Iolani Palace.
The building itself sat in the middle of more than half a hectare of grassy turf, almost indecently green and vibrant. It didn’t look big enough to be the capitol of a sovereign nation. Frag, you couldn’t fit more than a hundred bureaucrats and datapushers into the place. But then I glanced across the road at the Haleaka-something, the big, ferrocrete Government House. I supposed it made sense; separate the day-to-day biz of the government from the symbolic, ritualistic drek. The wrought iron gate leading onto the grounds was open, flanked by four guards—all big boys, trolls or orks dressed in white uniforms that were almost blinding in the brilliant sun. (Stupid, I thought at first, but then I realized these guys were just symbolic. If you’re going to stand at attention out in the beating tropical sun, white gear makes a lot more sense than dark camo. The real hard-men would be out of sight, somewhere in the shade, but able to respond to trouble in an instant.) I jandered on through. One of the trolls gave me my daily dose of stink-eye, and I saw his big, horny knuckles whiten on the forestock of his H&K assault rifle. Chummer, I just smiled. At the moment trolls with assault rifles were low on my priority list of things to drek myself over.
Up the driveway I jandered, up the low steps, in the front door. And into the blissful cool of a lobby/reception area. Scott had told me the lolani Palace was about a hundred and fifty years old, and now I could really feel it. Not that the place looked rundown. Far from it, it was perfectly maintained. But the very feel of the air hinted at the history that had passed through its doors, up its stairways, across its dark wood floors.
There were four more white-clad ceremonial guards— trolls, again—one in each corner of the room. More stink-eye. In front of me was a huge reception desk made from the same dark wood as the floor. Behind it sat a young Polynesian woman, her attractiveness undiminished by the fact that she was an ork. No stink-eye here. She was watching me with a welcoming smile that, under other circumstances, might have had me running around in circles, dragging a wing and whimpering. I walked up to the desk. "My name’s Dirk Montgomery," I told her.
"Yes?" Then she blinked and looked down at a ’puter flatscreen set into the desktop. "Oh, yes," she said brightly, "I’m sorry, Mr. Montgomery, you are expected, of course. If you’ll just wait a moment …" Her eyes rolled up in her head, and for the first time I noticed that a fiber-optic line connected her to the desktop system. In a couple of heartbeats her dark eyes were smiling up into mine again. "Mr. Ortega will be with you momentarily," she told me.
When she said, "momentarily," she meant it. I’d barely finished thanking her when a door in the wall behind her opened and a suit emerged.
Not "suit" as in "corp." No, "suit" as in Zoé or one of the other upper-tier designers. When Mr. Ortega came through the door, it was the suit I noticed first, and only as an afterthought the man who was wearing it. A pasty-faced little guy, pale skin, salt-and-pepper hair. He looked kind of dusty, like a librarian who hadn’t been let out of the stacks for a couple of years. But the suit and the eyes—flinty-hard, rather like the Ali’i’s, I thought suddenly—were enough to tell me this was a honcho with real juice.
Those eyes gave me the top-to-toe scan, sizing me up … and narrowing as though he didn’t particularly like the conclusions he’d reached. "Mr. Montgomery," he said politely, but with no human warmth. He extended a thin hand. "Your weapon, please."
Out the corner of my eye, I saw the white-suits stiffen as I reached—very slowly, with my left hand—under my shirttails and pulled out my Manhunter. I safed the weapon, going so far as to pop out the clip before I handed it over to Ortega. Distastefully, as though I’d offered him a dead fish, he took it and passed it in turn to the receptionist, who made it disappear into a drawer. "You will, of course, receive it back once your business is concluded," Ortega told me. Then he turned his back and strode toward the door, the lines of his narrow shoulders indicating he fully expected me to follow.
Follow I did, through the door—through a sophisticated suite of metal detectors and chemsniffers, I had no doubt— and into a kind of anteroom with three doors. Ortega turned around again, and again he gave me the top-to-bottom scan. "Yes, well," he said at last, "you must, of course, wear a jacket and tie for an audience with the Ali’i." I almost chuckled aloud—the last time I’d heard words to that effect I’d been trying to sleaze my way into a restaurant called La Maison d’Indochine back in Seattle—but suppressed my amusement. Aide de camp, maitre d’—I guess there wasn’t that much difference, when you thought about it. I watched the laser-eyed little man, surprised that he didn’t look even slightly Polynesian, as he opened a closet set into the richly paneled walls and pulled out some clothes. "A one-oh-five regular should fit." (This seemed to be my week for meeting people with a haberdasher’s eye.) He handed over a double- breasted jacket—deep blue with a conservative emerald pinstripe—and a white-and-navy paisley tie. And then he waited.
The collar of my tropical shirt wasn’t made for a tie, and if the jacket actually was a one-oh-five regular, I’d put on some weight. But I made do the best I could, and did a model’s turn for Ortega. "Yes," he said dryly—I suppose a sense of humor wasn’t de rigueur this season—and turned his back on me once more.
I followed him through another door and down a short hallway. We stopped at yet another door—some dark, dynamically grained wood this time—and paused. He turned back to me, gave me one last once-over—his frown telling me he didn’t like what he saw any better this time—and started in on a protocol lecture. "The Ali’i will acknowledge you," he said. "Until that point you will stand with your eyes averted. You will not speak unless addressed, and then you will limit yourself to answers to the Ali’i’s questions. You will not—"
Mr. Manners was cut off by a click as the door opened behind him. He shot me a scowl—didn’t appreciate pedantus interruptus, apparently—but turned to whisper something to the white-suit who’d opened the door. After a quiet exchange Ortega stepped aside and gestured for me to go ahead. I did, but not before wishing I had a small-denomination coin handy to tip him (and really slot him off). I walked through the door …
… And into a throne room. I mean a real throne room, complete with throne, up on a low dais at the far end. Like a magnet the figure on the throne drew my gaze. A bronze-skinned warrior god—that was my first impression. Tall, muscular, in the prime of his vibrant, vigorous life. He wore pretty much the same getup as the statue of Kamehameha the Great that Scott had shown me: loincloth, a cape of brilliant yellow feathers hung over his shoulders, and a big forward-curving headdress also covered with feathers. His chest was bare, well-muscled, and decorated here and there with tattoos of a geometrical design. If he’d held a spear or a war club in his big hands, it would have looked totally appropriate. In fact, however, what he held was a sophisticated pocket ’puter on which he was taking notes. He looked up as the door clicked shut behind me, and those flinty eyes seemed to pierce me to the core.
It was Gordon Ho—it had taken me this long, a couple of seconds, to recognize him in his glory. Gordon Ho, King Kamehameha V, Ali’i of the Kingdom of Hawai’i. When I’d seen him on the telecom screen, my mental impression had been of a young, up-and-coming corporate exec. The telecom hadn’t conveyed the size of him—just shy of two meters tall, I guessed; not up to Kamehameha the Great’s standard, but still one big boy—and it certainly hadn’t done justice to his … his aura. (I hate the word, but it’s the only one that fits.) I could feel his personality, his strength of will, like radiant heat penetrating to my core. I’d never met a king before, and for the first time I realized there might be something more to this monarchy drek than a title and—maybe—congenital defects from inbreeding.
He glanced back to his computer, and the removal of his gaze seemed to free me from a spell. For the first time since I’d stepped through the door, I was able to look around at the rest of the room.
It wasn’t big, this throne room, about the size of a major corporate boardroom. The floor was hardwood, the walls paneled in the same rich-grained wood as the door I’d passed through. On the wall behind the Ali’i was a large coat of arms or seal or something—circular, with words around its circumference. Ua mau ke ea a ka aina i ka pono, I managed to pick out … whatever the frag that was supposed to mean. In the center of the seal was some kind of emblem incorporating a hibiscuslike flower, a tree that looked like a banyan, and—I drek you not—a fragging goose. Framing it were drapes of rich maroon velvet.
Beside and to the left of King Kamehameha another man was on the dais—standing; the only seat in the room was filled with Ali’i. An older man, he was, scrawny and weathered, looking like he’d been carved from nut brown wood. He too wore a cape—no feathers, just red fabric—and a loincloth. Around his brow was a headband, and a single feather of some kind protruded from the back, to sag forward—forlornly, I thought—over his forehead. An advisor of some kind, I figured at once. What had Scott called these guys? Kahunas, that was it. The kahuna looked only a couple of years younger than God himself, but he had the same steely edge in his eyes as Gordon Ho. Not a slag to trifle with.
Two white-suits flanked the dais, and another loomed over me and Ortega, who’d joined me in the room. These boys were holding spears, but I noted they also had big-time handguns holstered on their belts.
And then there were the three … visitors? supplicants? what would you call them? They stood before the dais, eyes averted as I’d forgotten to do. All humans, all Polynesians … and all suits (in the corp sense, this time). One of them turned and shot me a bad look—I was getting pretty goddamned tired of stink-eye by this time—before getting back to his averting.
The Ali’i looked up from his notes, and fixed one of the suits with a sharp look. "Is there any more I should hear on this matter?"
The suit looked up and said faunally, "No more, e ku’u lani."
"Good," the king said with a nod. "Then you’ll hear my decision within twenty-four hours."
Another of the suits—he looked younger than the rest— opened his mouth to bitch, but the look the Ali’i shot him shut him up before he could start. The young suit shifted uncomfortably, then he got back to his averting, too.
The Ali’i glanced over in my direction, and I thought I saw a faint smile "Mr. Montgomery," he said. That wasn’t a question, so I didn’t speak. Ho shifted his gaze to Ortega by my side. "Please escort Mr. Montgomery to my private office."
Ortega stiffened. "E ku’u lani, is that proper?"
Oops, mistake. Regal stink-eye is very different from the run-of-the-mill kind, and I was glad this dose was directed at someone else. Surprisingly, it was the scrawny kahuna who said, "It is for the Ali’i to decide what is proper and what is not." The reprimand was delivered in a quiet voice, little more than a whisper, but Ortega flinched as though he’d been whipped.
The aide/mâitre d’ nodded and seemed to be trying to swallow his prominent Adam’s apple. He tapped me on the arm, and I followed him back out the door.
Leading me through the bowels of the palace, he didn’t utter a word for the next few minutes, which suited me just fine. Finally, he stopped before another rich-grained wood door, nodded to the requisite white-suit on guard outside, and turned the knob. Wordlessly, he gestured me in, and this time he didn’t follow. I let the door shut behind me before giving the place the once-over.
State-of-the-art, cutting-edge corporate office—that was my first impression. Tech everywhere—not obtrusive or overbearing, but always to hand. Anything and everything to make the life of a busy executive just that one little bit easier or more comfortable. Huge holo unit against one wall; one of those high-tech whiteboard displays, the kind that automatically networks to multiple pocket ’puters via infrared links and lets a dozen people make and annotate drawings and notes; a telecom/commo suite that you’d need an electrical engineering doctorate just to turn on; an electrostatic printer only marginally bigger than the pieces of paper it printed on; and—thank God for something I fully understood—a slick little coffee/espresso maker on the credenza.
I suppose I’d expected the decor of the Ali’i’s private office to be something like that of the throne room: dark, polished woods, somber drapes, that kind of drek. Good try, but no cigar. The place was light and airy, painted in pale pastels that made it feel larger than it actually was. The desk and credenza were macroplast finished in a contrasting pastel. The chairs—there were four of them, one behind the desk and three in front—weren’t the antiques I expected either; instead, they were this-year’s-model self-adjusting units.
Behind the desk was a huge window looking out toward the mountains north of the city. It looked like a storm was blowing in, black clouds boiling up over the ragged peaks. I shook my head, tempted to go over and touch the window material. There wasn’t any of the color-shift I’d always associated with reinforced ballistic composite. If that window was standard transpex, any yahoo with a rifle could cap the fragging Ali’i, put a pill in the back of his noble skull. Hey, just wait one tick … What was wrong with this picture?
A couple of things. First of all … this shouldn’t be an outside office. Unless I’d gotten myself totally turned around—possible, but not likely—this place was right in the fragging middle of the Iolani Palace’s second floor.
Second, the view of the mountains I was enjoying was simply impossible from the site of the palace. Sure, you could spot the mountains … but only between corporate skyrakers, none of which appeared in the view through the "window." A sophisticated holo display, that’s what it had to be—like the "window" in Adrian Skyhill’s office at Fort Lewis, now that I came to think of it. The sense of déjà vu gave me the shivers. I sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs, and tried to relax while I waited.
I didn’t have long to wait—convenient, since I couldn’t relax anyway. The door behind me clicked open, and I reflexively jumped to my feet.
Gordon Ho, King Kamehameha V, had changed again. Not just his garb, although he had doffed his regalia for a set of hideously expensive casual clothes. No, his whole manner—his aura, to use that stupid word—had changed, too, as if in setting aside his royal trappings he’d set aside the strength of personality I’d sensed in the throne room. Was that strength of personality some kind of magical effect, then, incorporated into the headpiece, perhaps?
Uh-uh, I revised after a moment. The strength was still there; it glinted in his eyes. It was just that Gordon Ho made a strong distinction between ceremony and business, like any good executive.
"E ku’u lani," I began.
Ho gestured casually for me to be seated. "I told you on the phone, it’s the kahunas who are so set on the old forms, not me." He sat down in the chair behind the desk and leaned back luxuriously. Then, for almost a minute, he just watched me from under his dark brows. His scrutiny wasn’t hostile—more curious than anything, I thought—but that didn’t make it any more comfortable. I shifted edgily in my chair, and I felt a bead of sweat start to trace its way down my ribs. I tried to match his stare with my own, but it wasn’t long before I had to drop my gaze—look at the "picture-window" behind him, at the desk, at the whiteboard, at anything but those flint eyes.
Finally the Ali’i stirred, and I felt the intensity of his gaze ease. "Mr. Montgomery," he said slowly, almost speculatively. "Derek Montgomery." He smiled. "I know a little about you, Mr. Montgomery. Born on July 22, 2019 in Seattle, Washington—it was still Washington state at that time, wasn’t it? One sibling, a younger sister. Both parents killed." His tone of voice was like he was reading, though his gaze was still fixed on my face. It was only when I noticed a faint artificial glint from his corneas that I realized some kind of unit in the desk was projecting my personal data directly into his eyes. "Attended the University of Washington," he continued, "but didn’t graduate. Served a tour of duty with Lone Star Security Services Corporation." He shot me a wry grin. "An abbreviated tour," he amended ironically, "after which you left the corporation on less than amicable terms.
"Since then"—he shrugged—"very little, really. Occasional hints that you might have been contracting out your services to various individuals, and even to a couple of corporations. But not much concrete data.
"Until your death, confirmed via gene typing and dental records, in 2052." A thick eyebrow quirked. "Interesting, Mr. Montgomery; I’ve never chatted with a dead man before."
I shrugged … and tried not to show how chilled I was by the ease with which he’d dug up background information on me. Date and place of birth, family details, employment history … all of which should have dropped out of public ken when I tubed my SIN number after my break with Lone Star. I’d always thought "zeroed" meant just that—you don’t exist anymore, no connection between who you are and who you were, and no easy way of tracking down that drek after the fact. Live and learn, I suppose.
The Ali’i leaned forward. "So tell me, Mr. Montgomery, what is a dead man doing in Hawai’i?"
I hesitated. Frag it, I realized Barnard hadn’t briefed me enough. Yes, I was supposed to deliver a specific message to King Kam, but what else should I or shouldn’t I tell him? "Trying to do something about that graveyard pallor," I temporized, giving myself time to think.
He chuckled softly at that. "Well, perhaps we’ll come back to that later." He paused, then his voice changed—time for biz. "You implied you had a message for me. From whom, Mr. Montgomery?"
"Jacques Barnard," I told him "Senior veep or something at Yamatetsu."
"I know Jacques Barnard," he acknowledged, "a fine gentleman. I assume you’ve spoken to him recently. Is he enjoying Chiba?"
"Kyoto," I corrected.
"Of course, Kyoto. I wonder … did you ever have the chance to see his estate in Beaux Arts?"
"I did see his exercise room … but it was in Madison Park."
"Quite. And how’s his lovely wife—Marie, isn’t that it?"
I sighed. "Never met his wife, don’t know her name," I told him wearily. "Two questions out of three right. Does that mean I don’t win the grand prize?"
The Ali’i paused again, and his gaze seemed to pin me to the chair. "Do you always joke so much, Mr. Montgomery?" he asked quietly.
I blinked, and—to my surprise—I told him the truth. "Only when I’m drek-scared."
He smiled at that. "I think I understand." Another pause. "All right, Mr. Montgomery, I think I can accept your bona fides."
Considerate of you, slot, is what I didn’t say. I just nodded.
"So what was Jacques’s message?"
I couldn’t think of a graceful way of dancing around the issue, so I just said it flat. "He wants me to reassure you that he wasn’t behind the assassination of Ekei Tokudaiji."
Gordon Ho’s eyebrows shot up at that. "Indeed?"
"Honto," I confirmed. "Indeed."
"Then who was behind it, does Mr. Barnard think?"
"ALOHA," I stated. "Who else?"
The Ali’i smiled again. "Quite a number of people, I’d think. Tokudaiji-san was an oyabun of the yakuza, after all. But I rather think you’re right about ALOHA." His hard gaze softened. "Thank you, Mr. Montgomery," he said. "You may consider your message delivered. I didn’t really think that Yamatetsu was behind the matter, but it’s good to receive one more reassurance.
"I’d be very interested in hearing any insight Jacques has on developments," he went on, more conversationally. "Some of my sources are already starting to report increasing popular support for ALOHA on the streets. And in the legislature the opposition party is starting to apply pressure. I’d like to be able to speak with Jacques personally, but …" He shrugged. Then his smile changed, and his gaze drilled into me again. "Perhaps you can help me with this, Mr. Montgomery," he said deceptively lightly.
Oh frag, not again …
My thoughts must have shown in my face, because Gordon Ho chuckled. "You look as though it’s continuing to be one of those days."
"One of those lifetimes," I corrected.
"Not your first choice on how to spend your stay in the islands, running messages back and forth, is it?" He hesitated, and real curiosity showed in his eyes. "Just how did you get involved in this, Mr. Montgomery?"
"Just lucky, I guess." I sighed. What the frag, if anything about my involvement was a secret, it wasn’t my secret, and I figured I didn’t owe Barnard anything further.
So I told him the story—the short version, the one starting in Cheyenne, not the complete saga including how I’d fallen in with Barnard in the first place. Probably I shouldn’t be doing this, I thought while babbling, but frag, there are times when you’ve just got to talk to someone. I couldn’t see what practical harm it would do. King Kam had my life in his hands anyway, and I couldn’t think of any ways—well, not many ways, at least—that he could glitch things up for me worse than they already were. Besides, now that he wasn’t wearing his feathered drek, Gordon Ho didn’t seem that much different from me, and I felt myself drawn to like him.
(Which, truth to tell, scared the drek out of me. I’d been drawn to like Barnard, too, hadn’t I? And look where that had gotten me …)
When I was finished, the young Ali’i nodded slowly. "The direct involvement of Ryumyo is somewhat disturbing," he said slowly. (Somewhat disturbing? Understatement of the century, e ku’u lani …) "If that was Ryumyo you spoke with, of course."
"One dragon kind of looks like another," I acquiesced dryly.
"Quite." Ho paused. "But it might not have been a dragon at all. Oh, I know it certainly looked like one, but many kahunas and hermetic mages could produce an illusion that only another magic-wielder could penetrate."
I blinked at that one. That line of thought hadn’t even occurred to me.
"Whether or not Ryumyo is personally involved, however, I think the ALOHA connection is fairly certain," the Ali’i concluded. He studied me speculatively for a few moments. Then he opened one of the desk drawers, extracted a small item and extended it to me."Take this, Mr. Montgomery."
I reached out for the object and studied it in my palm. It was a lapel pin or badge—almost a brooch, judging by its size. Intricately worked into the likeness of the crest I’d seen behind the Ali’i’s throne, it massed heavy in my hand. "Gold?"
Ho’s dark eyes twinkled. "Electroplated. Sorry." He indicated the badge. "This identifies you as officially under the protection of the Ali’i, Mr. Montgomery. As far as members of the government service are concerned, it marks you as carrying my authority—some of it, at least."
I snorted. "You mean I’ve been deputized?"
"You might think of it that way," the Ali’i confirmed with a smile. "When you display the badge, you can expect at least some degree of cooperation from servants of the Crown—government agencies, even Na Maka’i, the police. Not the military, however." He shrugged. "You might even find that Tokudaiji-san’s security personnel will think twice before gunning you down if they see that," he added thoughtfully. "After all, Tokudaiji-san was a servant of the Crown, in his own way, and his help did not go unreciprocated."
I looked skeptically down at the badge in my hand. Maybe the Ali’i was right, maybe Tokudaiji’s samurai would feel some kind of … I don’t know, patriotic loyalty to the Crown or some drek … and decide not to pulp me if they saw this. Maybe not. I certainly wasn’t going to depend on it. I’d made the mistake of thinking a badge could protect me during an earlier phase of my career, and it hadn’t taken me long to realize how fragging wrong I was. Still, it couldn’t hurt. I nodded thanks to the Ali’i and pinned it onto the collar of my shirt.
Ho’s eyes never left my face. "I wouldn’t force you into a situation that you find uncomfortable …"
I finished the thought for him " … But you do want me to get word to Barnard that you’re trolling for ideas." I sighed again. "Yeah, okay, I’ll see what I can do … if it doesn’t mean too much exposure." Frag, intermediary again. Why oh why don’t people ever learn that killing the messenger just isn’t a good idea?
"I appreciate that, Mr. Montgomery. Now—" Ho stopped as a knock sounded on the door. "Hele mai."
The door opened, and a functionary—not Ortega, though he could have been the gray-faced man’s Polynesian half brother—stepped into the room. "Kala mai ia’u, e ku’u lani," he began, then noticed me for the first time and clammed up on the spot. He looked at the Ali’i with a "what the frag do I do?" expression on his face.
Gordon Ho chuckled. "This man is in my confidence," he told the functionary quietly. "You have a report for me?"
" `Ae, e ku’u lani," the older man said with a bobbing nod. "I luna o ka Puowaina."
"In English, please," the Ali’i said sharply.
The functionary looked almost as scandalized as Ortega had in the throne room. Just to make sure he got the idea, I pulled back the lapel of the jacket Ortega had loaned me, so he could spot my deputy’s badge nice and clearly.
He spotted it, all right, and I could see in his eyes just how little he thought of the whole thing. But at least he managed to control himself. "Ae, e ku’u lani. Yes, O my royal one, of course.
"The"—he shot me a sidelong look, and I could see him mentally editing what he’d been about to say—"the incidents on Puowaina seem to have escalated, e ku’u lani. The most recent one is quite disturbing—that’s how the chief of Na Maka’i describes it, ‘quite disturbing.’ The … level of activity is more intense."
"But nothing could come of it, correct?" Ho asked.
The functionary looked really uncomfortable … and not just because of my presence, suddenly. "The kahunas think not, e ku’u lani."
"Think not?" Ho sounded surprised.
"That’s what they told me, e ku’u lani."
"Interesting. Na Maka’i are continuing their investigation, of course?"
"Yes, e ku’u lani, they have the area sealed off."
"Good." The Ali’i nodded approval. "Do you have anything more to report?"
"Not at this time, e ku’u lani."
"Thank you, then." Ho dismissed him with a nod.
Once the functionary had shut the door behind him, the Ali’i leaned back in his seat and shook his head.
"What was that about?" I asked.
Ho sighed. "Puowaina," he said, then waited.
"Punchbowl," I said after a moment.
"That’s right," he confirmed. He turned in his chair and pointed to an area of the holo "mountains" behind him "There. Puowaina, just north of the city. Its name means `Hill of Sacrifices,’ referring to the old religions. It seems as though someone is taking that name a little more seriously than they might."
"Sacrifices?" I asked.
The Ali’i nodded. "It’s not unheard of, unfortunately," he admitted. "Hawai’i has its fringe cults, just as the UCAS does. In the first eight years after I assumed the throne, there were half a dozen … incidents of that kind. Animal sacrifices—dogs and pigs, mainly, the sacrificial animals most commonly used in the old faiths. Usually, the sacrifices would be just that and nothing more: some unfortunate animal with its throat slit, then burned. Once or twice, there were hints that someone was trying to link magical activity with the sacrifices—incomplete hermetic circles and things of that sort." He shrugged. "My kahunas assured me that the people conducting the rituals were totally deluded. The magical trappings would never have worked.
"Things change, though," he went on quietly. "Have you ever given any thought to the fact that fringe religions—crank religions, you could say—become more pervasive when a people is troubled? It’s true," he confirmed with a nod, "check it out yourself. UFO fever a century ago, during the height of the cold war. The proliferation of psychics and spoon-benders in Russia after the collapse of the USSR. The `Church of Christ, Geneticist’, during the throes of the VITAS epidemic. The fascination with reincarnation during the ‘teens …"
I nodded at that one. I remembered reading once that two—count ‘em, two—scam
artists had built careers on their claims that they were the reincarnation of proto-angst rocker, Kurt Cobain.
"The Brotherhood of the Eternal Now," the Ali’i was going on, "in the years before the Treaty of Denver. The Universal Brotherhood—that perversion—when ‘future shock’ really hit the UCAS. And here? Here, we’ve got the people sacrificing dogs and pigs and goats up on Punchbowl." He smiled wryly. "I suppose I might take it as a criticism of my rule."
"It’s becoming more common, then?" I suggested.
"Precisely. Six or seven times in the first eight years of my rule. Then, in the past two years … would you care to guess?" I shook my head. "Seventeen incidents. No," he corrected himself quickly, "eighteen now." He sighed. "Crackpots."
For some reason I suddenly didn’t feel so sure about that. "Your chief of police seems to be taking it more seriously," I pointed out.
"It’s his job to take it seriously … if only because the people behind the sacrifices might decide to … to graduate … from dogs and pigs."
I waited, but the Ali’i didn’t continue. Well, if a king chooses not to share all his thoughts with you, what the frag can you do? After a few moments Ho smiled. "Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Montgomery," he said warmly. "I’ve enjoyed our discussion. Please, make what efforts you can to communicate with Mr. Barnard. And please stay in touch, to inform me of anything you should learn. Agreed?"
"What about contact procedures?"
"Here." He handed me a mylar business card—no name or address, just an LTG number. "This node will transfer you to my private line, wherever I happen to be. If for some reason I’m unavailable, no one else will answer." He hesitated. "Be aware that I can’t vouch for the complete security of the relay." He grinned wryly. "My military intelligence traffic-analysis teams have been a little zealous of late."
"Agreed," I told him.
King Kamehameha V pressed a concealed button on his desk, and seconds later a functionary arrived to escort me out. I traded in my jacket and tie to Ortega for my Manhunter, and then I jandered out of the Iolani Palace. The Ali’i’s deputy badge was a comforting weight in my shirt pocket. I figured that wearing it openly might attract too much attention, but I certainly wanted it close to hand.
What the frag was I supposed to do now? Contact Barnard—that’s what Ho wanted … but for the moment, at least, I felt like keeping a nice, safe distance from Yamatetsu and all the other megacorporations.
As if by magic, my eyes were drawn to the hills overlooking the Honolulu sprawl. There was Punchbowl—Puowaina. What the frag, I didn’t have anything I really needed to do at the moment, did I?
I turned my back on the palace and went looking for a bus stop.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
I remembered a little bit about Punchbowl—Puowaina—from my data search on the suborbital. Apparently, as the Ali’i had implied—it used to hold one mega-important place in the ancient Hawai’ian religion. It was up on Puowaina—Hill of Sacrifices—that the old Hawai’ians used to cack their human sacrifices to placate their gods. Who were those sacrifices? Volunteers? Criminals? Virgins bred specially for the task (what a fragging waste)? "Prisoners of war" from other islands? Search me, chummer. All I knew was that it came to an end with the haoles—the priests and missionaries and pineapple plutocrats—who moved in and "civilized" the place, of course.
I guess Pele, goddess of the earth and of volcanoes, got a mite ticked that nobody was placating her with blood anymore, but it took her a while to do something about it. (You know how it is with goddesses: never a free moment …) In 2018, Haleakala, a huge volcano on the island of Maui, blew its top. Well, not its top, really, more like its side. A ridge on the volcano’s west side collapsed, and a massive lava flow obliterated the luxury hotels and tourist traps of Wailea and Keokea. (Tourist fluff still refers to the area—a lava rock wasteland—as "Pompeii of the Pacific.")
In any case, in the twentieth century Puowaina had become a military cemetery for the United States—the National Memorial Cemetery of the Pacific, a kind of "Arlington West." Predictably, it didn’t stay that way after Secession. The government, under Gordon Ho’s dad, exhumed all the bodies—more than 26,000 of them—and shipped them all back to the mainland, with appropriate honors. (That slotted off more than a few Americans, of course, but after the Thor shots at the Pearl Harbor task force, nobody really dared push the point too hard.)
And that’s where The Bus dropped me off in the middle of a baking-hot Hawai’i afternoon, Puowaina, now a public park. A pretty place, an ancient, eroded volcanic crater shaped something like a big bowl. Grassy and green—did that mean artificial irrigation? not necessarily, I supposed— with trees and flowers—forty or so hectares of peace just twenty minutes from the pressure of downtown. From the rim of the crater I imagined you’d get a spectacular view of Honolulu, in all its finery, but I didn’t bother looking. More immediate things were attracting my attention.
The Hawai’i National Police Force copmobiles—two of them—were crisp tropical white with rainbow logos on the doors, not the blue and gold of Lone Star Seattle. But it takes more than a flashy paint job to make a Chrysler-Nissan Patrol One look anything other than brutal and threatening. Only half the strobes on the two vehicles’ light-bars were operating, but I still had to shield my eyes from the glare. A couple of cops—what had Scott called them? Na Maka’i, that’s right—were squatting down, doing something vaguely forensic, near a little copse of flowering trees. Another uniformed officer was sitting on the ground, back up against a tree. He looked drugged or chipped out of his pointy little skull, but I knew better. I recognized that vacant expression; I’d seen it all too often on the faces of Department of Paranormal Investigations officers—"Dips," to street grunts like myself—who’d butted into some of my cases while I was with the Star. Okay, I thought, so at least one cop-kahuna was doing the old "ghost-walk" around the area, looking for astral evidence. There was only one more cop there, bringing the total up to four. He was one big boy—a human, but with a gut worthy of a sumo wrestler—and he was talking to a couple of shorts-clad local kids. Witnesses, maybe?
Na Maka’i had cordoned off the crime scene much the same way we were taught in the Star. Where trees, picnic benches, and the like were conveniently placed, the cops had strung up that universal yellow police line tape between them. To cover open ground, they’d used the collapsible lineposts that every cop car on the planet has somewhere in its trunk. I ambled over, and when I reached the police line, I held up the yellow tape and ducked under it. I took another step toward the two cops crouching on the ground …
And rapped my nose and forehead against an invisible barrier that was as unyielding as a concrete wall. "Frag," I grunted. Instinctively, I tried to step back.
No go. There was an invisible wall behind me now, too. And one to the right and to the left when I checked. It was like I was in an invisible and slightly undersized phone booth. For a couple of seconds I did the old street-mime shtick, palms pressing flat against unseen walls. Then I cringed and covered my ears as a high-pitched siren shrieked from somewhere behind my left shoulder. Frag, why not? Invisible walls—why not an invisible burglar alarm, too?
I watched helplessly as the sumo-gutted cop left the kids and strode menacingly across the grass toward me. "Mai ne’e," he barked. "Don’t move, haole." I snorted at that. Like I could. "What you doing here, huh?"
"Coming to talk to you," I told him calmly. And I pointedly pinned my deputy’s badge to the collar of my tropical shirt.
The cop was good, I had to give him that. His look of absolute and total disgust lasted only a fraction of a second before he slapped an expression of polite eagerness on his face. "Aloha, e ku’u haku," he rumbled to me. Then he snapped something else, apparently to the empty air. I almost keeled over, off balance, as the invisible walls surrounding me were suddenly gone.
"Thank you, Officer …?"
"Constable Saito, sir. What can I do for you?"
"Show me around," I suggested. "What’s been happening here?"
The sumo-stomached cop nodded and led me across the grass to where the two forensics boys were still poking around. One of them looked up at me and drew breath to kvetch, but Constable Saito shut him up with a foul glare. "Sacrifices again, sir," Saito said unnecessarily. He pointed at what looked like a makeshift altar, jury-rigged from flat rocks that had recently formed the border of a flower bed. Something had been burned on that altar—something that had left behind a pile of blackened, crumbling bones.
"What was it?" I asked.
"Pua’a," one of the forensics types answered, then translated, "Pig, sir. Young pig."
"Something more, too." The voice sounded from empty space, a meter to my right. I jumped, then tried to pretend I hadn’t. Mages—they’re always finding new ways to give me the fragging willies.
"What do you mean?" I queried.
"Something else was killed here," the mage’s disembodied voice elaborated. "Not a pig."
"A metahuman?"
"Not sure," the voice said. I glanced over at the kahuna’s
meat-body, saw it frown. "Shielded."
"What do you mean, ‘shielded’?"
This time the voice came from the kahuna’s
meat-body as he climbed to his feet. "There was a death here," he explained, "I can feel that much. I can’t tell what it was that died … and I should be able to."
I nodded as if I actually understood. "Only the pig was burned, though?"
"Only the pua’a," the shaman confirmed impatiently.
The forensics people had finished collecting their samples of ash and bone and now were scanning the rocks of the altar with a low-intensity UV laser to bring out latent prints. Good luck, boys—the heat of the fire would almost certainly have obliterated anything usable.
I turned my back on the altar and looked at the surrounding ground. Some kind of intricate pattern had been cut into the grass—no, not cut, I realized—burned in. The lines were sharply defined and surprisingly narrow. You couldn’t do a job like that by pouring lines of gasoline and igniting them, the way I’d figured at first. You needed something that burned much hotter and faster. Hmmm, I thought—someone had gone to some effort here.
I stepped back for a better overall picture of the pattern. Two concentric circles, centered on the altar, one maybe ten meters in diameter, the other maybe eleven. The half-meterwide annulus between the two circles was divided into quadrants by radial lines. I checked the sun and guesstimated—yes, the radial lines seemed roughly aligned with the cardinal points of the compass. Around the annulus there were an even dozen strange, angular symbols. Not burned, these, but formed from scores of small, white pebbles carefully aligned. I looked around—no, as I’d suspected, there wasn’t an obvious source for those pebbles anywhere in the Puowaina park.
Finished with his ghost-walk, the cop-kahuna was now carefully photographing each of the arcane-looking symbols around the circle. I jandered over to him and waited for him to acknowledge me. His frown told me he didn’t want to, but I saw his eyes flick down to my deputy’s badge. "Yes, sir?" he asked at last. (The "sir" seemed to cause him physical pain.)
I indicated the concentric circles with my toe. "What is this? A hermetic circle? A medicine lodge of some kind?"
He wanted to roll his eyes, I could tell, but he managed to control the impulse. He shrugged. "Neither," he said. Then, less certainly, "Not really."
"What, then?" Another shrug. "Is it hermetic or shamanic?"
For a moment he looked really uncomfortable. He shrugged once more.
Which was interesting. Neither hermetic nor shamanic … or maybe both hermetic and shamanic, if that made any sense. Hell, at one time or another, everyone’s overheard those airy-fairy philosophical discussions about the structure of magic—the hypothesis that magic is magic and that’s it. That the distinction between hermetic and shamanic is entirely artificial, one made by (meta)human minds, but not innate to the mana itself. Was that what these symbols represented? Or were they just meaningless—some fraghead mage-wannabe copying something he saw on the trid?
"What would you use something like this for?" I asked the kahuna.
"I wouldn’t use it for anything," he snapped.
I sighed. "What would someone else use it for then? What might they use it for?" I corrected quickly, to forestall another case of literal-mindedness.
"Don’t know."
I shot the kahuna a penetrating look. He was really uncomfortable now, and it was making him sullen. (Magicians of all stripes hate admitting they don’t know everything—I learned that long ago.) "You’ve got to have some idea," I pressed. "It’s got to remind you of something. What might it be?"
For a moment he just glared stink-eye at me. Then I saw his eyes change as he surrendered. "Could be some kind of conjuring circle," he mumbled. "Could be."
"For summoning spirits? You mean the mage or shaman or whatever stands in the circle—"
"No," he cut in with a look that clearly completed the thought—you fragging twinkie. "Conjurer stands outside the circle, thing that gets conjured inside the circle … till kahuna lets it out. Okay?"
"So what would you conjure using something like this? Elementals? Spirits? What?"
Some unreadable expression flickered across his face. "Nothing," he said firmly. "Couldn’t conjure nothing with this. Not elementals, not spirits, okay?" And—deputy’s badge or not—he turned his back on me and strode away. I watched him climb into one of the Patrol Ones, shut the door, and just sit there in a sulk.
Interesting. What was it the functionary had told the Ali’i? Up until now, the magical mumbo-jumbo surrounding the sacrifices in Puowaina had been meaningless. This time, though, the kahunas hadn’t been sure of that. That represented a pretty significant change in things, didn’t it? The cop-kahuna’s reaction had certainly fit with that analysis.
So this ritual-circle drek was similar to the stuff the mystics use for summoning—similar, but not exactly right. If I’d known more about magic, maybe that would mean something to me. It’s unfortunate, in a way. Unlike a lot of people I know, I’m not a magophobe—how the frag can you be magophobic in the Sixth World, tell me that?—but I’m certainly no spellworm. I guess the most time I’ve ever spent with a real-and-for-true practicing spellworm was when I worked alongside Rodney Greybriar back in Seattle … before he was geeked, of course.
Well, magic or no magic, the laws of logic had to stay more or less the same, neh? Maybe all I needed was a little common sense.
What must you do to summon a spirit, or whatever? No, take the question one step further back. Where do spirits and their ilk hang when they’re not being summoned? Somewhere else, obviously. On the astral plane, maybe, or on one of the "metaplanes" (whatever the frag they are …) Bringing them across takes effort. It takes magical jam, and—from what I’ve heard—to drag the big boys, kicking and screaming, into the material world, it can really harsh a spellworm out.
Why? Obviously—well, it’s obvious to me, at least— there’s some kind of barrier between the material world and the other planes. No, let’s call it something pseudomystical—say there’s a curtain between this world and the others, or maybe a veil. Okay, some kind of curtain. Sure, that made sense, otherwise people might just stumble from this world into some freaky metaplane without intending to do so, or even knowing it happened.
So, to summon something, logically you’d have to break down that barrier—pull back the curtain—or it just wouldn’t work, neh? Could that be what the weirdo circle was for? To open—or maybe weaken—the curtain between what we laughingly call the real world and those other places? An interesting hypothesis … and, now that I thought about it, not a particularly comforting one.
Oh, drek … combine that nasty thought with another one that had just struck me. When the cop-kahuna said he wouldn’t conjure anything using that circle, could he have meant that (meta)humans couldn’t use something like that? Who could?
How about the friends of Adrian Skyhill? The fragging insect spirits. They were involved somehow—if I was to believe Barnard, and I had no reason to disbelieve him at the moment.
Great. Hadn’t I read somewhere that certain sites on the earth—typically ancient "places of power"—had high mana "background counts" that made magical activity easier? Mount Shasta, apparently. Crater Lake possibly. Why not Puowaina?
Could the insect spirits be trying to use the power of the Hill of Sacrifices to do to Hawai’i what they’d done to Chicago? To bring forth hordes of their kind from whatever hell had spawned them?
Or was I a paranoid slot getting his exercise by jumping to really out-there conclusions? (Go back, go waaay back …)
I shook my head. It was a dead fragging certainty I wasn’t going to figure it out just by standing here and pummeling my brain. Who knew, maybe the kids—the ones that sumo-Saito had been questioning—had seen something relevant.
But the kids were gone when I looked around. The forensic boys had finished their work, and were piling into the car with the still-sulking kahuna. Saito was standing by the open driver’s door of his car, watching me—and almost concealing his impatience—in case the "deputy" might want to waste his time with more dumb-hooped questions. I waved to him and gestured that he could take off if he wanted. He wanted, and I was left to breathe in the dust of his departure. With a sigh I started walking toward The Bus stop.
I felt eyes on me, that creepy feeling that the academics say doesn’t exist but that every nonacademic has felt many times. I stopped and looked around.
He was standing, totally motionless, leaning casually against the trunk of some kind of flowering tree, watching me. Rapier-thin, he seemed to radiate a sense of pent-up energy, explosive movement. He was an elf, I was almost certain. From this distance I couldn’t see his ears, but the morphology looked right. His eyes were hidden behind those radically styled shades that advertise they can stop a 12-gauge shotgun blast—reassuring only as long as the slag busting caps on you confines his aim to your sunglasses— but I could feel his gaze on me. I raised an eyebrow questioningly.
He stepped away from the tree and jandered over toward me—slowly, casually—yet purposefully. (A contradiction, true enough. But that’s exactly how he moved—with the lethal casualness of a predator.) I gave him the top-to-toe scan as he approached.
Thin face, high cheekbones, a nose that an eagle would kill to possess. He wore his hair—red, streaked with silver gray—long, pulled back in a ponytail that reached the middle of his back. He was dressed in dark clothes—a slate gray synthsilk shirt, black pants wide at the thighs and tapering to the ankle Expensive, high-quality clothing, but anachronistic in style. When was the last time you saw a shirt buttoned to the neck with no tie, and bloused cuffs? It was almost as if the elf had stepped right off the virtual pages of Gentlemen’s Monthly Online, but from an issue twenty years old. Instinctively, I played "spot the heat." No luck—if he was packing anything larger than the smallest of hold-outs, he’d found a damn fine way of concealing it.
He stopped a short distance away, and it was his turn to give me the once-over. It took no more than a second, and then he smiled.
Suddenly, I realized I feared this elf.
It was a disturbing realization. Hell, there was nothing overtly threatening about him. His smile seemed to be genuinely amused, not a power smile intended to impress or intimidate. His body language was, well, I didn’t know quite what to make of it, but it wasn’t threatening either.
Yet the fear was real, chummer. For some reason, it chilled my guts like an ice-water enema. Some people you automatically like at first glance; others you automatically despise. Never before had I met someone to automatically fear. I think I managed to keep my thoughts from showing on my face, however.
The elf nodded a greeting—a gesture with an Old-World formal air to it. "Mr. Montgomery," he said. His voice was a musical instrument, almost inhumanly perfect in timbre, tone, and resonance; any video personality would gut his mother for a voice like that. "I rather thought I might find you here."
"Then you know more about it than I do," I told him truthfully.
He found that amusing, and his smile broadened. "Well, there is always that possibility, isn’t there, Mr. Montgomery? Or may I call you Derek?"
"Why don’t you call me Brian Tozer?" I said. Then—what the frag anyway—"But Dirk will do. Your turn."
The elf nodded again, almost a bow, this time. "Quentin Harlech, at your service. But you can call me Quinn." I ignored the obvious opening.
Harlech removed his bullet-proof shades—blue eyes, sharper than a monoblade—and looked pointedly around the area. "Quite fascinating, isn’t it?" he remarked lightly.
I shrugged. "If you understand it, I suppose."
He laughed then, Harlech did. Not the sinister cackle that part of my mind had expected, but a full-throated, free rush of genuine mirth. "Oh, of course, Dirk, of course. Will you be returning with interesting reports?"
"Huh?" Not overly witty, of course, but it was all that occurred to me at the moment.
Quinn chuckled again. "Reports, Derek, you know. To those who sent you. Give them my greetings while you’re at it, will you? But then, of course you’d do that even without my urging, wouldn’t you?"
Slowly, I shook my head. "Pardon the dumb question, but are we both reading from the same script here? Or maybe you’re confusing me with another Dirk Montgomery."
The elf sighed and made a disapproving tsk-tsk-tsk sound with his tongue. "Basely spoken, Mr. Montgomery," he said. His tone of voice sounded more disappointed than anything else. "Dissembling so clumsily? It suits you ill, sir."
I showed him my empty palms. "Chummer," I said quietly, "I haven’t got a fragging clue what you’re talking about."
"Of course you don’t, of course you don’t," Quinn said patronizingly, and he laughed again. "And of course you don’t know that the game is up," he went on sarcastically. "You don’t know that your cover’s blown, and that you’re wasting your time. I’ve seen to that, you know. You really should tell your master that." I saw his gaze flick down to my deputy badge, saw his expression change subtly. "Both your masters," he amended.
Before I could speak, he turned away with a final, "Well, good day to you, makkaherinit."
"Hey, just a fragging moment," I called after him.
Or that’s what I tried to call after him, at least. I tried to draw breath … and couldn’t. I tried to move … and couldn’t. I tried to blink my fragging eyes … and couldn’t.
Magic, obviously—a powerful paralysis spell. Harlech must have cast it on me to give himself walking-away time. That’s what I guessed later, at least. At the moment there was only one thought running through my mind.
I was fragging paralyzed, and I was fragging terrified. Spirits, have you ever been paralyzed? Let me tell you it’s not the way you think it’d be … or not the way I thought it’d be, at least. Maybe there are some kinds of paralysis spells that control only voluntary muscles, that leave the involuntary functions alone. Not this one. I couldn’t breathe, in or out, and I couldn’t even hear my pulse. Every muscle fiber in my body seemed frozen in the position it held when Harlech cast his spell or whatever it was.
I watched him stroll away; then he was out of my field of vision, and I couldn’t move my eyes to follow him I was stuck there, staring at some turf and a flowering tree—the tree was slightly out of focus, and I couldn’t even focus my eyes—and I started wondering if that was the last sight I was ever going to see. The elf had implied that he didn’t want me dead, which meant he’d eventually drop the spell … but soon enough? How good was his estimate of the anoxia-tolerance of a thirty-something erstwhile shadowrunner who’s not in the best of fragging shape? By the time he dropped the spell and my cardiovascular system got back on the job, how much of my brain would have suffocated? Not a pleasant thought …
My vision was starting to tunnel down, and little floaty stars were drifting around the dark periphery of my visual field. In growing desperation, I tried once more to draw a breath …
And fragged if it didn’t work this time. I filled my lungs, a great whooping inhalation. (Who says orgasm is the best experience in the world? I’m here to tell you, chummer, it’s breathing …) My heart kicked in, a triphammer beat in my ears. I fell to my hands and knees and just relished the sensations as my chest and diaphragm did what they were supposed to do. The little floaty stars and the black tunnel receded, and eventually the aftertaste of terror followed them. By the time I could think of anything beyond personal survival, the elf was gone without a trace.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
I sat in the back of The Bus, morosely watching the assortment of (meta)humanity sharing the vehicle with me. Mostly working-class Hawai’ians, I figured, but there was a significant minority of younger people I tentatively labeled as the kids of corp vacationers. (Did mummy and daddy suit know their little darlings were riding a fragging bus instead of cruising in a limo? Not that it mattered …) The "recently dead" look seemed to be back in fashion, with bleached skin, black-dyed hair, and makeup to give the eyes a sunken look. Anything that could be pierced was pierced. The only thing that set these pre-suits apart from sprawl guttertrash was the quality—and obvious expense—of their clothes. Oh, sure, they wore the de rigueur biker jackets and weathered jeans. But their jackets were real leather, not synth, and they’d obviously bought their jeans prefaded and preslashed.
And then there were the T-shirts and sweatshirts they wore under their jackets—emblazoned with logos from fashionable corps. I don’t know jack about fashion, really, but I do know how much a trendy label adds to the price of something. I sighed. In the grand scheme of things the only difference between cows and some people is that cows don’t pay mega-cred to get branded. Maybe it’s time to cack us all and give the cockroaches their shot …
It was continuing to be one of those days, all in all. Through no fault of my own, I’d gotten myself mixed up in the affairs of kings, corps, and dracoforms. I’d witnessed an assassination, I’d been shot at repeatedly, and I’d almost asphyxiated under a paralysis spell. And the day wasn’t even over.
It was Miller time with a vengeance. Of all the things I could think of, what I most wanted right at that moment was to head back to my doss, flop down on the bed, and watch eyelid movies for twenty-four hours. Maybe by the time I woke up again, things would have started looking a little better.
Problem: I didn’t have a doss at the moment. Or, more correctly—I had two dosses, but they were about as compromised as it’s possible to get. Maybe I should just head on back to the Iolani Palace, ask for political asylum, and throw myself on the mercy of the Ali’i. Maybe King Kamehameha V needed a haole courtier or a eunuch or some damn thing.
Sitting there in the back of The Bus, I scanned through the memory of my pocket ’puter. I still had a couple of aliases stashed away in the little box’s optical chips. They were all on a par with the one I hadn’t needed to check into the Ilima Joy: good enough for low-level, routine drek, but certain suicide if I tried to travel on them.
I tried to think back to when I’d snagged the Ilima Joy room. Had I used one of those aliases? I knew that the desk clerk hadn’t asked me for ID, but …
But didn’t the credstick with which I’d paid have an ident stored on it, just in case? I thought so. Okay, so assume that ident—"Emory Archambault"—was compromised. Quickly, I set myself up another "blind" credstick, this time under the name "Mike Bloemhard." When that was done—a matter of minutes—I started watching The Bus stops and figuring out exactly where I was.
 
Two transfers and twenty minutes later, I was in a Bus rolling northwest on Highway 99. When I hit Pearl City— older than Ewa, apparently, but better maintained—I swung down off The Bus and started trolling the backstreets for a place to flop. In the west another perfect sunset was burning its way down behind the skyline. Tropical twilight is always short, and maybe ten minutes later the streetlights were coming on to hold back the night.
Maybe Pearl City hadn’t been such a good bet, I started thinking after another half hour or so. All the hotels I’d found, even the ones well off the beaten track, were surprisingly high-tone. Sure, they were old, but they’d been seriously gentrified, like the New Ritz Hotel in Seattle, using their age as a selling point instead of a drawback. Typically, places that invested that much cred into the physical facilities wouldn’t have scrimped on the electronic side, either. It wouldn’t take much in the way of data back-checking to figure out that "Mike Bloemhard" was as much a fiction as "Neil the Ork Barbarian." For a moment I debated hopping The Bus back to Ewa—at least I knew I could find some sleazy flops there—but quickly discarded the idea. If Kat and her little friends had bugged my bike, it just wasn’t a reasonable risk to go anywhere near where I’d dumped the Suzuki. So I walked on.
I must have been tired—that’s the only excuse I can come up with—tired and emotionally battered. Otherwise, I like to think I’d have noticed the Renault-Fiat Eurovan creeping up on me a little sooner.
The puke green van was no more than ten meters away when my cerebral cortex finally got with the program and tagged it as something to be concerned about. Just in time, too. In my peripheral vision I saw the passenger-side window roll down and spotted the movement inside the cab. Reflexes kicked in, and I flung myself to the sidewalk.
The weapon the van’s passenger was aiming went off—a dull pum noise instead of the usual sharp crash—and I felt something split the air above my falling body. A myopolymer net appeared—magically, it seemed— immobilizing and incapacitating a datafax kiosk a meter or two behind me.
I hit the sidewalk hard, rolling to try and absorb the impact. My sartorial splendor downgraded itself yet again, but at least the light armor underneath saved me from losing much skin. I did another tuck-and-roll into the shelter of a parked car. My Manhunter was in my hand, safety off and finger on the trigger, but I kept it down, out of sight. The slag in the Eurovan had taken his first shot with a netgun, meaning he wanted me alive—for the moment, at least. It didn’t make sense for me to return fire and escalate matters to a more lethal level. Cautiously, I raised my head above the hood of the car behind which I was crouching.
And all nonlethal bets were immediately off. The side door of the Eurovan slid back, and three laser sights winked on in the darkness beyond. I dropped flat to the ground, as autofire stitched the car and blew out the windows, showering me with transpex. Over the rattle of gunfire I heard another door open on the Eurovan. The passenger’s side door? Probably—the guy with the netgun was taking advantage of the "suppression fire" to come and finish me off.
Mentally, I reviewed my tactical options. It didn’t take more than a fraction of a second—there were only two, and only one of them involved staying alive. Before I could think about it too much and immobilize myself with fear, I forced myself to my feet, put my head down, and ran. Directly away from the car, jinking and weaving, but concentrating more on pouring on the speed and opening the distance. Ideally, I wanted to keep as low as possible, to minimize my exposure, but speed was more important than anything else. Without looking, I squeezed off four shots from the Manhunter back over my left shoulder.
Bullets whiperacked by my head. Ricochets whined off into the darkness. I felt something pluck at the collar of my shirt—now that was too fragging close.
On this part of the street the buildings, largely light-industrial facilities, were separated by narrow walkways … or, more accurately, breezeways. I faked right, then cut hard left, and hurled myself headlong down one of these darkened passages. I yelled with pain as something slammed into my left shoulder blade—a love-tap with a baseball bat. The impact was enough to throw me off balance for a second, and I caught my right elbow a nasty crack on the corner of a building. I howled, my right hand and forearm feeling like they’d been dipped into molten lead, but I kept on running.
The firing continued behind me—no more pums, all the cracking of real-and-for-true guns—but nothing came close. I tore down the walkway/breezeway like a boosted sprinter and hung a skidding right when I reached the end.
An alley—a fragging, noisome, garbage-strewn alley. Even though I knew I couldn’t really spare the breath, I cursed out loud. Was it just me, or did everyone’s life seem to gravitate to drek-choked alleys and dumpsters? I pounded on. The gunfire had stopped behind me, but I could hear the echoes of pursuing footfalls. I risked a glance over my shoulder and was rewarded with a momentary glimpse of two figures bursting from the breezeway. One was big and hulking, with klick-wide shoulders; the other was small and wiry. Moko and Kat, two of the runners connected with "the big worm?" A pretty safe bet, I figured. Both of them popped some caps in my direction, but the visibility was drek, and the range was extending. I sprinted on, until the air was like knives in my lungs when I breathed in.
Questions churned through my mind as I ran. First off … how the fragging hell did they track me? They might have put a tracer on my bike, but I’d dumped the bike …
Hold the phone. A tracer on the bike was an obvious play, but I’d also given Kat and the others plenty of chances to put a tracer on me, hadn’t I? Frag, it doesn’t take much these days, not with the microminiaturized drek on the market. A casual pat on the shoulder and you’ve transferred a self- adhesive tracker the size of a pinhead.
If that was the case, the "why" could only have to do with Ryumyo—assuming it was Ryumyo who’d done the morphing trip on my telecom screen—and his warning to stay out of matters. So what had I done almost immediately thereafter? I’d run to the fragging Ali’i, hadn’t I? Not a particularly good way of keeping my nose out of trouble. When the big worm realized I hadn’t taken his friendly advice, he’d decided to send Kat and her little friends out to settle things once and for all. (What was with the netgun if they were simply going to open up with lethal ordnance the moment the nonlethal takedown failed? Obviously, the ALOHA runners were planning to cack me anyway, but their primary plan was to bag me and then put a pill in my ear in private. When I inconsiderately refused to be bagged, they went to Plan B: Hose the place down.)
Kat and Moko were still on my hoop, maybe, fifty meters back but closing the gap. (Fear and adrenaline can do wonderful things, but they can’t make up for too many months as a couch-tuber.) They weren’t firing indiscriminately anymore. Hell, they didn’t have to; they knew they’d catch me eventually. Panicking seemed to be the only logical plan at the moment, so that’s what I did. Wildly, I started looking around for somewhere to make my last stand.
And that’s when guns opened up behind me again. Not Moko’s and Kat’s—someone else’s. The two ALOHA runners were packing SMGs of some kind; the reports and cyclical rates were unmistakable. The guns that suddenly cut loose were something very different, with a much higher cyclical rate of fire. Not miniguns—the reports were from small-arms rounds—but with a similar rate of fire, sounding like giant zippers. Standard SMGs stuttered in response, but the zippers spoke again, and the SMGs fell silent.
Part of me wanted to know what the frag was going down behind me, back down the alley. Who the hell was hashing it out with Kat and Moko? The more logical part of my mind wrote the question off as meaningless. Anything that eliminated pursuit was all to the good, wasn’t it? "The enemy of my enemy is my friend," and all that jazz …
The alley ended, and I was out onto a backstreet. Another skidding turn—left, this time—and I started to slow down. There was silence behind me—no gunfire, no running footsteps. Were Kat and Moko down, or had they just broken off pursuit? If the latter, they—or their friends, come to think of it—could still be tracking in on me, using the hypothetical locator that had led them to me in the first place. Frag, I had to ditch that thing fast… but doing a striptease in the middle of the street probably wasn’t tactically sound, for various obvious reasons.
My heart was pounding in my ears, and my calves felt like somebody had worked them over with a nightstick. Had I eaten dinner, I’d probably have been busy losing it. I jogged on, trying to decide what to do next …
… And slammed on the brakes just in time to avoid plowing into the figure that emerged from the shadows ahead of me. Instinctively, I brought up the Manhunter.
No, I tried to bring up the Manhunter, but my right arm was damn near paralyzed from the crack on the elbow. My left hand snatched the big pistol from my numb right. I triggered the sighting laser and set the red dot center-head.
Dark, liquid eyes widened in panic. A tastefully made-up mouth dropped open.
She was beautiful, was the elf facing me. Just shy of two meters, I guessed, willow-slender, with the kind of face that might best be described as "why men fight."
Hooker, joygirl, sex-worker—that’s how I labeled her initially, but then I saw her clothing. Top-tier corp garb, that’s what she was wearing. A skirtsuit that probably cost as much as a small car. Polished titanium jewelry: earrings, necklace, matching bracers on her wrists. Those bracers flashed in the streetlights as she showed me empty hands. "Don’t shoot. Please!"
Instinctively, I lowered the Manhunter. The more rational part of my brain knew it was a bad idea, but the knight-in-shining-armor lobe seemed to have suddenly taken over. The instant my gun was off-line, she extended one of her slender palms toward my chest.
And then fragging shot me. Flame flashed from the bracer, and pain drove deep into my chest, a long, lancing needle of agony that went through the light body armor as if it wasn’t there. I tried to bring the Manhunter back up, to return the favor on my way out, but the thing suddenly weighed a couple of hundred kilos.
I was still trying to think of a witty exit line when blackness crested over me like an ocean wave and carried me down, deep deep down.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Light. Morning.
I lay there—wherever there happened to be—for an unmeasurable time, just staring up into a mellow, sourceless light. If this was death, I kind of liked it. No pain, no worries, no fears. No real thoughts either, and certainly no analytical awareness of the future. I was just the eternal, living now, with as much concern for the past or the future as a fragging bunny rabbit. It was pleasant, and for I don’t know how long I just grooved on it.
It didn’t last, of course—the good drek never does. Way too soon, I started to become aware of my body. The lazy lub-dub of my heart. The slow, deep bellows action of my lungs. The touch of soft sheets and a firm mattress against my back.
And the throbbing pain of a puncture wound in the center of my chest.
That realization brought an end to the timeless grooving, let me tell you, chummer. As if the realization of pain had opened some kind of stopcock, memories of the past and fears of the future come flooding back into my brain. I think I whimpered then. Somebody had bagged me, and bagged me good. The elf-biff had distracted me with her looks and body language, then driven a narcodart into my chest. Good tactics, with forethought and planning. That still left a couple of important questions, though.
Who? And, more important, why? Work on the "who" first, I decided.
Moko and Kat? Doubt it, chummer. A drive-by was more their style. (Frag, if I’d been a millisecond slower, it would have worked and I’d be dead right about now.) Ryumyo? Doubt it; Kat and her friends were almost certainly after me on the worm’s orders. King Kamehameha? Doubt it; he’d had me in his clutches in lolani Palace and let me walk. Harlech the elf? Doubt it, for much the same reason. Which left …
Which left the fragging yakuza, didn’t it? The yaks could be as brutal and direct as anyone else when circumstances warranted, but they could also pull something pretty elegant if they wanted. Like the elf-biff and her bracer.
And that answered the "why" all too well. I’d cacked their oyabun … or, at least, I’d been closely involved in his cackage. The yaks had always been deep into payback, teaching lessons, and sending messages. That meant the fact that I was still alive wasn’t necessarily a reassuring thing. It simply meant they were planning to take their time over making me dead.
Wonderful, oh joy.
My body wasn’t yet under perfect control of my mind, but at least I managed to sit up and look around. I was in what looked like a hospital or clinic room, judging by the powered bed and antiseptic white walls, at least. There was no furniture beside the bed—no chairs, no bed tables, nothing else that could serve as a weapon of opportunity. No window, either.
The door was to my right, flush with the wall. No knob, just a push-plate, which meant the door opened outward. Which, in turn, meant I was denied that old trick of hiding behind the door and cold-cocking the first person to come a-visiting. Locked, of course.
And that was it for the room. No closet, no door to an adjoining room. Not even a light fixture in the ceiling, just standard-issue flatpanel lights set right into the acoustical tile.
I threw back the single sheet covering me. I was naked, of course. That didn’t surprise me; it was just one more move in the familiar security game. My captors knew how much harder it is to be heroic and innovative when you’re bare-ass naked. With a silent curse I pulled the top sheet off the bed and wrapped it around me. Better to look like a refugee from a toga party than display my shortcomings in public, I figured. Then I began prowling around the room, looking for … well, looking for anything that might help me get out of there. I didn’t know exactly what that anything might be, but I figured I’d know it when I saw it.
My captors didn’t give me much time. The click of a maglock disengaging froze me in midprowl. I was all the way on the other side of the room, much too far for me to reach the door in time for anything heroic. (And, of course, my captors would have known that, timing their entry by watching me on a surveillance monitor.) I gathered what shreds of dignity I still had to hand, drew myself up to my full height, and prepared to give the first yak soldier through the door a serious dose of imperious stink-eye.
It wasn’t a yak soldier who came through the door, though. Not what I imagined to be a typical yak soldier, at least. She was elf and Polynesian—three strikes, as far as the yaks I’m familiar with are concerned; male, human, and Nihonese is more their style. She gave me a coldly polite smile and said, "Good morning, Mr. Montgomery."
(I sighed. What was the deal here? Everyone and his fragging hamster knew my name …)
She looked competent and confident, did this elf-woman. She didn’t have any obvious weapons—sensible, since it was conceivable I could have taken any heat away from her and used it myself—but she did look poised and ready, like a martial-arts expert. She was dressed in conservative corptype fashions—nothing extravagant or flashy, but still definitely well-heeled.
In my peripheral vision I caught movement in the hallway outside the door. There were two more figures out there. I couldn’t see details, but it was a sure bet they were packing serious heat, and were ready to take me down if I made the first wrong move against the elf-slitch. I sighed again and just stood there in the middle of the room, wrapped in my sheet.’
"Here," she said, tossing a small, soft-sided suitcase onto the bed. "Get dressed please, Mr. Montgomery," she went on emotionlessly. "Someone will come to fetch you." And with that she turned on her heel and walked out. The door shut behind her, and the maglock snapped back into place.
I crossed to the bed and sat down heavily on it. For a couple of minutes I stared at the suitcase as though I was expecting it to sprout fangs and go for my throat. Just what the frag was going on here anyway? Maybe it wasn’t the yaks who’d bagged me after all. Unless there was something big that I was missing—not an unreasonable possibility, I had to admit—the only interest the yaks would have in me was to make me dead, in as protracted and messy a way as possible. That kind of game wouldn’t involve giving me clothes beforehand, would it?
I shook my head. Then I reached over and undid the latch of the suitcase.
If this had been an old-style action-espionage flatfilm, the clothes in the suitcase would have been a finely tailored dinner jacket with black tie and patent leather shoes. No luck there, chummer. The case contained simple tropical-weight casual wear: shirt, slacks, shoes, and undergarments. All in my size—or close enough to it—incidentally. No armor, predictably, and definitely nothing I could use as a weapon. Even the shoes had apparently been chosen to minimize their effectiveness as weapons, in case I’d happened to be an expert at savat. The uppers were rough fabric almost like burlap, and the soles were rope. (No drek—hemp rope.) They were comfortable enough, though, and that was all that mattered at the moment. The bag also contained my wallet, my ’puter, and all my credsticks.
So I dressed. Shrugging into the shirt introduced me to a complex spectrum of pain radiating from the region of my left shoulder blade. I breathed in deeply and worked the shoulder … immediately regretting it. The pain was almost enough to knock me flat on my hoop. I tried the deep-breath thing again, a lot more cautiously this time.
Okay, the pain was bad, but more the dull, throbbing kind you get from a major contusion. The light armor I’d been wearing had spread the kinetic energy of the impact over a wide enough area that it hadn’t punctured my precious skin. Also, the fact that the pain wasn’t knife-sharp stabs told me that my ribs weren’t broken. Be thankful for small favors, I told myself.
I’d just finished dressing when the maglock snapped back again. (Yes, I was definitely under observation.) The same elf-slitch appeared in the doorway, backed by the same two barely glimpsed figures in the hallway behind her. "Come with me, please, Mr. Montgomery," she said.
I came. What the hell else was I supposed to do? I followed the corp-biff out from my room into the hallway, hanging a good pace back. The two shadows—elves too, but surprisingly beefy for that metatype—fell in behind me and to the sides. Both had tasers on their belts and held oversized stun batons ready to swing. Chill, brah, I wanted to tell them, I’m not planning anything militant unless you force me into it. But I held my tongue.
Along the corridor we went, the elf-biff walking point, me walking slack, and my two armed side-men picking up the rear. Decor-wise, the place still looked like a hospital, but it didn’t take me long to start second-guessing that conclusion. Hospitals—the ones I’ve visited, at least—have antiseptic- looking people always hurrying to and fro, carrying pocket ’puters and portable scanners. The air’s always filled with that hospital smell—equal parts rubbing alcohol, urine, fear, and despair—and PA systems are always telling Dr. So-and-So to do such-and-such stat. Not here. We were alone in the hallway, me and my escorts. The air smelled of nothing whatsoever, and the loudest sound was the tap-tap of the elf biff’s stiletto heels on the acrylamide tile floor.
We reached a T-intersection and turned left. An ideal place for a nurses’ station if this were a hospital. Here, though, there was just a bank of three elevators. One opened its doors as we approached, and the elf gestured for me to stop.
If I’d wanted to make a break for it, this would have been the time. Something I’d learned early in my training in the Star is that getting into an elevator with a captive is—like getting into a car—an activity that requires good technique if you don’t want your captive to take advantage. The three elves had good technique. One of my burly side-men went in first, holding his stun baton ready. Then the biff gestured me in. The second muscleboy followed, his baton lightly touching my kidney. Only once I was inside and secured—one stun baton at your kidney, another touching your groin is a frag of a disincentive against trying something stupid—did the corp-biff step inside.
Hey, they could have saved themselves the trouble if they’d only asked me. Making a break for it when I didn’t know where I was or which way to run just didn’t seem to be a reasonable option at the moment.
Take, for example, the fact that the "hospital" was apparently two levels underground—judging by the elevator control panel, at least. Frag, if I’d made a break before this, I’d probably have bolted down a fire-escape stairway, and found myself running out of options in a real hurry.
The door sighed shut, the corp biff touched the UP button, and off we went. Moments later, the macroplast doors hissed open again, and our entire entourage stepped out.
Into the reception area of what was obviously a high-tone corporate building. Lots of chrome, lots of polarized mirrorfinish, lots of technoflash. All the trappings you’d normally expect: holos on the wall of suits schmoozing with politicos and other reprobates; waiting-room furniture that costs more than an apartment in downtown Seattle; reception desk, complete with glamour-faced receptionist jacked into the system; big corp logo on the wall behind said reception desk. For a moment I focused on that logo.
TIC, it said in a curlicued, stylized font. And below that, in smaller letters—almost as an afterthought—the expansion: Telestrian Industries Corporation.
Telestrian. Where had I heard that name before?
Memory flashed back. It was a Tir Tairngire corp, wasn’t it, with an arcology somewhere in Portland? Not much activity outside the Tir itself—or so I’d thought. This facility seemed to indicate otherwise. I wouldn’t have so much as recognized the name if there hadn’t been all that hash-up some time back during a highly publicized reorganization of the elven corp.
The receptionist behind the desk—elf, natch—flashed me a fifteen-gigawatt smile as I passed by. It didn’t seem to matter one iota that I was being escorted by two muscleboys, each prodding me in the back with a stun baton. It occurred to me that, even if I’d run through the lobby buck-naked and on fire, she’d still have fired off that same practiced smile.
On we went, my friends and I, past the reception desk into the atrium of the TIC building.
That stopped me in my tracks—earning me two painful pokes in the kidneys, but I hardly noticed. I’ve never been much for typical corp architecture. Too many corps seem to get into the old macho "I’ve got the biggest architect" kind of drek, forgetting that people actually have to live and work in their monuments to too much cred and too little taste. Not TIC—at least, not here.
The place was bright and airy, the atrium open to the azure blue sky above. Open-sided corridors looked down onto the atrium from all three stories of the building. People were doing about their corp business along those corridors. As I watched, one slag on the second floor reached over the railing and plucked a blossom from one of the flowering trees—that’s right, trees—that
grew in the open area. He sniffed the flower appreciatively, then stuck it into his buttonhole before moving on. Birds twittered and cheeped from the boughs above me, and the air was full of perfume.
Under one of the trees was a small conference table. Half a dozen intense-looking corp types were discussing something—discussing it quite heatedly, judging by their body language. I couldn’t hear the first word of what they were saying, however; the "conference room" was obviously equipped with white-noise generators.
"All right, already," I said peevishly as my two sideboys poked me in the back, and off we went again. Over to the far corner of the atrium, and up a movator to the second floor, then up another to the third and top.
Top floor—executive suite. I could tell immediately. The pearl gray carpet on the floors was deeper-piled. The art on the walls was more understated, elegant, and obviously expensive. The people passing by in the halls were better-dressed. (Don’t get me wrong: Even on the ground floor, people wore suits that would cost as much as a car. The only difference on the third floor was the model of car—Jackrabbit or Westwind.) I could almost smell the cred in the air.
Along one of those open-sided hallways we walked, then turned away from the atrium and into serious suit-land. We approached a big set of double doors that had to be real mahogany and not wood-grained duraplast. The doors silently swung open before we reached them. The corp-biff jandered on through with me at her heels. The two muscleboys peeled off, though, and stayed outside the doors, which immediately swung shut behind me. Which implied serious security on this side of the doors, of course. Surveillance cameras at the very least, and probably spirits or elementals on a very short leash. Just as well I wasn’t planning anything untoward at the moment.
On jandered my escort, past various office doors—all mahogany, all notably missing nameplates; presumably, if you didn’t know where to find the office you wanted, you just plain didn’t belong here. Another couple of turns, and another double door; this time floor-to-ceiling transpex with some kind of chromatic coating that made the doors look like huge opalescent soap bubbles. Again the doors swung back as we approached and again closed silently after us.
End of the line, apparently. The elf stopped in the middle of an antechamber or waiting room and gestured silently to one of the coral-hued leather couches. And then, still without saying a word, she turned on her heel and strode back out through the soap-bubble doors.
On a whim, I tried to follow. Predictably, those doors didn’t open for me the way they did for her.
Okay, so I’d been bagged by pros and taken to see some high corp suit who had something he/she/it wanted me to know … presumably. (Unless TIC was a yak cover, and this was the waiting room for the torture chamber.) I remember reading once that, "Life is just one damn thing after another." Wrongo. It’s the same damn thing over and over again.
I wandered back into the middle of the waiting room and took a good, hard look around. The soap-bubble doors took up much of one wall. In the center of the opposite wall was a single wooden door. (Not mahogany; something even richer-looking, with an even stronger grain pattern. A native Hawai’ian species, maybe?) Again, there was no nameplate on the door. But it didn’t need one. I can recognize the office door of the head muckamuck without any outside cues.
Along the other two walls were couches, a delicate coral in color, perfectly coordinated with the pastel carpets and wall-coverings. On the walls were three large paintings.
Yes, I mean paintings. Flat things with no 3-D to them. Paint manually applied to some kind of backing material. Rare, these days, and generally very expensive because of it. Out of curiosity—and because I didn’t have much else to do at the moment—I strolled up to the nearest one and gave it the scan.
Strange drek, chummer. It was an undersea scene, complete with coral and brilliantly colored reef fish and happy, smiling dolphins. (Dolphins? I guess that was some indication of the painting’s age. Dolphins went out quite a while back when they couldn’t adapt to the concentration of toxics we were tossing into their oceans. And you can bet they weren’t smiling for quite some time before the end.) So far so good, I guess. Then it started getting weird. There were Grecian-style columns, temples, and other crap—even pyramids, honest to Ghu!—on the bottom of the ocean, and the happy, smiling dolphins were swimming in and out among them. Hmm.
I moved on to the next painting. Much the same thing: same reefs, same ruins, same happy, smiling dolphins. Except this time there was some kind of glow emanating from inside the ruined buildings. And maybe the dolphins looked just a tad happier, I don’t know.
Third painting, exactly the same, but more so. And this time, over the glowing door of one of the pyramids, there was some strange symbol carved into the rock. The Eye of Horus crossed with the biohazard trefoil, that’s what it looked like, but I know squat about art, so I might have been wrong. Weird drek. Atlantis?
I bent closer for a look at the signature: an incomprehensible scrawl that might have been "Andrew Annensomething", or maybe not. The date was 1996.
"What do you think, Mr. Montgomery?"
The husky contralto voice sounded from close behind me. I tried to keep tight rein on my sphincters, and struggled to keep my movements smooth and urbane as I turned around.
The dark-grained wood door had opened silently, and, just as silently, an elf had emerged. Tall and slender she was, with fine blond hair curled into a coif that seemed to defy gravity. Her eyes were pale—faint blue, maybe, or gray. She was dressed in a broad-shouldered, tab-collared corp skirtsuit that could have been made of liquid gold. On one epaulet was the designer’s marque—the stylized Z of Zoé. On the other was the Telestrian Industries Corporation logotype.
The elf smiled at me, and extended her hand. On reflex I took it. Her grip was firm, her skin cool and silk-smooth. "Again I feel like I’m at a disadvantage," I told her as calmly as I could manage. "You know my name …"
She smiled. "I meant no disrespect, Mr. Montgomery." Under the right circumstances that voice could curl my toes. At the moment, though, I wasn’t in the mood. "My name is Chantal Monot." She gave the name a strong French inflection.
I racked my brain for any details I could recall about TIC. "James Telestrian’s … daughter-in-law?" I guessed, naming the CEO of the overall TIC empire.
The elf’s smile broadened. "Nepotism isn’t that bad in the company," she chided me lightly. "Not every executive is related to James. Many, but not all."
I yielded the point with a nod. "And your position is, Ms. Monot …?"
"President and chief executive officer of Telestrian Industries Corporation, South Pacific Operations."
I blinked. Ookaay … It always pays to know what level you’re working at. (In this case, the highest.)
Monot inclined her head toward the painting and repeated, "What do you think, Mr. Montgomery?" She chuckled. "And please don’t tell me you ‘know nothing about art but know what you like.’"
Since that was exactly what I had been about to tell her, I thought about it for a moment. "Strong colors and pretty good technique," I said finally. "But it’s going to overwhelm the wrong decor."
She quirked an eyebrow in what seemed to me genuine amusement. "And the subject matter?"
Fragging squirrely didn’t seem to be a politic thing to say, so I settled for, "Interesting."
"Yes," she agreed with an arch smile. "Isn’t it?"
Frag, that’s one of the reasons I hate dealing with elves. No, correct that—with some elves. It’s that pervasive "I know something you don’t, nyah nyah" attitude so many of them have. Irritating, big-time.
Chantal Monot gestured to the open door. "Please," she said. "There are some things I’d like to discuss with you."
Of course there were. I shrugged, and I preceded her through the door into her office.
I was familiar with the way Diamond Head looked from the west—from the Honolulu side. Now I got to see it from the other side, and I had to admit it was just as striking. The TIC building was only three stories tall, but it seemed to be built on some kind of ridge or bluff, so there was nothing to block the president’s view of the old, eroded crater.
While I was still staring, Monot took a seat behind the large desk. She gestured to one of the comfortable-looking guest chairs, and I sat down. "Tea?" she asked. Before I could either refuse or accept, she’d turned to a silver samovar on the credenza beside her and prepared two cups. Glasses, actually, in the Russian style. She handed one over to me. I sniffed, then sipped appreciatively. Never tried real Oolong tea? Your loss.
"I was serious about the subject of the paintings outside," Monot said at length. "Have you ever realized quite how pervasive the legend of a sunken continent, a lost world, actually is?"
I shrugged. "It’s never really kept me up nights," I had to admit.
"It is interesting, though. What do you know about Lemuria?"
Again I shrugged. "It’s where lemurs come from?"
I’d meant it as a smart-hooped comeback line, but she nodded approvingly. "In a way, yes. Did you know that, before geologists understood about continental drift, scientists were puzzled by the fact that fossilized lemur bones were found on two distinct continents, separated by thousands of kilometers of ocean? How had the lemurs crossed from one continent to another … if there hadn’t once been a land bridge, a midoceanic continent, connecting the two? Since there was no land bridge in existence, the only logical conclusion was that it had sunk centuries or millennia before."
I decided to stick with my response to the paintings. "Interesting." (Actually, I could hardly have cared less, but I figured it’s best to be polite about the crank beliefs of the president and chief executive officer of Telestrian Industries Corporation, South Pacific Operations.)
"Isn’t it?" she agreed. "What I find even more interesting is that the legends of Lemuria indirectly involve the islands of Hawai’i. Do you know who originally colonized the islands, Mr. Montgomery?" I shook my head, and she answered her own question. "Polynesians from Tahiti. According to some beliefs, they crossed the ocean, looking for their own sunken continent. There are even some who claim that this sunken continent will one day re-emerge from the water, with the volcano of Haleakala as its highest mountain peak."
She smiled enigmatically. "It’s interesting how different, seemingly unrelated factors are actually connected, if you look below the surface." She paused, and I knew she was getting down to biz; all this drek about lemurs and sinking continents was just preamble.
"Like you, Mr. Montgomery," Monot continued after a moment. "You seem to be one of those unrelated factors. Yet you’re not unrelated, are you? You’re actually connected, directly or indirectly, with many different … well, let’s call them threads."
I snorted. A tight feeling had been building in my chest throughout her lemur prattle. Now I realized what that feeling was—anger. "Look," I said sharply, "I’ve had enough of all this vague, oblique and veiled-reference crap, you scan? Everybody’s talking at me like I know a lot more about what’s going down than I do, and it’s torquing me off. Barnard did it, Ho did it, fragging Ryumyo did it, Harlech did it, and now you’re doing it …"
I stopped in midpurge as Monot raised a slender hand. Her brows knotted in a frown. "Who?" she asked.
It took me a moment to get my derailed train of thought back on track. I ticked them off on my fingers. "Barnard, Ho, Ryumyo, Harlech—"
"Harlech," she repeated, interrupting again. "Who was that?"
I hesitated. There was something strange in Monot’s expression—something that made me suspect she knew all too well, and didn’t like it one bit. "Quentin Harlech," I told her. "He said to call him Quinn."
She went slightly pale, and she whispered something then, under her breath. It could have been a repetition of the name I’d given her, but in the order you’d find it in a ’puter database, last name first. Or it could have been something else. ("Big worm"/"bakeware" time again …)
"That’s the slag," I confirmed. Even though I didn’t know jack about what was going down, I kept a good dose of bluster in my voice. If something had knocked Monot off-stride, maybe I could use it to my advantage. "But what’s the big deal?" I asked. "He’s an elf, too."
Chantal Monot’s pale eyes flashed with momentary anger. Then her professional control took over, and I watched as she forced herself to calmness. "He may be an elf," she said at last, "but elves don’t speak with one voice. Particularly on an issue as important as this." (Important, neh? I filed that gem away for future reference.)
I shrugged. "From what I’ve read, TIC is in like this"—I held up crossed fingers—"with the Tir government. Sometimes, your corp’s an instrument of policy for the Tir nation. And if that isn’t speaking with one voice—"
She broke in again. "We may be an instrument of policy for the Tir’s leadership," she corrected coldly, "not for the nation." (And I filed that one away, too. It didn’t make any sense at the moment, but maybe later )
Monot gazed out the window at Diamond Head. The rock face was washed with the ruddy light of early morning. After almost a minute she turned back to me. "You spoke with… Quinn Harlech, didn’t you, Mr. Montgomery? What did he tell you?"
"It didn’t make much sense," I told her truthfully. "He said he was going to blow the lid off something. Let him do it, for all I care—it’s no skin off my hoop."
Monot nodded slowly. "Did he say how?"
"Not as far as I could tell." Then I hesitated. "Now I think about it, he implied he’d already done it."
"And I assume he knew of your association with Gordon Ho."
I nodded at that one. "He knew, all right." He’d seen my deputy’s badge—gone, now—and certainly seemed to know what it meant.
Apparently that wasn’t good news. Chantal Monot looked like one troubled elf. After a few more moments of thought she sighed. "Thank you for coming in, Mr. Montgomery. I appreciate your candor."
I snorted. "If it’s candor you wanted, you could have gotten it without the narcodart," I pointed out.
Monot at least had the grace to look a little embarrassed. "I apologize for that, Mr. Montgomery, but our operative"— she must have meant the biff with the bracers—"evaluated your mental condition as being dangerous, to her and to yourself." (Translation: scared to the point of drekking myself. Granted.) "She made the field decision to incapacitate you rather than risking something a lot more unpleasant for all concerned."
Okay, I could understand that. If my job was to arrange a meeting with some wild-eyed spacecase who’d just burst out of an alley brandishing a gun, I’d probably have narked him in his tracks, too. That didn’t mean I had to like it, though.
Monot pressed a key on the sophisticated telecom built into the desk. "A driver will take you anywhere you wish to go," she told me.
"Hold the phone," I said. "Is that it? You track me and dart me and bag me … and that’s it? No more questions?"
Monot looked at me bleakly. "The questions I had are no longer relevant."
I think I blinked in surprise … and then again in understanding. "Aren’t you even going to warn me to keep my nose out of things that are too big for me?"
The elf looked genuinely sad as she said, "I think it’s far too late for that, Mr. Montgomery."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
And so, yet again, I got to ride in a fragging Rolls Phaeton. It was almost too much déjà fragging vu for me to handle. If the driver had run down the bullet-proof partition, turned round to me, and grinned with Scott’s face, I’d have taken it in stride and offered him a fragging drink.
Once we were off the TIC facility grounds—the corp building looked just as wiz from outside as it did from in— the driver wanted to know where to take me. That took some deep thought. All the places I’d already flopped were blown, one way or another, and my invitation to a meet with Chantal Monot had interrupted my search for another. I chewed on it for a few minutes while the driver "orbited" Kapiolani Park. Finally, I gave up, and did what I probably should have done from the outset. I asked the driver.
Frag, it’s not that illogical, is it? Cab drivers know all the best bars, the best restaurants, the best flops, and the best places to get into deep trouble. And when you get right down to it, a corp chauffeur’s not that much different from a hack driver, is he?
I laid out my requirements to the chauffeur—low profile, no questions asked—and let him think on it. Not so much as a minute later he nodded his head, and we took off in the direction of Waikiki.
(Hold the phone: Wasn’t getting the chauffeur involved a major breach of security? Well, yeah, talking solely in terms of fieldcraft, it was a drek-headed move. Speaking practically, though? If Monot and her colleagues at TIC wanted me dead, I’d be dead. If they wanted to know where I went, they’d had several hours to plant a tracer—inside some body cavity, if they wanted to make it secure—that I’d never be able to find. The way I had it figured, getting the chauffeur to help me out didn’t increase my exposure any. In fact, it decreased it, by saving me from blundering into something unwelcome as I’d done the night before.)
The Phaeton rolled west on Monsarrat, then turned right onto Kalakaua Avenue. Into the gleaming heart of Waikiki we drove, then the chauffeur cut right and cruised down a ramp into an underground parking lot. The security guard in his little booth flipped my driver a quick salute and raised the blast-proof barrier. Without slowing, the limo rolled on into the parking concourse.
We pulled up right in front of a bank of elevators. A big crest identified the place as New Foster Tower.
I rapped on the transpex partition and gave the driver a "what the frag now?" look.
"Ms. Monot always has a number of rooms reserved here in
TIC’s name," the chauffeur replied via the intercom, "to handle unexpected visitors." (I reckoned I certainly fit that categorization …) "Room nineteen-oh-five is yours for as long as you need it."
I raised an eyebrow at that. Once he’d figured out where he was going, it wouldn’t have taken the driver much effort to link the car’s computer system with the hotel’s and check me in, but … "What about the key?" I asked.
"It’s already programmed for your thumbprint," the driver answered.
Oh, really? That meant Monot had scanned my thumbprint into the TIC computer system while I was sleeping off the narcodart, and my records were accessible from a mobile computer system, i.e., the limo. The driver had obviously contacted the TIC central system, and had it download my print data to the security system at New Foster Tower. Efficient as all hell.
But I didn’t like it, not one bit. Throughout my career, I’ve gone to great lengths to keep personal data flags like prints out of corporate records. I can think of too many ways to frag with someone’s life once you’ve got access to flags like that. Of course, there wasn’t squat I could do about it at the moment. When I had some time—and some cred—to spare, I’d have to make arrangements for new fingerprints.
I pushed the limo door open and climbed out, heading for the elevator. I turned at the soft whine of a power window behind me.
"Here, I was told to give you these back." The driver tossed me two objects, which I caught a little clumsily. My deputy’s badge from King Kamehameha V. And, more important, my Manhunter. I drew breath to thank him, but he’d already powered the window back up and was pulling away. Just as well—I didn’t have any cash to tip him anyway.
Room 1905 at New Foster Tower wasn’t anywhere near as luxurious as my room at the Diamond Head corporate hostelry. That still left it one giant step above anywhere else I’d stayed in my life, though. The entire convenience suite at the Ilima Joy would have fit into the bathroom—fragging near, at least—and while the bed wasn’t quite big enough for a Roman-style orgy, I couldn’t imagine that I’d have any opportunity to be disappointed by the fact.
The view was nice, too—a southwestern exposure, looking out over Mamala Bay. The hotels on the other side of Kalakaua Avenue—the ones that actually lined the waterfront—were too tall to give me a view of Waikiki Beach itself. They were "terraced," though; the buildings between me and the ocean were lower than New Foster Tower … as, presumably, the ones behind the Tower were taller. (Good civic planning there, now that I thought about it.) That meant that, even if I couldn’t see the beach, I could still see the ocean, in its impossible blue. As I watched, a huge ocean-going trimaran—forty-five meters along the waterline, if it was a millimeter—was outbound under full sail, its garishly colored spinnaker seeming to burn with its own internal light. For the first time in a long time, I actually saw Hawai’i through the eyes of a tourist rather than as a shadow-slag running for his life.
It didn’t last, though. Biz was pressing. Doss at New Foster Tower or no, my nuts were still in a very tight vise. It was time to do something about that.
Room 1905’s telecom didn’t measure up to the one at the Diamond Head hostelry either, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t need any more than the most rudimentary of features at the moment. Jacking in my Quincy-modified ’puter, I quickly established my own equivalent of a blind relay—a simple little subversion of the telecom’s programming so it wouldn’t append an accurate "originator address" to any messages I sent. Once I was happy with my attempts at security, I placed a call.
Jacques Barnard picked up almost at once. (Didn’t the slag ever do anything but hang by a phone?) His face clouded up the moment he recognized me, and he opened his mouth to bitch, but I overrode him "I want out, Barnard," I almost yelled. "Now, chummer, okay? You got me into this, now you get me out."
The corporator blinked wordlessly for a moment; I guess senior veeps or whatever don’t get screamed at very often. Then his brows drew together in a nasty-looking scowl, and he snarled, "You’ve got a lot of gall—"
"That’s not all I’ve got, you slot," I broke in again. "You owe me, okay? You said so, and I’m holding you to it. I’ve found out a few things over here about Yamatetsu’s operations that might attract a little unwanted attention, karimasu-ka?" That was pure bluff, of course. I didn’t have any dirt on Yamatetsu—nothing I could use, at least. But Barnard didn’t have to know that.
Not that the gambit worked anyway. His nasty scowl became an equally nasty smile. "I doubt it, Mr. Montgomery. I seriously doubt it. And as to debts? Well, I consider any beholding I might have felt toward you to have been voided when you broke security."
That set me back a little. "Play that one back," I told him. "‘Broke security’?"
Barnard looked almost pityingly at me. "I expected better of you, Mr. Montgomery." And with that, he reached out to cancel the connection.
"Wait," I barked. "Just wait a tick, okay?" Barnard’s face shifted into an expression of much-put-upon patience, but at least he didn’t hang up. "I’m not running a scam here," I told him as sincerely as I could. "I don’t know what the frag you’re talking about."
"I seriously doubt that."
"It’s true, frag it all," I shouted back. "Tell me what the frag you’re talking about. Then, if I did ‘break security,’ I’ll snivel and crawl and kiss your hoop at midday in downtown Kyoto, or whatever the hell you want. But at the moment I honestly don’t know what the frag you’re accusing me of."
Barnard gave a long-suffering sigh. "The Ali’i, Mr. Montgomery," he said wearily. "Your meeting with the Ali’i. It was supposed to be confidential." He hesitated. "Or, at least, the fact that you were serving as my agent was supposed to be confidential.
"Yet what did you do? Virtually the moment you left the Iolani Palace, you started spreading the word that you were a corporate emissary, conveying personal messages from the Corporate Court to King Kamehameha V. Do you have any understanding of how damaging that has been?"
I shook my head. "Bulldrek, I did that!" I shot back. "Pure, unadulterated kanike, okay? I didn’t tell anyone. Look somewhere else for your security leak, goddamn it "
Barnard’s voice was deceptively quiet, and his expression had settled into a cold, emotionless mask. "But I did look elsewhere, Mr. Montgomery. With no success whatsoever. You are the only possible leak."
"Bulldrek I am!" I shouted again.
"If not you, then who?"
"What about Ho himself?"
"Ho?" Barnard laughed aloud at that. "That’s the last thing Ho would leak. If the rival faction in the legislature plays their cards right—and there’s no reason to expect that they won’t—he stands to lose his throne … and possibly more. Try again, Mr. Montgomery, hmm?"
"Christ, I don’t …" I pulled up in midbluster. Maybe I did know. "Do you know someone named Quentin Harlech?" I asked.
"The name doesn’t mean anything to me."
"Then maybe you should run it through your ’puters and your databases and your legions of fragging informants, Barnard. I’d lay long odds that Harlech’s the one who blew your op." Yes … as I spoke, I grew steadily more convinced that it had been the strange elf. After all, hadn’t he as good as admitted that he’d blown my cover? I hadn’t known what he was yapping about at the time, but now I thought I had it chipped.
Barnard’s expression made it clear that he wasn’t even a little convinced that I was telling the truth. But at least he didn’t seem to be quite so convinced I’d ratted him out. "I’ll run the name," he said slowly.
"While you’re at it," I suggested, "why don’t you tell me what the frag’s going on here? Okay, so the word’s out King Kam’s talking to the megacorps. So what?"
Barnard sighed again, and shook his head. "Haven’t you been paying any attention whatsoever to the political situation in the islands?"
"Like I told you before, I’ve had other things on my mind recently," I said dryly.
He didn’t dignify that with a response. "Gordon Ho’s position depends on a kind of balancing act, you might call it," he went on as if I hadn’t even spoken. "The megacorporations on one hand, certain factions within his own government on the other."
"Na Kama’aina," I put in, just to show I wasn’t totally brain-fried.
"Na Kama’aina, yes. If the Na Kama’aina faction can prove to the populace that their king is toadying to the megacorporations, the people will remove him from power. If, on the other hand, the corporations are dissatisfied with Ho’s efforts to maintain a stable business climate, they will remove him from power."
I nodded: pineapple plutocrats all over again, neh? "So what’s going on?"
"The former, of course," Barnard said flatly. "Events have obviously been manipulated to stir up anticorporate sentiments—among the people as a whole, but more important among various militant groups …"
"ALOHA."
"Of course," he acknowledged. "You know, of course, that the assassination of Tokudaiji-san has been positioned as a corporate maneuver.
"And there have been other … provocative actions … as well."
I blinked at that. I hadn’t heard of anything else, but then, as I’d told Barnard, I’d had other things on my mind of late, like dragons and high-velocity ordnance.
Barnard continued, "And now, your revelation that …"
"It wasn’t me, frag it all!"
"It hardly matters," he pointed out coldly. "The revelation that the Ali’i has been enjoying private meetings with representatives of the megacorporations is damaging enough, regardless of its source."
"But hell, he’s got to meet with megacorp reps sometimes," I pointed out.
"Of course. But it’s the secrecy surrounding your actions that makes them appear so damaging. If Gordon Ho were truly acting in the best interest of his people—and not feathering his own nest through private concessions to the megacorporations—why would such secrecy be necessary?
"Consider the situation," Barnard went on. "How would you interpret a clandestine meeting between the head of your government and the personal representative of a senior megacorporate executive, hmm?"
Okay, frag it, I got the point. Sure enough, my paranoia would kick in, and I’d conclude the government muckamuck was cutting a private deal, and had his tongue firmly up the corp-rep’s hoop. "So what kind of drek’s coming down?"
"Just what you’d expect," Barnard said grimly. "Na Kama’aina spokespeople in the legislature are putting pressure on the Ali’i. Others are stirring up the populace against him."
"Any violence?"
"Not yet." There was a nasty tone of inevitability in his voice.
"What about ALOHA?"
"Policlub members are involved in the agitprop, as one would expect," Barnard explained. "So far, though, they seem to be keeping a low profile."
"But you don’t expect that to last."
"No."
"And then what?"
Barnard shrugged, suddenly looking even older than he had the last time I’d seen him. He might as well have been withering away from some ugly wasting disease. (Frag, I found myself wondering, why do people go to the trouble of climbing the corporate ladder if it’s going to harsh them out like this?) "It depends, I suppose," he said quietly.
"On what?"
"On ALOHA’s actions. On Gordon Ho’s replacement, if his throne is actually usurped. The megacorporations don’t take kindly to threats against their operations."
"They’ll take over Hawai’i?"
Barnard nodded. "If forced to do so, yes, they will."
"So it all might come apart?" I leaned toward the screen. "Then get me the frag out of here, Barnard. This isn’t my country. It’s not my fight, and it’s none of my fragging business, okay?"
"Unacceptable," he snapped instantly. "I need someone on-site to keep me informed on developments."
I pounded the table; the telecom jumped. "Frag you, Barnard!" I yelled. "You don’t need me. You’ve got Christ-knows-how-many spooks and stoolies and squeals and yaps and informants!"
He nodded. "And every one will lie to me if it’s in his best interest to do so."
"And I won’t lie to you, if it’s in my best interest? Get actual!"
"Of course you’ll lie if forced to it, Mr. Montgomery," Barnard agreed with a smile "But your needs are different from my normal contacts, and your … er, bias … will be different from theirs. The truth will, presumably, lie somewhere between your description and theirs."
"Oh, just peachy fragging keen. ‘Let’s hang Dirk Montgomery’s hoop out in the wind so we can contrast his lies with the lies from some other yaps.’ Thanks tons, Mr. fragging Barnard."
My anger left him totally untouched. Well, hell, why not? All my bitching was about as meaningful in his worldview as the mewling of a fragging kitten. "Perhaps it will never come to that extreme," he pointed out quietly. "Who knows, Mr. Montgomery? Perhaps cooler heads will prevail in all of this." He was trying to convince me, but was a long fragging way from sounding terribly convinced himself.
The explosion woke me from troubled dreams at about oh-four-hundred.
I didn’t know it was an explosion at first. In fact, I didn’t know what it was that had roused me. For a few seconds I just lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. But then a second concussion hit the transpex picture window, sounding a dull thud. I was on my feet in an instant, dashing over to the window.
The second fireball was still roiling into the sky, a dirty red fire-flower blooming from the dark ground. It was far to the right as I looked out the window—that made it to the west. What was in that direction? The airport, for one thing, but I didn’t think the explosion was that far away. (Hell, if it was, it must have been one fragger of a blast …) I wracked my brains.
Yeah, that’s right… I remembered part of Scott’s quickie tour of Greater Honolulu. There was an island off the shoreline of Honolulu—Sand Island, or something equally uninspired—that was a kind of Special Enterprise Zone for corporate activities. From what I remembered of the geography, Sand Island was about the right distance away. ALOHA had been busy.
Think about it—what else would the story be? Two explosions? Despite what you see on the trideo or in the Sims, drek doesn’t just blow up on its own—not very often, at least. Almost invariably, when something goes boom, it’s because some slag arranged for it to go boom.
The distant fire-flower faded, and I turned my back on it, crossing the room to slump back onto the bed. I’d hit the sack at about nineteen-hundred the night before, after spending the whole day just keeping a low profile around the hotel room. That meant I’d already gotten nine hours of sleep— more than I normally enjoy. So how come I still felt like a wet bag of drek? Aftereffects of the narcodart, obviously, or so it pleased me to tell myself. The other alternatives— "getting old," "slowing down," "burning out," "too drekkicked to cut it any more"—were a lot less conducive to good self-esteem.
I snagged the remote from the bed table and keyed on the trideo. Quickly, I flipped through the channels: late-late-late show, early movie, Zelda Does Zurich-Orbital, a twenty-four-hour sports channel (What do they run at oh-four-hundred? It looked like Albanian-rules badminton or some drek.), two talking heads arguing economics, a brain-dead charcom, two more talking heads arguing but in Japanese this time, and on and on. I settled on one channel—Zelda got the nod, surprise surprise—and waited it out.
Maybe I am getting old. I nodded off before Zelda had boffed her way through half of the (remarkably well-equipped) "corporate executives" in the low-budget pornovid. Brassy music jolted me out of a doze, and I struggled to focus eyes and mind on an animated News Bulletin banner dancing across the trid screen.
Well, I’ll condense what I saw. Like so many on-the-spot news reports, this one comprised a frag of a lot of "Well, Marcia, we don’t really know squat about what’s going on here, but at least we’re the first network to tell you that live …" By flipping between channels, I managed to piece together most of the story, however.
I’d been right about the location: The two blasts had taken place in the corp zone on Sand Island. Apparently—this was the official story, at least, confirmed by a Na Maka’i spokescop—terrorists had penetrated the corp zone’s security and planted three jury-rigged "devices" in various locations. Intrepid security guards had found one of the bombs on Mitsuhama turf and managed to disarm it before it went bang. Unfortunately, two other "devices" had detonated, doing minimal damage to the property of Renraku and Monobe. There were no casualties, damage was extremely limited, and the Na Maka’i spokescop was confident that the guilty parties would be apprehended within hours.
Yeah, right. I was playing "spot the lie," and I caught three of them. First, there was nothing "jury-rigged" about the devices—not judging by the fireball I saw, at least. Unless the bombers had wheeled it into place inside a fragging moving truck, that was an efficient, high-yield bomb.
Second—again judging by the fireball—there’s no fragging way the damage done was "minimal." A blast powerful enough to rattle double-glazed transpex at three klicks? Cut me loose, here.
Third—no casualties? Give me a break, boys and girls of the media. In one of those herky-jerky on-the-spot tridcasts, I saw at least two body bags getting loaded into a meat-wagon. If you’re going to lie, at least make sure your own trideo footage doesn’t contradict you too blatantly.
As it turned out, I was treated to a little more than the official story. While scanning the channels, I came across something that had to be a local pirate tridcaster. The production values chewed, and the announcer seemed to be halfway out of his head on some choice mind-bender, but at least he had an innovative take on the whole thing.
According to the pirate, the whole fragging thing was the corps’ faults. Peaceful demonstrators had been protesting outside the corp zone on Sand Island, and at about oh-four-hundred, the zone’s corp sec-guards had—without provocation—opened fire. It was only then, with scores of their comrades injured or dying, that some of the protesters did something—the pirate announcer wasn’t precisely clear on what—that caused the explosions as "fair and just retribution" for the corp-instigated carnage.
Yeah, right. "Peaceful demonstrators" packing satchel-charges of C12 "just in case?" Pull the other one.
Still, I thought as I lay back on the bed, Barnard had raised an interesting point earlier, one that could also apply here. When you’ve got two contradictory reports, coming from two sources with vested interests, assume that both are tissues of lies. The truth probably lies somewhere in the middle. Maybe some relative innocents were cacked either before or after the blasts. (Frag, if I were a corp sec-guard and the site I was supposed to protect just went kaboom, I’d probably be a little less stringent than normal about identifying targets before shooting …)
So, predictably, the Powers That Be were trying to downplay the story, while the hotheads were trying to blow it out of all proportion. I could see already how it was going to polarize. Gordon Ho and his supporters would champion the official line—no casualties, minimal damage. Na Kama’aina and ALOHA would be hard-selling the pirate’s take on the whole thing.
I climbed back into bed with a sigh. It didn’t much look as though cooler heads were going to prevail after all.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
The situation had gotten even worse, I discovered as I watched the trid over my room-service breakfast. Monobe security forces had tracked the bombers—or some convenient "suspects," at any rate—and gotten into a high-speed pursuit through the streets of Aiea. All the suspects had been shot while trying to resist arrest (tell me another one). What was worse, all in all, was the total casualty count: four suspects killed, two innocent bystanders geeked when a Monobe MPUV "Hummer" T-boned their car, another noncombatant winged by stray gunfire and not expected to make it, plus four more civilians messed up to one degree or another. Frag it all, if the corps had decided to go out of their way to stir up popular sentiment against themselves, I couldn’t think of many more efficient ways of going about it.
The news crews also showed several pretty nasty demonstrations against the Ali’i—one right outside the Iolani Palace. The protesters must have had a shaman or mage among their number because the statue of King Kamehameha the Great had been magically altered to include bugged-out eyes, a bleeding tongue, and a noose around its neck. Nice.
I know a little about demonstrations from my time with Lone Star. No matter how nasty they may look, their real significance depends on who’s involved. Average slobs-on-the-street, who really believe in what’s going down? Troubling, chummer. Professional agents provocateur—"rent-a-mob?" Much less troubling … although it’s still something you don’t want to turn your back on. Which was it in this case? I had no way of knowing.
The tridcam focused again on the magically altered face of Kamehameha the Great, prompting a new thought. Did Gordon Ho know what was going down? I don’t mean the bombings and the protests and that drek—of course he’d know about that. But maybe he didn’t know that someone—probably Harlech—had blown my connection with the Ali’i. I’d promised to tell him anything that Barnard passed on to me about the situation, hadn’t I?
And besides, I had the gross and chilling conviction that things were starting to come apart around me, which was giving me the strong urge to talk with somebody—anybody—about
it. Ho just happened to be the closest and most convenient. I pulled out the mylar card the Ali’i had given to me, crossed to the telecom, and punched in the number.
I waited out the usual delays and ghost-clicks; by now I was getting used to cold relays. Finally, the Ringing symbol flashed on the screen. A few seconds later, one last click indicated the circuit was complete.
"Te la wai?" The screen stayed blank.
I hesitated. The voice didn’t sound like Gordon Ho’s … or was I just being paranoid? "I want to speak to the Ali’i," I said.
"Ka?" the voice asked. Now I was sure—it wasn’t King Kamehameha V. "Who is this?"
I struggled to keep my face expressionless, silently cursing myself for placing this call with my own video pickup online. "The fact that I know this number means I don’t have to tell you that," I said coldly, playing my corp hard- man act to the hilt. "Put the Ali’i on. Now."
"I’m afraid that’s impossible," the voice said, matching my tone chill for chill. "The Ali’i is indisposed at the moment. Leave your name and contact information, and I’ll pass it on."
I was already reaching out to slap the Disconnect key. With a sigh I leaned back in the chair.
Frag it to hell. Something was seriously wrong here. Ho had stressed to me that the number on the mylar card would reach his personal line, no matter where he was. If he couldn’t answer for whatever reason—if he was "indisposed," for example—no
one else would pick up the line. Obviously, the ground rules had changed. Maybe "indisposed" was just a polite circumlocution for "deposed." Was Gordon Ho still Ali’i of the Kingdom of Hawai’i?
I turned and stared out the window. Almost since this thing had started, I’d felt like a rat in a trap. Now the trap seemed to be shrinking. Options and alternatives were slowly being stripped away. For a while, I’d fooled myself into thinking I had a powerful patron in the Ali’i. No more, chummer. For all I knew, maybe Gordon Ho was swinging at the end of a rope, eyes bugged and tongue bleeding like the magically altered statue. Even if he wasn’t, it was a pretty good bet he had more important things on his mind than the travails of one Dirk Montgomery.
And Barnard? Frag, I’d already given him my best pitch, and he’d decided to leave me "in-country" to reality-check his other informants. How could I convince him to pull me out? Snivel and whimper?
Maybe ALOHA was hiring. I wondered what the going rate for burned-out haole street ops was these days …
The telecom buzzed, and I almost went over backward in the chair. I glared balefully at the incoming Call symbol on the bottom of the screen.
Who had this LTG number? Monot, obviously, and anybody else she’d happened to tell at Telestrian Industries Corporation. And that was about it … wasn’t it?
A little apprehensively, I tapped the key to accept the call, but only after turning off the telecom’s video pickup. "Yeah?"
The screen filled with an image of Gordon Ho’s strong features. "Mr. Montgomery?"
I hurriedly keyed my vid pickup back on. "It’s me," I told him unnecessarily. "Where the frag are you?" And then an ugly thought hit. "And how the frag did you get this number?"
The Ali’i of Hawai’i gave me a tired smile. For the first time I noticed the bags under his eyes, the lines of strain in his face. "As to your second question, Mr. Montgomery, I think I told you once before that some members of my military intelligence community were still loyal to me personally. Fortunately, that still seems to be the case. As to your first question, I’d rather not discuss that, for reasons that should be obvious."
"What the frag’s going down, e ku’u lani?" I asked.
His tired smile grew sad. "That form of address isn’t appropriate anymore, Mr. Montgomery."
I nodded. "A palace coup?"
"More or less. The throne has been taken—I prefer the term ‘usurped,’ of course," he added with a wry grin—"by a distant cousin of mine who apparently has been groomed for the position by certain factions within the legislature."
"A mouthpiece for Na Kama’aina," I translated.
"Of course."
"And you?" I asked him.
"Accused of high treason, what else? How else could Na Kama’aina have played it?" He shrugged his muscular shoulders. "I left the palace one step ahead of a warrant for my arrest."
I shook my head. Things fall apart; the center cannot hold, and all that drek. "You’ve got some people with you?"
"Some," he acknowledged. "Trusted friends."
"And a safe place to hang?"
"For the moment, yes."
I rubbed at my eyes, which suddenly felt very tired. "So what happens now?"
The erstwhile Ali’i smiled "I think I’d rather not discuss that at the moment, Mr. Montgomery," he said quietly. "After all, my people have compromised this line …" He didn’t have to finish the thought.
I sighed. "Yeah." What the frag else was there to say? Things had gone way too far beyond my ability to affect them—that’s the way it felt, at least. I was adrift on some dark, empty ocean, with no compass or rudder. "Well," I told the ex-Ali’i, "if there’s anything I can do to—"
He interrupted gently. "That’s not why I called you, Mr. Montgomery."
I blinked. "Oh?"
"I’ve been asked to pass on a message to you."
"From whom?" Suddenly, bleak fatalism morphed into paranoid imaginings.
"Someone who claims to know you." Ho’s voice and body language were giving nothing away, no matter how hard I scrutinized him "Someone who wishes to meet with you. It’s your choice whether you accept the meeting or not, of course."
Well, thanks for that, at least, I thought. "Who?" I asked again.
"Two people, actually," Ho replied slowly. "That was made quite clear to me. Apparently, one of them you’ll particularly want to speak with."
"Why? And who the frag are they?"
Ho seemed not to have heard my question. "If you wish, I can help you arrange the meet, Mr. Montgomery," he went on. "Some of my people can escort the … the parties … to any meeting site you wish and guarantee that nothing untoward happens."
"Yeah, thanks, sure," I said distractedly. "But who the frag are they, huh?"
Ho looked a little uncomfortable. "I’m assuming this means something to you. It certainly means nothing to me. I was asked to convey to you that there is a message from `friends of Adrian Skyhill’."
Oh, just fragging great. The fragging bugs. Wonderful, excellent, oh joy.
I accepted the meeting, of course. Frag, what else would I do? Sheer, drek-headed curiosity was enough of a motivation. After the pogroms and all that drek, after the infestation of Chicago by the bugs, after the revelation of insect spirits and their shamans as the next worst thing to the Antichrist himself … wouldn’t a bug shaman have to have one fragging good reason to risk his precious, creepy little skin, arranging a meeting with me? (Curiosity—it’s a wonderful thing, neh? Think of all the marvelous boons curiosity has brought humanity—thermonukes, germ warfare, trideo sitcoms …)
Once that decision was made, it was a no-brainer to accept Gordon Ho’s offer of resources. Although I couldn’t imagine that a bug shaman would go to all this trouble just to geek a null like me, I figured a couple of hard-men would be good to have around. (If for no other reason than to stop me from geeking him. I figured I still owed the "friends of Adrian Skyhill" for what happened to my sister, Theresa.) And come to think of it, physical protection wouldn’t be enough, would it? I’d need someone who could do the astral thing as well—preferably a shaman rather than a hermetic, on the assumption that "like understands like." A shaman on my side might be able to predict any assorted weirdness the bug-guy might be considering.
So that’s what I asked Ho for: a shaman plus three hoop-kicking bodyguards. I wanted two of the razorboys with me before the meet; the shaman and the other gillette could pick up the bug-boy(s) and escort him/them to the spot. Ho agreed at once; I think he was almost as curious as I was about the whole scam, and expected his people to give him a complete debrief afterward.
As to the site, well, why not right here, room 1905 at New Foster Tower? I ran a quick mental cost-benefit analysis of security concerns, and on balance the risks seemed lower if I stayed put, avoiding any undue exposure on the streets before, during, or after the meet. If necessary, I’d bail out of the Tower afterward, and find myself another flop. A fragging alley, if nothing else presented itself.
So that’s the way it shook out. The meet was set for eighteen hundred; a gillette and a shaman provided by Ho would escort my visitors to room 1905 at that time. Two hours before the appointed time, the other two assets were knocking on my door.
My paranoia was in full flood, so I checked the door viewer before snapping back the maglocks. Through the distorting lens I could easily imagine I’d seen the two slags before. Even though facial features and other superficial details vary, I’ve always felt there’s an underlying sameness about the really good bodyguards. Maybe it’s the level of confidence, of belief in and understanding of their own capabilities. Or maybe it’s the recognition that their job could require them to kill, or die, at any moment. Whatever the truth of it, I always get a vaguely kinky feeling around people like that. Of course, this wasn’t a social occasion, and I was glad this pair looked competent.
The taller of the two figures held something up to the door viewer—a duplicate of the deputy’s badge I still had in my pocket. I unlocked the door and swung it back.
The two muscleboys didn’t so much as acknowledge my presence. Silent as wraiths in their dark suits, they seemed to teleport by me. The shorter of the two—I noticed with a slight shock that she was female—shut and relocked the door, while her taller companion just stood in the middle of the room scanning it with a gaze as piercing as a surgical laser.
After half a minute he nodded minusculely and finally turned toward me. "Mr. Montgomery," he acknowledged, his voice as empty of emotion as a vocoder. "I’m Louis Pohaku. My associate is Alana Kono." Neither of the hard-types offered to shake hands, so I just nodded to them. "Have you done a security survey?"
"You’re the experts," I said with a shrug.
Pohaku shot a look at his partner, then they split up, and basically started taking the hotel room apart.
I watched them as they worked. Pohaku was the boss-man, quite obviously, and he’d been in the game for some time. I guessed him to be in his late thirties, maybe a few years older than me, and that the world hadn’t been kind to him. His face was drawn, his eyes slightly sunken, his skin sallow. Hell, he looked like a walking corpse dressed up for the prom. He moved well, though—even just walking across the hotel room, I could see he was toned and cranked up. He didn’t have any obvious cybermods, but I’d have bet big cred that his reactions were juiced to some degree.
Where Pohaku was tall and spare, Kono was small and pleasantly rounded. (I wouldn’t let myself so much as think the word "chubby," because she’d probably tear my liver out.) Broad face, dark hair in bubbly curls, and curves in all the right girl-places. Her eyes were dark and alive, and even the slightest trace of a smile would have made her fragging near beautiful. Of course, smiling wasn’t part of her job description. Woman-trappings or not, she could just as well have been Pohaku’s soulless clone-brother.
The two hard-types in their matching dark suits gave the place the security version of a white-glove inspection. They tried the sealed windows, they checked out sightlines, they scanned every millimeter of the walls with electronic detectors of some kind, they hooked little black boxes up to the telecom, they even—I drek you not—looked under the bed, and test-flushed the drekker. A couple of times I considered telling them to lighten up. Hell, I’d spent one night in this room already; I’d used the drekker, even, and my anatomy was still intact. But I kept my yap zipped. They were the pros, after all, and I might as well let them have their fun.
Finally, they were done, and Pohaku came toward me. Part of my mind expected a brisk, "Crapper secured, sah!", but of course all I got was a cool nod. My security assets were satisfied with the situation, so I should be as well. Taking my cue from Pohaku, I just nodded in return and waved them wordlessly toward the couch.
I’ve never been particularly comfortable waiting for something to go down. I was even less comfortable sharing the room with the emotionless Bobbsey Twins. If Pohaku and Kono had done something even slightly human— belched, maybe, pulled out a book, or used the (secured) drekker—it would have made things a lot easier. No luck, chummer. They just sat on the couch, one at each end, spines ramrod straight, staring off into space.
No, that wasn’t quite right. They didn’t zone out. They didn’t look at me or at each other, but they didn’t slip into the thousand-meter stare that I always associate with boredom, or with no coffee for breakfast. Instead, their gazes kept flicking around the room, never settling anywhere for long, like the eyes of a pilot monitoring his plane’s instruments. I considered trying to strike up a conversation, but that idea withered away pretty damn quick. Instead, I snagged myself a fruit juice from the fridge, but didn’t offer any to the Bobbsey Twins. If they wanted something, they could crack their adamantine shells long enough to fragging ask. Then, juice in hand, I slumped down into a chair and worked on my patience.
According to my internal, subjective clock, we sat there like that for, oh, nigh on a year or so. (My watch said it was little more than an hour and a half, but what the frag did it know anyway?) A few minutes before the official time of the meet, a knock sounded on the door.
Pohaku and Kono were on their feet so fast I didn’t even see them move. (Yep, boosted reflexes, both of them.) Kono flickered across the living room, taking up cover position in a small alcove. Pohaku fragging near teleported again across to the door. Weapons, nasty little chopped-down SMGs, were in their hands as if by magic.
Pohaku said something I couldn’t make out—probably a code word of some kind—and rapped a rhythmic sequence on the door. (Why not just look through the viewer lens? Think about it, chummer. Bad guy on the outside waits for that little viewer to go dark—telling him the good guy’s eye is up against said viewer—and sends a round or two right through it. Ouch.) I didn’t hear the countersign, but I could hear the answering rap code; it sounded like a musical quote from Take Five.
Either it was the right code, or Pohaku liked jazz. The two gillettes’ SMGs vanished again, and Pohaku unlocked the door. He stepped aside as one figure entered, then shut and relocked it. I looked at the newcomer, and my stomach did a one-and-a-half gainer.
It was the fragging bird-boned woman, the little old scag I’d seen through the security camera of Cheeseburger in Paradise and then later in the coffee shop next to the Ilima Joy. She was dressed the same as when I’d seen her the other two times, in a shapeless sack of a dress that had once been black but had now faded to a kind of careworn gray. Her bright eyes flickered over to me and pierced me like a butterfly pinned onto a display board. Then she returned her attention to Pohaku, and they talked in quiet tones.
"Hey, wait just one fragging tick here," I said loudly and crossed the room toward them. Two sets of dark eyes—one sunken, one sharp and almost beady—settled on me. "Who the frag’s this?"
The bird-boned woman flashed me a quick and knowing smile, but it was Pohaku who answered. "You asked for shamanic support," he said flatly.
"Her?"
I hadn’t thought it was possible, but his expression grew even colder. "Akaku’akanene has the full confidence of the Ali’i," he said sternly, leaving the rest of the thought—"and
that should be good enough for the likes of you"—unspoken.
I raised a hand, palm out. "Aka-what?"
"Akaku’akanene." This from the bird-boned woman. Her voice was brisk, sharp, abrupt. "My name. Means ‘Vision of the Goose’."
"Uh-huh." I paused. "Look, I don’t want to sound like a paranoid buttbrain, but …"
Akaku’akanene flashed me another of those quick smiles of hers. (For a moment my memory superimposed an image of my old chummer Buddy over the shaman’s face. The mannerisms were painfully similar. With an effort I swallowed my sadness.) "Did I follow you?" she finished for me. "Yes."
I shook my head. That wasn’t the answer I was expecting. Frag, I’d been looking for a nice, reassuring, "Don’t be a dickhead."
"How?" I asked. "Why?" Then I went back to, "How?" again. The two times I’d seen the old shaman had been before my first conversation with Gordon Ho, the Ali’i. How the hell did she even know I existed?
"Why?" she echoed. "Nene sang of you."
I waited for her to go on—for her to say something that actually made sense. When she didn’t, I responded, "Huh?"
"Nene sang of you," she repeated patiently. "She sees your ‘uhane. Your spirit. You are the axle. Important things turn around you." She said all this as if it were totally obvious, as if I were a pluperfect dolt for not knowing it already.
Okay, so I guess I was a pluperfect dolt. I didn’t know what the frag she was talking about. Nene … that was a goose, wasn’t it? Yes, that was right, the nene was that Hawai’ian goose—the one with the claws, that likes volcanoes or some drek—that Scott had rattled on about. So a goose had talked to this woman … ?
Or maybe Nene was some local totemic creature. Sure, that made at least some sense. In the Pacific Northwest, Bear is a popular totem, as is Wolf. On the Great Plains, Snake and Coyote get the nod. Down in Florida, Gator’s a fave. So why not Nene in Hawai’i? Of course, that didn’t settle my doubts much. I’ve never been too comfortable with the idea of totems as real, discrete entities. I guess I’ve always mentally labeled them as psychological constructs that shamans use to make sense of magic, with no real distinct existence of their own. So whether Akaku’akanene was following me because a goose told her to, or because a voice in her head told her to, I still felt a little hinky about the whole thing.
Well, anyway, none of this was on point at the moment. Let the old woman listen to birds if she wanted to. "What about the visitors?" I asked her.
"Outside," she said. "Two of them."
"Clean?" Pohaku asked.
"No," Akaku’akanene answered firmly. "No weapons, though." Pohaku blinked at that; it made me feel a touch better to realize that he found the shamanic worldview a little disconcerting from time to time, too.
"Lupo’s with them?" the bodyguard pressed.
Akaku’akanene nodded.
Pohaku turned to me. "Ready?"
I shrugged. "No," I admitted honestly. "But let’s do it anyway."
The bodyguard nodded and made a quick gesture to Akaku’akanene. The old woman opened the door and stepped back outside. Behind me I heard Kono shift into a better covering position. Pohaku’s own weapon was out again, pointed at the ceiling, but off safety. I stepped back into the middle of the room and I did what I could to prepare myself. "Friends of Adrian Skyhill." Just fragging peachy.
The door swung open, and another bodyguard in the same mold as Pohaku—this had to be Lupo, I guessed—stepped inside. A small figure followed him.
A human male, he was, midheight and of midbuild. His hair was midbrown, his features were nondescript. Frag, he was the closest thing to a nonentity I think I’d ever seen. If I’d passed him on the street, I don’t think I’d have noticed him. I certainly wouldn’t have remembered him. The only thing that set him apart was his eyes.
Gray, they were, pale and watery gray. They glistened, as if he was on the verge of crying, or as if he’d rubbed glycerin into them. And they never seemed to blink. Those eyes, set in an expressionless face, settled on me, and I felt the urge to hide behind a couch.
Then Akaku’akanene escorted his companion in, and I forgot about the gray-faced man.
"Oh, Jesus fragging Christ, no …" My voice was a pitiful whimper. It was all I could do not to sit down in the middle of the floor, cover my face with my hands, and cry like a
fragging baby.
The second member of the contingent had the same glazed eyes as the nondescript man, except that they were brown instead of gray. I knew those eyes; I’d seen them laugh and cry.
"Hello, bro," said my sister Theresa.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
"Ah, Christ, Theresa …" I felt as though all the blood had been drained from my body and replaced with ice water. I felt as though the underpinnings of my world had been kicked out from underneath me. I felt like a child who’s been forced to look at the disemboweled body of his pet puppy. I felt like … How could I describe it, even to myself?
My sister. In all my life, the one thing I’d done that I could point to with pride—the one stupid knight-in-shining-armor knee-jerk reaction that had worked out for the best— was hauling Theresa out of that little suburb of Hell beneath Fort Lewis. Helping her through the nightmares and post- traumatic stress syndrome and all the drek that followed. Seeing that she was clean, sober and sane, and then letting her go about her own life.
For what? What had been the use, tell me that? All the pain, all the heartache … for what? Frag it, I might as well have just left her attached to that pus-yellow umbilicus in the Fort Lewis hive. Might as well have left the astral parasites—the Wasp spirits—in her aura. It had all been for nothing, I could see that in my sister’s glassy eyes. The one thing I thought I’d done right in my life … now that had turned into drek, too. Ah, what the hell anyway? Might as well stay consistent, neh? At least I can be proud of that.
My sister’s body was standing before me, a smile on its face. Something looked out from those familiar eyes, those eyes that had always seemed able to see wonder and beauty where I’d only seen pain and threat. Something … Was Theresa in there anymore? Was there any of my sister left in that shell of a body? Or was she gone forever?
It was almost as if Theresa—or the thing that now wore her body—could read my thoughts. "I’m here, Derek," she said softly. "I’m here. I am Theresa, but I’m more as well."
"Why?" My voice was a husky whisper, the sound of a torture victim.
She smiled. It was my sister’s smile, Theresa’s smile. It hurt so much I wished I could die right then and there. "Why?" she echoed. She glanced away, her brow wrinkling in the way it always did when she was thinking hard. "It would take me a million words to explain," she said slowly, "or just one."
"One?"
"Love," my sister said firmly. "That’s the only answer, the core answer. The heart of everything."
I shook my head. I wanted to scream, I wanted to run. I wanted to grab her and shake her. But all I did was say softly, "I don’t understand, Theresa."
"It’s simple, Derek, really," she said, her voice kindly and gentle. The tone of voice made me think she really wanted me to understand, but could I trust something like tone and body language?
"Do you know what it’s like to be loved?" she went on.
"Of course."
She raised a brow ironically. "Do you? Really? Loved unreservedly and unconditionally? For yourself—for
what you are, not for what you do? Knowing that nothing—nothing! can ever change that, can ever lose you that love?"
I couldn’t bring myself to answer.
"I didn’t think so," she went on sadly. "Mom loved us … but only if we behaved. Dad loved us … but only if we excelled. Isn’t that the way it was, Derek?" She took my hand. I wanted to shake free of her touch, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. "If we were ‘good’ children—if we lived our lives the way they thought we should live them—we were loved. If we weren’t, they withheld their love."
"They always loved us, Theresa." I had to say it even though I wasn’t totally convinced it was true.
"Maybe," she said with a slight inclination of her head. "Maybe they did. But they withheld the expression of that love, didn’t they? And for a child, that’s all that matters. Maybe for an adult, too."
"I always loved you, Theresa …"
My sister squeezed my hand. "I know you did, Derek. In your own way—to the extent of your abilities—you loved me. And I’ll always thank you for that, and love you in turn.
"But … it’s not enough, not when you’ve experienced something more."
She fixed me with her unblinking gaze. "I know you love me, Derek," she went on urgently, "but I could never feel your love. Not directly. You can’t feel love. No matter what all the romance stories and trideos and songs say—you can’t feel it. When people say they ‘feel’ love, what they’re talking about is something inside themselves, isn’t it? They infer the love of another, or of others. They take in what people say to them, how they act and what they do, and from that they infer that those other people love them. And from that inference comes the feeling that people call ‘being loved.’
"Do you understand what I’m saying, Derek? It’s important that you understand. The feeling we label ‘being loved’ is totally independent of whether you are loved or not. Don’t you see? If someone actually does love you but you don’t know it—you don’t make the correct inference—then you don’t feel that love. If someone doesn’t love you, but you infer incorrectly that they do, then you do feel it. See? You’re not feeling love at all, you’re only responding to some state internal to yourself, to some conclusion you’re making about the outside world.
"That’s all I ever felt," she went on softly, "that’s all anyone ever feels. I never knew anything else could exist."
"Until …" I whispered.
My sister nodded. "Until I felt the love of the Hive Queen," she said simply.
I couldn’t hold her gaze. Frag, I couldn’t stand any of this—to face someone who looked and sounded and felt … and Christ, even smelled like my sister, and listen to her spouting this … I wanted to pull my hand away, but I didn’t have the fragging guts.
She squeezed my hand again, almost hard enough to hurt. "Listen to me, Derek," she said, "please."
"Why?" I demanded. "Why the frag should I? So you can convince me, too? So your … your Hive Queen can suck out my soul, too?"
She didn’t flinch at the venom in my voice, didn’t look angry. Instead she looked sad. "That’s not what we do," she said.
I cringed at that terrible word. We.
She saw it, but pressed on. "We don’t convert by force—by fire or by the sword. That’s the way human religions are traditionally spread, but this isn’t a religion, Derek. People come to this way of life because it’s what they choose, it’s what they want, deep down in their core."
"Bulldrek," I snarled, suddenly angry. "I found you in a fragging coma, with a fragging umbilical cord stuck into you, Theresa. That doesn’t sound like a fragging choice to me."
My anger left her untouched, and when I saw that, the rage just seemed to bleed away, leaving me cold and empty. She shrugged slightly. "I really don’t remember much about what led up to it, Derek," she admitted. "But I do remember what I felt when I belonged."
"Remember how? You were in a coma."
She shrugged again. "I don’t know how I remember, I only know I do."
"You never talked about it. With me, with the doctors, with the therapists …"
"I know. Maybe part of me didn’t want to talk about it—to remember it, or maybe to admit it. But the memories were there, Derek, they still are. I couldn’t access them all the time. Mainly they came out in dreams—dreams where I’d wake up crying my eyes out because I was so lonely and empty.
"I’d travel," she went on gently. "I’d go to a new place, a new city. I’d look at the people, and they’d all be lonely and empty, too. Some of them knew it; most of them couldn’t let themselves think about it. They were all alone, all of them alone. And the memories came back more often, and they kept getting stronger. And the sadness wouldn’t go away."
"So you went back to them." In my own ears, my voice sounded like a cold wind blowing through a graveyard.
"Not at first," she corrected.
"Why not, if living your own life was so terrible?"
"Because of you, Derek," she told me. "Because I was afraid you wouldn’t understand, you wouldn’t approve."
I don’t understand or approve, is what I didn’t say to her. I just nodded wordlessly.
"And then I remembered something you told me," she went on, "and I made my decision."
That shocked me. "Something I told you?"
"Of course. You told me once that I should live my life with the end always in mind. Remember, Derek? You suggested it as a kind of decision-making tool. That I should imagine I was at the end of my life and looking back. Would there be regrets? Would I lie on my deathbed, praying for one chance to go back and do something—experience something, have something—I’d decided against at the time? Do you remember that, Dirk?"
Well, of course I remembered that, now she parroted it back to me. Another one of those facile oversimplifications that I seem able to dredge up on the spur of the moment. Okay, maybe it wasn’t totally facile oversimplification. Maybe I believed it sometimes. When I was sitting at my ’puter, trying to bash out a few more lines of code and I knew there was a gorgeous sunset outside over the skyline of Cheyenne, for example. Which would I remember when I was on my deathbed, I’d ask myself: a soul-touching sunset or another dozen lines of code? If nothing else, it was a convenient excuse to slack off, couched in the trappings of "wisdom."
"I thought about what you said," Theresa was continuing. "I thought about dying. And I thought about dying without feeling that love, that belonging, ever again. I couldn’t face that."
"So you went back to them," I repeated.
"They came to me, actually," she corrected. "In Denver. It was as if they knew I was there, and they knew that I needed them. They came to me, and they offered to love me, and need me."
"And possess you," I almost spat, "and steal your goddamn fragging soul!"
My sister looked at me sadly. It was a … a complex sadness, that’s the only way I could describe it: regret, alloyed with understanding, and something that could almost be compassion. I hated the expression in her eyes. I feared it.
"That’s not how it is, Derek." Her voice was as gentle as a breeze stirring the leaves of an elm tree. "I am me. I’ll always be me. But I’m more as well. I am the Hive Queen. I am the other members of the Hive. And they are me.
"In a sense I’ll never die. As long as one member of the hive remains, I remain. Some of my memory—some of who I am—will continue to live. Forever, maybe. There’s no loss, Derek, none. It’s a gain. I’m Theresa, just as I always was … but more so."
Now I did pull my hand back, and I did cover my face. "No," I said. That’s all, just, "No." I couldn’t bring myself to say what I was thinking—that she had lost something. Her humanity, if nothing else. And with it, she’d lost the ability to know that something was lost.
Someone touched my arm, gently. Not Theresa; I knew her touch. I took my hands from my eyes.
It was the gray-faced man, the insect shaman. I flinched back from him as though his hand had been a white-hot iron bar, searing my flesh. I stared at him, at his glassy eyes, at the face that had once belonged to a human. I thought I’d hated before in my life. I was wrong. I think I smiled as I reached for the Manhunter stuffed down the waistband of my trousers.
The pistol was clear. My thumb flicked off the safety as I brought the big gun up. On came the laser, and I tracked it onto the shaman’s right eye. The ruby light gleamed from the watery-looking cornea. I took up the slack on the trigger, then squeezed it.
And stopped, just short of the break-point. The shaman hadn’t reacted in any way. He just watched me. Frag, his pupil didn’t even seem to have contracted under the laser’s light.
Suddenly, I became aware of the tableau around me. The three bodyguards all had their nasty little SMGs out. Kono and the one they called Lupo held dead aim on the shaman. Pohaku’s weapon panned back and forth between me and the shaman, as if he didn’t know what the frag to do. The woman, Alcaku’akanene, was staring at me with those bright, birdlike eyes of hers. I think she understood what I was feeling—I think it was understanding in those eyes. But there was determination there as well. Deep down, in the base of my brain, I had the unshakable conviction that if I’d actually tried to fire my pistol into the Insect shaman’s head, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. The final member of the tableau was Theresa. In her eyes was something that, in another, I’d have had to call genuine sadness.
"Chill, people," I said quietly. I put up my gun and safed it. Just to spare myself from temptation, I turned and scaled the big hunk of metal onto the bed. Then I turned back to the gray-faced insect shaman. "Well?" I said quietly. "Speak your piece."
The small man nodded. "You find yourself in an interesting situation, Mr. Montgomery," he began. His voice was as gray, as nondescript—as empty—as his face. "Through no choice of your own, you’ve been drawn into important events.
"These events have been developing for some time," he continued quietly. "The beginning of the pattern was woven"—his lips twisted into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and that contained no human amusement—"well, the weaving began long before you were born, as a matter of fact. Now, circumstance has conveyed you into the middle of affairs, and the weaving of the pattern has changed because of it."
I looked at him, and I shook my head. "I haven’t got a fragging clue what you’re talking about, chummer," I said flatly.
"It’s self-evident, isn’t it?" the shaman asked rhetorically. "You have been woven into the pattern, Mr. Montgomery. You are now part of the tapestry of events, not just an observer. There are those who can sense this about you." And now he shot a sidelong glance at Akaku’akanene. "The weaving of the pattern is almost complete."
I snorted. "Look, I’m not in the mood for sophomoric philosophy, okay?" I snapped. "Cut to the fragging chase."
The Insect shaman paused, then nodded. "The Hawai’ian Islands have several sites of power," he said quietly. "Puowaina, Haleakala, Honaunau Bay … among others. There are ways to draw mana from those sites, for those with the knowledge, and the willingness to pay the price.
"There are those who wish to use those sites for their own purposes," he went on. "They consider those sites to be like motherlodes of mana, from which they can draw magical energy."
"I didn’t think that was possible," I put in.
"For most mages or shamans, it isn’t," he confirmed. "But there are ancient techniques that allow it. They’re complex, though, and they’re time-consuming. And they all carry with them a significant risk."
"What risk?"
"Power of any kind has to come from somewhere," the shaman said. "Within the Gaiasphere, it’s generated by living material—by the ‘biomass’ itself. Certain sites of power, though, are like conduits to other"—he paused in thought—"other places," he continued carefully. "Mana can be drawn through those conduits."
I nodded. This suddenly seemed to be making at least some sense. To some degree it was tying in with the thoughts I’d had when I’d visited the sacrifice site in Punchbowl. "I scan it," I said. "You don’t want these slags to get their mitts on all this power, is that it?"
The shaman shook his head firmly. "That wouldn’t be a concern. On a local level the amount of power available is considerable. On a more global scale, however, it’s insignificant."
"Tacnukes as compared to city-buster ICBMs?" I suggested sarcastically, thinking of Chicago.
He surprised me by nodding. "A reasonable analogy. But that’s not the concern." Oh, really? I thought. "The issue is that the … the places from which the mana comes …" He trailed off, as if seeking just the right word.
"They’re occupied, aren’t they?" The words were out of my mouth before I was even fully aware of the thought process behind them. Chilling—and even more so when the Insect shaman nodded agreement.
"There are certain entities in these other places," he agreed judiciously. "The same barrier that prevents the free flow of mana also denies them access to the Gaiasphere."
"And if you weaken that barrier enough to suck through the mana?" It was my turn to trail off.
His silence was enough of an answer.
"What are these ‘entities’?" I wanted to know.
The shaman shrugged. "Their exact nature varies unpredictably. It’s enough to say that nobody would be well-served should they be able to penetrate the barrier."
Something just didn’t hang together here. "This is bulldrek," I said slowly. "What about the slags who are trying to siphon the power? Don’t they know about these entities?"
"They know."
"And they’re still doing it?"
"Perhaps they think they can control the entities," the gray-faced man said, "or possibly block them once the barrier is weakened. They’re wrong, in both cases. The entities will overwhelm them or suborn them … if that hasn’t occurred already."
I held up my palms to stop him. "Okay, time out, let’s see if I get this. Somewhere, in some volcano somewhere, there’s going to be a shaman slotting around with this barrier thing—"
"More than one shaman is necessary," the gray-faced guy put in. "There are forces of stability that naturally counter any premature weakening of the barrier. Those forces must be overcome."
Premature? Interesting word. I’d think about that later.
"Okay, amendment noted. So a whole drekload of shamans are slotting around with the barrier, trying to siphon in some mana. And instead of power, what they’ll get is this cosmic nasty that’ll … what? What’ll happen?"
"Suffering," the shaman said, his voice sounding cold and distant. "Death. Devastation. Initially limited to the islands, but believe me, it will spread."
I nodded as if I understood. "And this cosmic nasty’s going to make life drekky for you guys too, I assume?"
His eyebrows rose. "Members of the Hive? No," he said firmly. "The entities that come through won’t waste any efforts on us. Not until more convenient prey is no longer available."
I didn’t like the sound of that at all … if I believed this miserable slag, of course. And did I? The jury was still out. "Uh-huh," I said neutrally. Then I leaned in close and poked him in the chest with my finger. "Then why the frag are you telling me this, huh? The way you’re talking, it sounds like this is going to be no skin—or chitin or whatever—off your hoop. So why bother? Why not just sit back and watch the fragging fun?" My rage was back, a cold fire burning in my chest. I could feel my pulse pounding in my temples. "Hey, it’ll probably be a pretty good fragging show, won’t it? Maybe you’ll pick up some pointers on how to spread suffering, death, and devastation, right?" I paused theatrically. "Or maybe that’s the fragging point, huh? You don’t want someone else pissing in your pool, is that it? Anyone the cosmic nasty scrags is one less for you to possess or kill or turn into a fragging monstrosity, right? Frag, you just don’t want the competition!"
The shaman was totally unmoved. Flecks of my spittle glistened on his cheeks and forehead—I’d leaned in real close—but he didn’t seem to notice or care. "Our intention isn’t to spread death and suffering," he said quietly.
"Tell that to the people in Chicago!"
"It wasn’t we who detonated the nuclear device," he responded calmly—and all the more infuriatingly because he was right, of course. "All our actions were in self-defense."
"Yeah, right, they were!"
"You don’t know us, Mr. Montgomery …"
"And I don’t want to!" I spat back.
"… But believe this if you can. We are not your enemy. We bear no ill will toward metahumanity. Quite the opposite, in fact, as your sister can vouch."
"Don’t you mention my sister, drekwipe!"
"Our goals and our agenda are our own," he went on, undismayed. "Sometimes they may conflict with yours; most of the time they’re totally unconnected with yours. And sometimes—as in this case—our best interest and yours coincide."
"And I’m supposed to take that on faith, is that it?" I wanted to know.
"That’s up to you," the shaman said simply.
I paused. My mind was in chaos, churning thoughts conflicting wildly with each other. I wished there was some god I could believe in, some Great Referee to whom I could yell "Time out!" No luck. The Insect shaman was still watching me with his glassy eyes and expressionless face. I couldn’t remain angry at him, I found, not without some kind of response from him. It was like trying to hold a grudge against a footstool or a fragging doorstop. I sighed again. "Okay, hoa," I said quietly. "Just for the sake of argument, let’s say I swallow the line you’re feeding me. What then? What do you want from me?"
He answered at once. "Use your influence to stop this before it goes too far."
I laughed in his face. "Influence? Chummer, you’ve got the wrong slag here, let me tell you. I’ve got about as much influence as a fragging pawn in a chess game, as much as …" My imagination failed me, so I just waved my hands about eloquently. "Zilch, in other words. Zero. Zip. Null. Get me?"
"You have influence," he stressed. "You don’t wish to acknowledge it for your own reasons, but you have it."
"Yeah, right," I snorted. "I’m as significant in this as tits on a bull."
"Oh?" The shaman’s eyebrow rose again. "That’s not how it seems to others, Mr. Montgomery." He glanced pointedly around the suite, his gaze settling in turn on each of the security personnel. "This isn’t the residence of someone lacking in influence."
"Them? They’re not following my orders. They’re the Ali’i’s people."
The shaman nodded. "And the Ali’i listens to what you have to say. You’re significant in his interpretation of events. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have arranged this meeting.
"The same with Yamatetsu Corporation," he pressed on firmly. "If someone listens to your words or follows your actions, then you have influence. And there are others, aren’t there, Mr. Montgomery?" he asked. "There are others who consider you significant."
"To the extent of threatening to kill me, yeah," I said sarcastically.
"And that’s to a significant extent indeed," the shaman shot back, "as you’ll recognize if you’ll only think about it. You don’t warn off or threaten to kill someone without importance or without influence. You kill them, or you simply ignore them.
"You have influence," he concluded. "Use it."
"I don’t know how."
"You will."
I narrowed my eyes. "You really expect me to help you on this?"
The shaman shrugged again. "You want this stopped," he stated, "we want it stopped. Is it really that difficult to understand?"
"So why don’t you just"—I gestured vaguely, searching for the right word—"just possess me like you did Theresa? Then you wouldn’t have to convince me, would you? I’d just follow orders like a good little drone."
Again, my scorn and anger just rolled off him. "That’s not our way," he said quietly. "It must be voluntary … on both sides. You must accept us, but we must also accept you."
"And I don’t ‘make the grade’?" The shaman didn’t react in any way. So the bugs considered me 4F, did they? Thank God for small favors—if I could believe this slot, at least.
I stared out the window for a few moments. My eyes saw the scenery, but my brain didn’t register it. More thoughts—fears, doubts, hopes, dreams—bubbled up from the swamp of my subconscious. I tried to sort through them, separate reason from irrationality. Finally, I turned back to the shaman. "What’s in it for me if I do it?" I asked.
He blinked. "The entities will be unable to penetrate the barrier," he said slowly. "They will be unable to prey on—"
I cut him off with a sharp gesture. "No. What’s in it for me? Me personally?"
Again the shaman paused. "Payment, you mean?" His tone was confused, as if I’d asked him something he’d never had to consider before.
"More like quid pro quo," I amended. "I do something that benefits you, you do something that benefits me. Me. Not metahumanity in general. Me. Get it?"
I watched his eyes as he tried to bend his brain around the thought. (Frag if I’d ever needed hard evidence that the Insect spirits were inhuman and alien in their outlook, this was it. The idea of bribery, a surprise? Cut me loose ) Finally, he nodded slowly. "Perhaps something can be arranged."
Roughly, I grabbed him by the shoulder, and I dragged him into a corner of the room. Away from the sec-guards, away from Akaku’akanene. Away from Theresa. "I want her back," I whispered harshly. "My sister."
He blinked again. "What?"
"Look, it’s simple. I do this for you, you give me my sister back. Normal, understand? The way she was, with her own thoughts and her own mind and her own soul. You reverse whatever the frag it is you did to her." I crossed my arms. "That’s my price."
The shaman’s unblinking eyes were fixed on mine, as if he were trying to see into my mind. "Can we discuss this?" he asked at length.
"No negotiation," I whispered firmly. "That’s it. You want me to do this? Then that’s my price. You don’t play ball, then I’ll use whatever influence I’ve got to fuck you up, chummer. Anything you do to block these cosmic nasties, I’ll throw a fucking wrench into it."
"But the entities—"
"Let ‘em come! Doesn’t matter squat to me if I don’t get my sister back." I leaned in close again. "Scan me, bug-boy?"
He thought about it for a long time—two minutes maybe. It felt more like two hours. I could feel beads of sweat trickling down my spine, soaking the waistband of my trousers. It was all I could do to keep my knees from trembling.
Finally, he nodded once. "Your sister for your cooperation? Yes."
"We have a deal?" I pressed.
"We have a deal."
I thanked whatever gods were listening that he didn’t insist we shake hands.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Okay, I’d cut myself a deal. Now the question was, how the frag was I going to see my side of it through? (And how the hell could I be sure bug-boy was going to live up to his side? Save that worry for later, I told myself.) The Insect shaman could argue until he was blue in the tits that I had influence. Who knows, maybe he was right, speaking from his own twisted, nonhuman standpoint, but I didn’t know how the frag I was going to use it.
Let’s say he was right, that some shamans were going to jack around with this barrier—whatever the frag it was—in one of the sites of power in the islands. Fine, take that as a given.
Which site of power? Puowaina? Haleakala? Honawhatever Bay? Or one of Christ-knew-how-many others?
And when were these shamans going to do the dirty deed? Tonight? Tomorrow? Next month? Or had they already started?
So what the frag was I supposed to do, huh? Use my "influence" to arrange for all the sites of power to be staked out, round the clock, forever and ever amen? Yeah, right.
I sat on the couch in room 1905, New Foster Tower, staring out the window. The sun had gown down maybe an hour before. A couple of the brightest stars—or maybe they were comsats—were visible against the black velveteen sky; the rest couldn’t compete with the artificial fire of the city.
Kono and Lupo had taken Theresa and the Insect shaman away a couple of hours before. They didn’t say where they were going, and I didn’t ask. Theresa promised she’d be in touch, and that was good enough for the moment. On his way out the door, bug-boy had given me a strip of paper from a pocket ’puter’s thermal printer—a local LTG number where I could contact him.
That left Louis Pohaku and Akaku’akanene to keep me company. Since I didn’t particularly feel like company at the moment, I was relieved when they settled down to do their own thing. The bodyguard quietly field-stripped and reassembled his weapon, then seemed to tune out and go to sleep. The shaman just settled down into full lotus in a corner and stared blankly into space—maybe talking to geese or some damn thing.
It was maybe ninety minutes after sunset that Pohaku surged to his feet—no warning—fragging near scaring me to death. Silently he crossed to the window, staring out and down. City lights reflected in his eyes as he frowned out into the night.
"What?" I asked him.
"Trouble," he said quietly.
I was on my feet and beside him in an instant, straining my eyes to see what was worrying him. Nothing. No fire-flowers blooming from Sand Island … or anywhere else, for that matter. If I pressed my forehead right up against the transpex, I could look down to the right onto Kalakaua Avenue and watch the cars—mainly corp limos, probably— cruising along it, forming streams of lights. White on one side, red on the other. I blinked. Way down Kalakaua, to the west, there seemed to be a major knot of red taillights.
No, I realized suddenly, the knot of red wasn’t the taillights of cars. The color was subtly wrong, as was the way it waxed and waned.
Fire. Maybe a burning barricade, maybe the aftermath of a car bomb, I didn’t know. Only now that I knew what to concentrate on, I could hear the distant, almost subliminal ululation of sirens. And something else—maybe the crackle of gunfire, I couldn’t be certain. One thing I knew—there was trouble in paradise tonight.
Beside me Pohaku was shaking his head. "Lolo," he muttered to himself … then noticed my attention, and translated. "Stupid."
If I’d thought the bodyguard had reacted fast before to some cue I’d missed, I hadn’t seen anything yet. A knock sounded, and before my brain had even fully registered the sound, Pohaku was flattened against the wall beside the door, SMG out and off safety.
Akaku’akanene was alert, too, back from her avian conversations. Pohaku shot her a quick nod, and the woman closed her beady eyes. After a moment she opened them and announced, "Hiki no."
Apparently that meant "okay" or "copacetic" or something similar, because I could see Pohaku relax. His gun was still at the ready, but his finger was on the trigger guard now, not on the trigger itself. He reached out to unlock the door, then stepped back well out of the way.
I was about to grouse "Who’s fragging room is this anyway?" or some such drek—until I saw who my visitor was.
Visitors, to be precise, but only one of them counted. He flashed me a wry smile as his personal bodyguards shut and locked the door behind him.
"E ku’u lani," I began …
Gordon Ho waved that off. "I told you, that’s not appropriate for the moment." His smile took on a new edge. "Since we’re both outcasts, why don’t you call me Gordon?"
I could see from the way his bodyguards stiffened that they didn’t like it, but frag them if they couldn’t take a joke. "I’m Dirk, then," I told him. I paused, "So, not to put too fine a point on it—"
"What the frag am I doing here?" he finished for me. He took off his jacket—an armored leather number, quite a change from his feathered regalia—tossed it to a sideboy, and slumped down on the couch. For the first time I noticed how drek-kicked he looked. "I’ve got to be somewhere," he pointed out, "and since I’d already assigned a significant percentage of the people I really trust to this room, I thought, ‘why not?’" He sighed, rolling his head as though to relieve tension in his neck. "You wouldn’t happen to have some Scotch, would you?"
I realized I hadn’t checked for a minibar—which indicated just how distracted I was at the moment. Pohaku had scoped the place out, however, and opened a wooden cabinet next to the trideo to reveal a well-stocked bar. "Make that two," I told him. "Triples, while you’re at it." Then I planted myself in an armchair across from Ho.
Pohaku assembled the drinks almost as quickly as he’d responded to trouble and handed them over to us—Ho first, of course. I sipped and let the peaty liquor work its magic on my tangled synapses. The erstwhile King Kamehameha V was doing the same thing, and I could almost see some of the tension melt away from his face. What the frag had he been up to before coming here? Where does a king in exile—by definition, one of the most recognizable of all people—go to avoid notice?
And what would happen to him if he was noticed? I suddenly wondered. "Protective custody?" Or a necktie party on the streetcorner? I guessed it depended on who noticed him first. No wonder he was looking a little ragged around the edges.
We held our peace, the two of us, for maybe five minutes and a hundred milliliters of single-malt scotch. Then Ho sighed and remarked, "Well, it’s starting to get … interesting … out there."
I’d decided I wasn’t going to be the first to talk biz, but now that he’d broached the subject, I leaned forward. "What the frag’s happening out there?" Quickly, I filled him in on the fire—or whatever—we’d spotted from the window.
Ho nodded wearily. "Anticorp violence," he said quietly. "It’s breaking out all over the city … all over the island, if what I heard is true."
"How bad?"
"Disturbingly bad," he admitted. "It’s not well organized—not yet—but in some ways that makes it even more difficult to counter."
I nodded agreement. If civil disobedience, which was what we were talking about here, was organized, you could often quell it by snagging the leaders. (Or at least so they taught us at the Lone Star Academy.) But if it was spontaneous mob action? Mobs are creatures with a few hundred legs and no brain (again, a quote from my Academy days), so there’s no clean and easy way of shutting them down.
"So what’s happening?" I pressed.
Ho shrugged. "What isn’t happening?" he said dispiritedly. "Cars turned over and torched—that’s probably what you saw, by the way. Rocks through windows. Molotov cocktails, sometimes. A couple of sniping incidents."
That shocked me. "Sniping? Already?"
The ex-king smiled, but there was no amusement in it. "Matters are degenerating faster than I’d expected," he allowed.
"What about casualties?"
He shrugged again. "I’m not privy to detailed police reports anymore," he pointed out dryly, "but I’d assume they’re probably still light."
"That’ll change."
"Yes," he agreed. He was silent for a moment, then went on quietly, "I did hear about one incident. A Mitsuhama executive’s limousine was blocked by a mob. No overt violence, just threats … but her bodyguards overreacted and opened fire." I cringed as he continued. "More than thirty of the rioters dead … plus the bodyguards and the executive herself, of course, when the mob rampaged. I understand they turned the car over, built a bonfire around it, and roasted her alive."
It’s getting out of control. The thought chilled me like an arctic wind on the nape of my neck. "Somebody’s behind it," I pointed out. "Somebody’s stirring up the mob."
"Of course," Ho said. (He didn’t voice the accompanying, "you idiot," but his expression conveyed it adequately.)
"Na Kama’aina, right?"
"Initially, yes," Ho corrected. "But they’ve lost control of the situation, too." He smiled grimly. "It seems that their dogs aren’t on quite as short a leash as they’d believed."
Realization dawned. "ALOHA," I breathed.
"Of course. Na Kama’aina never really believed in all of that fiery ‘corporations out’ rhetoric. They were too realistic for that. They only wanted to use it—and ALOHA itself—as a lever, to oust me from the throne." He smiled again, with bitter humor. "Well, they’ve achieved that part of their plan.
"But now ALOHA has scented blood. Na Kama’aina can’t leash them in anymore." He shook his head and frowned. "I wonder what Ryumyo’s agenda is in all of this? Does he know what ALOHA’s doing, or has he lost control, too?"
I raised my hands, palms out. "Hey, don’t ask me," I protested.
We both fell silent again, sinking back into our private thoughts The ex-Ali’i’s scan of the situation seemed all too plausible, I realized. Except …
"You said Na Kama’aina never bought the ‘corps out’ drek?" I asked suddenly.
"Of course not," Ho said, surprised. "They’re realists, after all. Politicians, and ambitious, but still realists."
"But …" I felt like I was wandering into the mental equivalent of a mangrove swamp.
"Think about it, Dirk," the ex-Ali’i urged. "What happens if the corporations are forced out?"
"They’ll fight back. Sanford Dole all over again."
"Precisely. But, just for the sake of argument, what would happen if the corporations could be ousted?"
I hesitated. "Polynesia for Polynesians, I suppose," I said slowly.
"It won’t happen," Ho countered firmly. "Hawaii’i was self-sufficient once … back when the population of the entire island chain was less than half a million There’s six times that in Greater Honolulu alone. There’s no way the nation can be self-sufficient now. If the corporations are pushed out, the islands starve."
I nodded. That’s what Scott had told me, what seemed so long ago now. "Na Kama’aina knows this?" I suggested. "Of course they do. As I say, they’re realists."
Another idea was niggling away in the back of my brain. I closed my eyes and let another healthy mouthful of Scotch encourage it to come out where I could examine it.
"If the corps were booted out," I went on tentatively, voicing the thoughts as they came to me, "there’d be a power vacuum, wouldn’t there? The islands are strategically valuable—the U. S. thought so, for frag’s sake. So somebody’s going to move in. Japan, maybe?"
Ho was smiling. "It took my staff considerably more time to figure that out than it did you," he said quietly. "Yes, of course. Corporations out, Nihonese in. That’s why I said `Polynesia for Polynesians’ will never happen. Neither the megacorporations nor the Japanese would allow it."
"Maybe that’s Ryumyo’s angle, then. Maybe he wants Hawai’i for Japan."
"That occurred to me, too," Ho said. "Ryumyo seems to live in Japan, however he and the Nihonese government have never been on particularly amicable terms."
"There is that," I admitted. And with that we both sank back into our private contemplations. It was funny in a way, I had to admit. Even with the drek dropping into the pot around me, it was reassuring—calming, in a way—to have someone with me who was getting ragged over by it all as royally (no pun intended) as I was. What was the old saying: "Misery loves company"? We sipped our Scotch and we stared at the carpet and we thought our bleak thoughts.
The telecom bleeped, jolting me out of my reverie. Pohaku was standing nearby, and he shot me a questioning look. At the moment I simply didn’t feel like talking to anyone new … or, what I particularly feared, hearing any more bad news. For a second or two I debated just letting it ring. Bad idea, probably. Not that many people had this number (I hoped), so it was probably important. I sighed. "I’ll get it," I told Pohaku, levering myself out of the upholstery and going over to the telecom.
I disabled the video pickup and accepted the call. "Yeah?"
The screen stayed blank—the caller had selected voice- only, too—but I recognized the voice immediately. "Mr. Montgomery?"
Deeper sigh. I keyed on my pickup. "It’s me," I told Barnard.
The corporator’s face filled the screen. Beside me, I felt Pohaku stiffen. Apparently, the bodyguard recognized Barnard as a corporate presence, and hence a potential threat … or maybe he was just professionally paranoid. "Do you have any news for me?" the suit asked. "Any developments I should know about?"
"Got an hour or two?" I asked dryly. "First thing, the throne’s been usurped. Ho’s out on his hoop."
"Indeed? I had heard that. Do you have confirmation?"
I smirked at that. "All the confirmation I need," I told him.
"The Ali’i … is he safe?"
"As safe as can be expected, I guess."
"And you have confirmation of that?" Barnard pressed.
"All the confirmation I need," I repeated. "He’s sitting right here, swilling Scotch."
Up went the corporator’s eyebrows. "Honto? Let me speak to him "
You two should have been talking to each other all along is what I didn’t say. I just beckoned Ho over and gave him my chair. I stepped aside, out of the telecom’s axis of view, but made sure I stayed close enough to hear what was going down.
"Aloha, Gordon," I heard Barnard say. "Pe-hia ‘oe?"
"Aloha. Pona’ana’a," the ex-Ali’i responded quietly. "Et Gilles? Comment câ va?"
"Tres bien, à tout prendre," the corporator replied. "He’s Commercial Services manager at Yamatetsu-UK, making his own way up the ladder." Barnard paused. "He still speaks of his time at university with you."
Gordon Ho smiled—a little sadly, I thought. "There’s something very appealing about a time when the biggest thing you have to worry about is a term paper or whether you can smuggle your girlfriend into your residence."
While those two droned on with more of that "old-home week" drek, I went back to the couch and sat down again to concentrate on my Scotch. I could still hear snippets of the conversation, but couldn’t make much sense of it with Ho and Barnard apparently flipping between English, French, Hawai’ian, and Japanese as the mood took them. After a while I stopped even trying.
After maybe five minutes of multilingual chitchat, Ho turned away from the screen. "Dirk," he said, beckoning me over. I clambered to my feet and joined the ex-Ali’i before the telecom, this time bringing my drink with me in case I needed instant fortification.
"Uh-huh?" I said to Barnard.
"When we spoke before," the corporator said, "you implied that someone by the name of Harlech might have revealed your corporate connection and your involvement with Gordon."
"Quentin Harlech," I said.
Barnard frowned. "I have yet to find any information on an individual by that name. Do you know anything about him that might help?"
I thought for a moment, then shook my head. "Nothing," I replied. "I just saw him the once."
Barnard nodded. "Another possible angle," he mused after a moment’s thought. "Are you aware of anyone who might have background on him?"
Well, now that he put it that way … "Maybe you can get some scan from Chantal Monot," I suggested. Barnard shook his head, so I elaborated. "Telestrian Industries Corporation? Prez of South Pacific Operations?"
I saw the recognition dawn in his eyes. "Monot, yes." Then his frown deepened. "And how do you happen to know Mademoiselle Monot, Mr. Montgomery?" he asked, his voice deceptively casual.
Okay, well, I guess maybe I should have told him before now. Quickly, I recapped my experience with TIC, starting with the narcodart in the chest and finishing with my "transfer" to New Foster Tower. "Monot recognized Harlech’s name," I concluded. "At least, I think she did."
Barnard sighed. "Telestrian Industries Corporation," he said quietly, a complex expression on his face.
"Why don’t you ask Monot about this Harlech slot if you think it’s so important?" I suggested.
The corporator chuckled softly at that. "I rather doubt she’d tell me."
"Why?" I wanted to know. "You corps are thick as thieves, aren’t you?"
Barnard looked at me as he would a child too stupid to get with the toilet-training program. "Megacorporations rarely speak with one voice, Mr. Montgomery," he said coldly, unconsciously echoing Chantal Monot’s comment on another topic. "We cooperate in some areas, it’s true. But don’t forget that, primarily, we’re in competition. Do you really think that one megacorporation would fail to keep confidential something that could prove to be a competitive advantage?"
I nodded, a little chastened. Point taken.
"It is interesting, though," Barnard continued thoughtfully after a moment. "Telestrian’s representatives to the Corporate Court was initially in accord with one of the major factions that have formed around the Hawai’i issue. Now Telestrian Industries Corporation has withdrawn all involvement … on either side of the issue. I wonder if there’s some connection?"
"Hold the phone," I began.
But Gordon Ho got there before me. ‘"Factions’?" he asked sharply. "What ‘issue’?"
Barnard smiled mirthlessly. "What issue do you think, Gordon? How best to deal with the Hawai’ian provocation, of course. There’ve been attacks on megacorporate assets— personnel and materiel. An outrage like that can’t go unanswered, you understand that. The Corporate Court is more or less split on what the response should be."
"What are the choices?" the ex-Ali’i asked.
"Again, what do you think? Diplomatic pressure on one hand—sanctions, embargoes, and such. More … direct … action on the other."
"Military?"
"The supporters of direct action are split on that question," Barnard allowed. "Some believe this nonsense with ALOHA has gone on long enough and should be settled once and for all. Others prefer ‘executive action’ against members of the government."
I glanced over at Ho and saw he’d gone pale. No wonder.
I’d heard the euphemism "executive action" before. It generally meant "assassination."
"And where do you stand, Jacques?" the young ex-king asked softly. "Where does Yamatetsu stand?"
"In the middle ground, where else?" Barnard said with a shrug. "A very lonely middle ground, as it turns out. A `wait-and-see’ attitude isn’t particularly popular with the Court at the moment."
"What about Donald?" Ho asked suddenly.
"Your great-uncle is finding it especially uncomfortable," Barnard told him. "Zurich-Orbital doesn’t give him much chance to avoid contact with the others."
I blinked at that. So Gordon had some relative up on Zurich-Orbital? I filed that little gem away for future consideration … assuming there was a future.
"How is the Court leaning?" Ho queried.
Barnard’s smile faded. "The direct action proponents seem to be ascendant," he said quietly. "There will be a … a message sent. A demonstration." On the screen the corporator checked his watch. "At midnight, local Honolulu time. If that fails to bring the government to heel …" He shrugged eloquently.
"A demonstration," I echoed. The word had a frightening sound to it, a bitter taste. "What kind of demonstration, Barnard?"
"Thor," he said quietly.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
We stood shoulder to shoulder, the ex-Ali’i and I, our noses millimeters from room 1905’s picture window. None of the respectable media had said word one about the Corporate Court’s scheduled demonstration, but the word had certainly gotten out nonetheless. Part of that was due to the fact that a media lockdown simply isn’t possible when parties with a vested interest in getting the word out—in this case, the corporations—can beam their message directly down from the high ground of low Earth orbit. Ground-based pirate stations had done their part, too, gleefully reporting on the Hawai’ian government’s attempts to muzzle the commercial media outlets. Back in the Dark Ages—the nineteen-eighties and nineteen-nineties, for example—it might have been possible to keep this kind of genie in the bottle. These days? No fragging way, hoa, as the government was finding out.
I knew the word had gotten out thanks to reports that filtered in to the Ali’i from his few trusted assets still on the streets. Even without that source of data, though, I’d have guessed that people were getting the message. Normally Kalakaua Avenue, stretches of which I could see from my window, was two ribbons of slowly moving car lights until two or three in the morning. Tonight, at a couple of minutes to midnight, Waikiki’s main drag was next to deserted. Idly, I wondered where everyone was. Holing up, terrified that the sky was going to fall on their heads? Or doing what Gordon Ho and I were doing, finding a good vantage point from which to watch the show.
"Twenty-three fifty-eight," Pohaku announced quietly from behind us. As if driven by the same mental impulse, both Ho and I took one big step back from the transpex of the window.
It was a perfect night for it. Since sunset dark clouds had been piling up along the southeast horizon. Now they hung heavy over the ocean, black on black, flickering with lightning bolts, a dozen klicks offshore. An impressive background for what would probably be a bloody impressive show. Directly over Honolulu and Mamala Bay, the sky was clear. A couple of stars burned against the blackness.
At a signal from Ho one of the bodyguards killed all the lights in the apartment. Outside, along Kalakaua Avenue, other people had gotten the same idea. All along the shoreline, lights were going out. I blinked a couple of times, to help my eyes night-adapt faster.
"What’s the reaction going to be?" Ho asked quietly. His voice was so soft, I wasn’t sure if he even knew he’d spoken.
The question was an important one in both our minds, of course. The megacorporations’ little demonstration was like a cop’s warning shot. As I’d been taught at the Lone Star Academy, a warning shot’s always going to provoke a reaction. Sometimes it’s the one you want—abject surrender, when the perp you’re chasing realizes you could have put a round into his ten-ring. Sometimes it’s the exact opposite—a kind of "Oh yeah? Well, frag you!" response that turns into a blazing firefight. I couldn’t shake the worry that the high muckamucks of the Corporate Court hadn’t given much thought to the second possibility.
"Thirty seconds," Pohaku announced. I felt movement behind me as the bodyguards pressed as close as they dared to their ex-sovereign’s august presence, staking out their own view-spots. Mentally, I counted down.
T-minus three, two, one, zero… Nothing. Plus one, plus two, plus three .…
I’d reached T-plus five when Gordon Ho gasped softly beside me and pointed toward the sky. A new star burned in the heavens, harsh and brilliant. It flickered, it moved. For an instant it had dimension, more than a perfect geometric point .…
And then the Thor shots rained down, perfectly parallel bars of light, lancing down from the zenith to the black ocean a couple of klicks offshore. They were impossible to count, they were there and gone so fast, an impression of unbelievable speed. Like a burst of tracer fire from God’s own machine gun, but faster than any tracer bullet I’d ever seen … and immensely larger. There was a flash of light where they hit, a single strobe pulse—like a secondary explosion, but without the fireball. I think that was the most chilling part of the whole demonstration. There’d been nothing under those descending bars of light, nothing but water. Still, the impact from the Thor projectiles had been enough to strike sparks off the ocean itself.
It was over in less than a second. I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. My God, I thought dully, how fast did those things come down? I ran a quick mental calculation. Assume they were traveling at orbital velocity when they hit the atmosphere. What would that be? Something like 35,000 kilometers per hour—in
other words, 10 klicks per second or thereabouts, maybe 10 times the speed of a rifle bullet. And Thor projectiles were a lot bigger than rifle bullets, of course. I’d heard them described as "smart crowbars." Assume each one massed a nominal one kilo. How much kinetic energy was contained in one kilo of mass traveling at 10,000 meters per second? If I remembered my high-school physics—and hadn’t slipped a decimal place somewhere—that would be something like 100,000,000 joules of energy: one hundred megajoules. Per crowbar. And how many crowbars had been in the burst we’d just seen?
I felt cold. No wonder the Pacific fleet had turned back when the megacorps had fired a warning shot like that across their bows back in 2017.
I heard a sound behind me and turned in surprise. Pohaku was glaring out the window, lips drawn back from his teeth in a rictus of rage … and he was growling. I shrugged. I suppose if this had been my country, I’d have been pretty torqued off about the whole thing, too.
"Lights, please," Gordon Ho said softly. As a bodyguard flicked the lights back on, the ex-Ali’i turned away from the window and slumped down in a chair. He picked up a whiskey glass from the table beside him—mine, as a matter of fact, but I wasn’t going to give him grief about it, not now—and polished off the contents in one swallow.
"What’s the reaction going to be?" he asked again, and this time I knew the question was directed at me.
I shrugged. "You know your people better than I do," I pointed out.
He smiled at that. "I thought I did," he amended quietly. He paused, then went on, "It depends on how well ALOHA’s managed to stir them up … and how crazy ALOHA is, when you get right down to it.
"It’s possible to pull it back," he continued with a sigh. "Na Kama’aina doesn’t want war with the corps. If the government can keep ALOHA under control, if it can prevent any more provocations, it should be possible to get things back under control."
I nodded. It made sense, what Ho said, but it sounded too much like Barnard’s comment a day or two before that "perhaps saner heads would prevail," or whatever. They obviously hadn’t prevailed yet. Was that going to change?
I turned back to the window. Now that the demonstration was over, there were cars on the streets again. Not as many as usual, but at least Waikiki didn’t look like a ghost town anymore. From somewhere to the west—Sand Island? I wondered idly—a small constellation of lights was approaching, burning bright against the darkness of the sky. Choppers—two or three of them. Corp shuttles, maybe, coming downtown to pick up VIP vacationers and take them to the airport for a suborbital off-island? I didn’t know, and I didn’t really care at the moment. I started to turn away.
I didn’t see it happen straight on, just in my peripheral vision. Without warning something flashed upward from somewhere to my left, almost like a Thor shot in reverse. The lance of fiery light transfixed one of the helicopters, blotting it from the sky in a dirty orange-black puffball. The surviving choppers broke formation, diving for the deck, killing their anticollision lights as they did so. In a second or two they were lost to sight.
I flattened my nose against the window, watching in shocked horror as burning wreckage plunged to the street or smashed down on top of buildings.
Gordon Ho hadn’t seen it, but he knew something had happened. He gaped at me. "What was it?"
I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I came over and fragging near collapsed into an armchair. Finally, I said, "It doesn’t look like it’s a good season for saner heads."
 
The downed chopper was a corp bird, Gordon Ho’s informants confirmed an hour or so later. (I’d guessed as much earlier, but this wasn’t a time when I felt good about being proven right.) The lance of fiery light I’d seen had been a Parsifal man-pack SAM, an obsolete Saeder-Krupp design. Ironic, since the chopper that ate the missile was a Saeder-Krupp bird.
Gordon Ho and I were shoulder to shoulder again, looking silently out the window of room 1905. The streets below us were empty now, except for the occasional corporate security vehicle screaming by, light-bars ablaze. There were more choppers in the air—angular, brutal-looking gunships now, instead of the more streamlined unarmed transports— buzzing around like angered hornets. Most of them were maneuvering radically in case there was another missile team out there somewhere, jinking back and forth, up and down, randomly. Some were dropping flares just in case, sun-bright points of light. I couldn’t make out colors or insignias so I didn’t know whose the choppers were, but it was easy to figure out they were from different corps. It was also easy enough to figure out that said corps weren’t talking to one another efficiently; in a fifteen-minute span, I saw half a dozen near misses when choppers fragging near slammed into one another. Every now and then I could hear the rip of autofire, muffled somewhat by the double-glazed window. Were ALOHA assault teams actually engaging the corp forces, or were the corp sec-guards shooting at one another—a ground-based version of the chaotic gavotte in the skies? It was impossible to tell.
Finally, the ex-Ali’i turned away from the window and returned to the couch. After a few moments I joined him. Pohaku still looked as though he wanted an excuse to rip somebody’s lungs out—anybody’s—but at least he still had the presence of mind to freshen our Scotches.
Ho stretched, working his neck and shoulders. He looked like he’d aged a decade in the past couple of hours, I noticed suddenly. Well, I guess getting deposed, then seeing your country stumbling toward the brink of war might do that to you.
"What now?" I asked.
Ho looked over at me and smiled. (I think that’s what the expression was supposed to be, at least. It looked more like the facial reaction of a torture victim.) "I’ve given up on the oracle business," he said. Then his smile faded, and his eyes seemed to grow even more haunted.
"The government doesn’t have much choice," he went on quietly. "They’ve got to act fast, before the Corporate Court does. Which means they can’t do much about ALOHA."
I nodded. That made grim and nasty sense. Hunting down and neutralizing a militant policlub—a terrorist group by another name, when you think about it—is never a short-term solution. It takes resources and it takes time. The Na Kama ‘aina-dominated Hawai’ian government might have the former, but Ho obviously didn’t think the corps would give it the latter … and I had to agree. Hell, when you came right down to it, stamping out a militant policlub wasn’t necessarily possible even in the long term. Ask the FBI teams tasked with eliminating Humanis and Alamos 20K. "So what are the options?" I asked.
Gordon Ho shrugged. "Few." He sighed. "Negotiation—but that requires the corps to be interested in listening, which isn’t a certainty at this point.
"Or a counterthreat," he went on, his voice bleak. "The corps have a gun to the government’s head, Thor. The government has to draw its own gun." He shrugged again. "Mexican standoff. But at least it gives both sides a little more time to negotiate before the killing begins."
I raised an eyebrow at that. "Bluff, you mean?"
"Bluff wouldn’t work. The counterthreat has to be substantive."
"Yeah, right," I snorted. "Threatening the corps?" The idea was so ludicrous I almost laughed out loud.
But Ho obviously didn’t think it funny. "You’d be surprised, Dirk," he said darkly.
I did laugh out loud now … and then shut up so abruptly I almost swallowed my tongue. Suddenly, I’d remembered some of the weird things Scott had rattled on about during our first breakfast together, about the freaky drek that had gone down around Secession Day. Frag, now that I let myself realize it, there’d been some major questions rolling around in my head about the Secession.
For one, how come the U. S. had let Hawai’i go so easily? (Okay, the feds had tried to clamp down … once. But after the warning Thor shots on the naval task force, they’d basically rolled over and played dead. No attempts to take back their military bases.) For another, how had the equivalent of a civilian militia been able to defeat the Civil Defense Force—full-on military? The only answer that made any sense whatsoever was some kind of big stick with which to threaten the good ol’ US of A.
I turned to Gordon Ho. "Spill it," I said quietly.
"Magic, of course," he answered at once. "Nui magic. Big magic."
In the back of my mind I heard a kind of almost subliminal click. "Sites of power," I said.
The ex-king nodded. "Of course," he confirmed. "Hawai’i has some major ones."
I felt a cold wind blow through my soul. "You’ve got some kind of project going, haven’t you? Since before Secession, you’ve had it going."
"Of course," he said again. "We’re a small nation. We need an equalizer."
"Tell me about it."
Ho shrugged. "It was my father’s idea, I think. He and his kahuna—his shamanic advisor—they came up with the details. They’d heard about the Great Ghost Dance in the States, of course," he explained softly. "The federal government wanted to suppress details, but news always leaks out. When my father and his advisors learned that another group of aboriginals, the Amerindians, had developed large-scale magic as a military tool, they figured if it could work on the Great Plains, why not on the islands?"
"You did your own Great Ghost Dance," I said wonderingly.
Ho nodded. "In essence, yes. The details were different, of course. Hawai’ian traditions are very different from those that Daniel Howling Coyote used. But the principles were the same: massed shamans—kahunas—using their own life-force to power a great ritual.
"We had a major advantage that Howling Coyote didn’t, however," the Ali’i continued. "We had those sites of power you mentioned. The kahunas were able to draw a large measure of the mana they needed directly from the land, rather than from their own life-force. Some died anyway, of course, but the cost was much less for us than for Howling Coyote."
I shivered. It was chilling, the almost casual way Ho was talking about this. The kind of rituals he was describing were "blood-magic." I’d read somewhere that the "cost" of the Great Ghost Dance was measured in dozens, maybe hundreds, of shamans who’d given their lives to power it. The same in Hawai’i, apparently: "True believers" had effectively suicided to give the islands their independence.
"Where did this happen?" I asked. "Puowaina?"
"The Hill of Sacrifice?" Ho’s eyebrow quirked. "It would have been appropriate, wouldn’t it? But no, the volcanic crater of Haleakala was chosen because it had a higher magical background count, which made the ritual easier."
Something else went click in the back of my mind. It was like I’d been struggling vainly with a jigsaw puzzle for the last couple of days, and suddenly somebody had started handing me the pieces I needed, one by one. "It’s still going on, isn’t it?"
"The Dance?" Ho shook his head. "No," he said firmly. Then, "Not as such."
I looked into his eyes and saw him trying to decide what to tell me and what to keep hidden. "Spill it, e ku’u lani," I said again.
He hesitated for a long moment, then I saw him come to his decision. "The Dance ended with Secession," he said firmly, "but there were some interesting consequences. For some reason, the background count in the Haleakala crater was higher after the Dance than it was before. Considerably higher, in fact. We wanted to know why, of course. And we also wanted to learn how to use the additional power. My father established a research station on the crater rim. He code-named the program Sunfire. A staff of kahunas were assigned to Project Sunfire to figure out what had happened to the background count …"
"And how to use it," I completed.
Ho nodded uncomfortably. "Yes," he acknowledged. "Initially. When I took the throne, though, I decided to back off from that side of things."
"Why, for frag’s sake?" I wanted to know.
The ex-Ali’i looked even more uncomfortable. "She convinced me," he said, inclining his head toward Akaku’akanene who was in full lotus again, staring into space and listening to geese.
"Her?"
"She virtually raised me, Dirk," he said, almost apologetically. "Of course I listened to her when she warned me about something."
"Why?" I pressed again. "What was the fragging problem?"
He glanced away, apparently unable to meet my gaze. "She didn’t know," he admitted, "not really. She just had a feeling. A premonition, you might call it." He shrugged once more. "That was good enough for me, Dirk," he said earnestly. "I knew her, you see. I knew what her premonitions were like. If she sensed that something was dangerous … well, that was good enough for me," he repeated.
Another faint click. "That changed, didn’t it?"
"Against my wishes, yes," Ho acknowledged. "Six years ago, the Na Kama’aina faction in the legislature finally accrued enough influence to basically take over Project Sunfire. They switched the emphasis of the research from simple understanding back to exploitation. They thought the kingdom might someday need the power that Haleakala represented.
"Maybe they were right," he added with a wry glance out of the window at the flying circus of choppers over the city.
And then came the last mental click. Suddenly I felt really cold, as though somebody had hooked the room’s ventilation up to an industrial freezer. "That’s the big stick, isn’t it?" Ho blinked in confusion, so I elaborated. "That’s Na Kama’aina’s counterthreat to use against the corps. They want to draw power from Haleakala."
"Of course," he said simply.
Oh, drek … That had to be what bug-boy was talking about, didn’t it?
The horrible realization must have shown on my face, because Ho asked, "What’s the matter, Dirk?"
"We’ve got to stop Project Sunfire, e ku’u lani," I told him. "We’ve got to stop it right fragging now."
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Gordon Ho blinked. Behind him, I saw Pohaku glaring at me.
"Stop it?" Ho echoed. "Stop Project Sunfire? Why? I admit, I did consider it dangerous. But there’s danger and then there’s danger, if you take my meaning." He gestured out the window toward the corp gunships hanging against the sky.
I sighed. "Maybe I should have told you about this earlier," I said, then summarized, as succinctly as I could, what bug-boy had told me.
Ho held his peace throughout my spiel, not even asking any questions. He understood what I was telling him, though, I could see that in the way his eyes narrowed and his face hardened. Finally, after maybe five minutes of talking, I concluded, "The way I scan it, your Project Sunfire kahunas are going to get a frag of a lot more than they bargained for."
The erstwhile King Kamehameha V nodded thoughtfully. "If you believe an Insect shaman is telling you the truth," he said slowly.
I shrugged uncomfortably. That was the fragging point, wasn’t it? Did I believe bug-boy? "It’s not like I’ve really got much choice."
Ho glanced away, as if not wanting to meet my gaze. I knew what was coming. "I understand, Dirk," he said quietly. "I do. But …"
"She’s not your sister," I said, my voice cold and bleak in my own ears.
The ex-king shrugged. "I understand your concern," he went on, still not meeting my gaze. "But I have to consider more than just one person. The entire nation—"
"Will get drek-kicked by these ‘entities’," I broke in sharply. "If bug-boy’s telling the truth. Hell, maybe he’s lying through his fragging teeth. But I don’t know, and neither do you." I leaned forward intently. "You’re right, you’ve got to think about your people—all your people. Are you willing to put them at this kind of risk?"
Ho fixed me with his gaze then, and again I felt the immense force of will, of personality, I’d experienced when I’d first met him in the Iolani Palace throne room. "You make a good case, Dirk," he said calmly. "But am I willing to put them at risk from the corporations? I know that risk exists. What you’re talking about—"
"It’s not immediate, that’s true," I said. "Frag, it might not even be real. But there’s a big fragging difference, e ku’u lani. You can negotiate with megacorporations …"
Ho had to smile. "… And not with malignant ‘entities.’ Granted." He sighed. "If anyone ever tells you they’d like to be a head of state …"
"I’ll tell them they don’t know what the frag they’re talking about," I finished. I paused. "So what’s it going to be, e ku’u lani?" My chest was tight, as if a cold fist were reaching down my throat and trying to turn my lungs inside out. I was afraid I knew which way he was going to jump. Frag, it was the way I’d probably decide if I were in his position. Which threat would any reasonable person consider the most important? One that anyone with a pair of eyes could recognize? Or one based entirely on the testimony of a soul-sucking Insect shaman?
Yes, I thought I knew how Gordon Ho would have to decide. And then what the frag would I do?
I jumped fragging near out of my chair as another voice broke into my thoughts. "The Insect kahuna was telling the truth."
Like two puppets on the same strings, Ho and I pivoted our heads to stare at Akaku’akanene. The bird-boned woman was still sitting in full lotus, staring off into space. For all the reaction she’d shown—or showed now, for that matter—I’d have sworn she was so wrapped up in speaking to geese that she hadn’t heard a word we said.
Gordon Ho leaned forward, his gaze drilling into her. "Say that again," he instructed. His voice was soft, but it was an order nonetheless.
Finally, Akaku’akanene focused her eyes and turned to look at her sovereign. "The Insect kahuna was telling the truth," she repeated calmly. "To the best of his understanding."
" ‘To the best of his understanding’?" Ho echoed. "What’s that supposed to mean?"
The Nene shaman shrugged her scrawny shoulders. "He spoke the truth as he believed it to be," she elaborated, almost casually. "There was no prevarication in what he said. He spoke the truth to the best of his understanding. Nene tells me so."
"But he could be wrong," Ho pressed.
"Of course," Akaku’akanene agreed easily. "But he didn’t think so."
The ex-king fell silent, and I could almost hear his brain working. Unbidden, my memory brought back an image of Theresa—of her glassy, unblinking eyes. It was all I could do not to speak out, not to throw every argument I could think of behind Akaku’akanene’s take on things. But I knew that was the worst thing I could do at the moment. Ho had to come to his own conclusion. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but somehow I managed to keep my yap shut.
"What do you think, makuahine?" he asked after what seemed like forever.
"You know what I think, e ku’u lani," the old shaman said with another shrug. "What I always thought, what I always told you. Forgotten, have you?"
Gordon Ho smiled wryly. "No, makuahine, I haven’t forgotten." He turned to me. "What do you want to do about this, Dirk?"
I wanted to slump back into my chair and just enjoy the relief that washed over me. But I’d have time for that later. "Shut down Project Sunfire," I said flatly.
To my right I heard an exclamation, quickly muffled, from Pohaku. Ho turned to the bodyguard, one eyebrow raised in query. "You have something to say, Pohaku?" he asked dryly.
The hard-man swallowed visibly. "No e ku’u lani," he said firmly. "I … No. Kala mai ia’u, forgive my rudeness."
I shot the bodyguard a sharp look. Like frag you’ve got nothing to say, I thought.
The ex-Ali’i was speaking again, and I turned away from Pohaku. "Shut down Project Sunfire," Ho echoed with a crooked smile. "It sounds so simple. But how, Dirk? I’m no longer Ali’i, remember. And the faction of the government with direct control over Project Sunfire is the same faction that arranged to pry me out. Somehow I don’t think they’re going to listen to a decree to close down the project, do you?"
"Don’t just tell them. Do it."
"And how do you propose I manage that?"
I swallowed hard. We all knew it was going to come down to this, didn’t we? "Send me," I told him "By all the fragging spirits, I’ll shut it down."
He fixed me with those sharp, dark eyes. "How, Dirk?"
"It doesn’t matter, does it?" I shot back gruffly. (Translation—I
haven’t got a fragging clue …) "Just give me some assets and some gear, and get me there. I’ll do the rest."
Ho’s gaze didn’t shift, and I felt as though his eyes were burning their way deep into my brain. "You have your reasons for this …" he said slowly.
"So do you, e ku’u lani," Akaku’akanene put in.
The moment stretched out until I was fragging near ready to scream. But then the ex-Ali’i nodded once. He seemed to shrink in on himself, as though—just for an instant—he was just plain Gordon Ho instead of King Kamehameha V. "You know, Dirk," he said quietly, "apart from Akaku’akanene, you’re the only one I know who treats me as a person, not as a king. You tell me what you think, and you don’t care if I agree with you or not. Do you have any idea how refreshing that is?"
He sighed, and his face changed. King Kamehameha V replaced Gordon Ho once more. "What do you need?" he asked me.
If Ho’s capabilities were limited by being booted off his throne, I’m not sure I wanted to know how all-encompassing they’d been beforehand. With the sole exception of Jacques Barnard, I’d never dealt with anyone who could whistle up a military transport, personal gear, and personnel with a single phone call. (It was funny—Ho was fragging apologetic that he could supply only one military transport, and that the personnel he could offer were limited to Louis Pohaku, Alana Kono, Akaku’akanene … and a SWAT-style Quick Response fireteam. Only! Cut me loose, here.)
Down in the elevator we went—me, Pohaku, and Akaku’akanene. Another call from the ex-Ali’i had arranged for a car—a Toyota Elite, as it turned out, gleaming like brushed stainless steel under the lights of the underground parkade. My little entourage piled in—Alana Kono was waiting for us inside—and we were off, howling westward along the semideserted streets.
It wasn’t what you’d call a comradely ride. Akaku’akanene was talking to geese again, staring off into space like a
chiphead. Alana Kono looked like she might be up for friendly conversation … if her boss, Pohaku, hadn’t been doing his best imitation of a slotted-off statue. So I sighed and settled back in the upholstery, trying to relax … and trying to figure out just what the frag I’d gotten myself in to.
Out onto the Kamehameha Highway we hurtled, me wondering idly what it would be like being descended from someone they named fragging highways for—and westward toward the airport.
And past the airport. Lord knows, I was no expert at Honolulu geography, but I could recognize an airport when I saw it flashing by at 200 kilometers per hour. I leaned forward and rapped hard on the kevlarplex partition. "Hey, slot!" I yelled at the driver. "You missed the fragging turn"—I hesitated—"didn’t you?"
Pohaku’s iron-hard hand on my shoulder pulled me back. He sneered at me and pointed out, "You think we’re going to the civilian field … e ku’u haku?" His tone of voice turned the term of respect into the foulest of epithets.
"Where, then?" I shot back, loading my response with as much sarcasm as I could generate on the spur of the moment.
Pohaku didn’t even bother to answer. Instead he just turned away, and pointedly stared at nothing out the Elite’s window.
Alana Kono touched my arm, and she shot me a slightly embarrassed grin. Apparently, she’d finally decided that her job description might just include acting like a human being after all. "Kaiao Field, Mr. Dirk," she explained softly. "Used to be Hickham Air Force Base."
I sat back and tried to pretend I was as unconcerned as Akaku’akanene. But it wasn’t easy. Jam or no jam, did Gordon Ho really think he still had any influence over the military?
Within a matter of minutes the Elite slowed, and we took a long sweeping left onto a minor connecting road. A few hundred meters to our right, I could see the floodlights and warning signs of a military compound. Ahead of us was …
Well, nothing that I could see. It was pitch black … apparently all the way to the horizon. The only illumination came from the headlights of the Toyota limo.
Finally, after a minute more, those lights fell on a heavy-duty chain-link fence topped with hair-thin lines of refracted light that I identified as monowire. A sign on the fence read, "Lahui Mea Ki’ai o Hawai’i." Basically meaningless, until I saw the translation in small letters underneath: "Hawai’i National Guard."
The Elite sighed to a stop in front of a reinforced gate. Uniformed guards double-timed it toward the limo from an armored guard post, then suddenly snapped salutes to the car—or anything else that happened to be in their field of vision—and double-timed it right back to the guard post. The gate rolled back silently, and the Elite accelerated through.
Out onto the apron of a small airbase we drove, hanging a sharp left and finally to a stop in front of what looked like an administration building. A uniformed NCO—a troll, looking entirely too spit-polished—opened the door of the limo and snapped me a textbook-perfect salute as I climbed out. "Welcome, sir!" he damn near bellowed. "If you’ll come this way … ?"
Believe me—I’ve never been one of these hard-case slots who thinks that happiness is a warm gun, but …
By Ghu, it felt good to wrap my hands around something with a little more authority than a pistol, let me tell you that, chummer. The spit-polished troll presided over a load-out that would have left an NRA nut juicing his jeans. Basically, I’d been given my choice of any personal arms and armor I wanted from the Hawai’i National Guard’s extensive collection. Full-on battle armor? What’s your size, hoa? Panther assault cannon? Would you like that with or without a smartlink, sir?
Don’t get me wrong—I didn’t go overboard. There are people out there who think they’re innately capable of handing top-drawer military hardware. Active battlesuits? Man-pack miniguns? Bring’em on!
Not me. Frag, I remember how much it affected my balance the first time I tried on a suit of heavy security armor during my Lone Star Academy training. I fragging near did a face-plant when I tried to get up off the bench. Any sales slot who tells you "Anyone can wear any kind of armor, right off the shelf’ is giving you the major song and dance, trust me.
So I crammed my fears way down deep into the back of my brain, and I kept tight rein on my impulses. No heavy security armor or miniguns for this kid. I picked out a nice, familiar set of Level 3 form-fitting body armor, and—okay, maybe I overreached myself on this one—an Ares high-velocity assault fire. As an afterthought, I picked myself out a nice assault vest—basically, a harness with the sole purpose of carrying an obscene number of spare ammo clips—and I was ready.
When I came out of the armory, my "troops" were waiting for me: Pohaku, Kono, and eight hoop-kicking military types.
Well, okay, apparently they weren’t my troops. When I stumbled out, weighed down with lethal ordnance and feeling like a cheap knockoff of Slade the Sniper, they didn’t spare me so much as a glance. Instead, their attention seemed focused entirely on Pohaku. For a moment I considered bitching about it, but then my better judgment overrode the testosterone overload the armory seemed to have caused. What the frag did I know about leading troops? Sweet frag all, that’s what. Much better to leave it to someone who at least thought he was qualified.
Pohaku’s expression told me he shared my viewpoint. He spared the time to shoot me a nasty sneer, then turned to my "troops" and snapped, "E hele!" The fire-team took off at double-time, with Pohaku picking up the rear. Kono was there, too, and she gave me what could have been a smile of sympathy. But then she was double-timing it after the combat troops as well.
Akaku’akanene was still hanging back, waiting for me. The shaman hadn’t slapped on any armor or picked up any weaponry; apparently, she was content with her shapeless sack of a dress. She turned to me and gave me a gap-toothed smile.
Wonderful. Moral support from someone who talked to geese. I turned and jogged after the receding backs of the military types.
Out onto the apron we went, and I saw my contingent piling aboard a Merlin, a tilt-winged VTOL built along the same lines as a Federated-Boeing Commuter, but much smaller. I glanced back over my shoulder. Akaku’akanene was bringing up the rear, but at her own casual pace. The Merlin was already spooling up its engines, and I considered yelling something to hurry the old scag up …
And that’s when I froze in my tracks. Not my idea—every goddamn muscle in my body seized up on me at once. I teetered for a moment on one foot, then started to overbalance as the vulcanized composite of the apron began to swing up toward my face.
In that instant my muscles unlocked again, and I did the kind of broad, lurching recovery that you expect from circus clowns. Cursing under my breath, I looked around me, knowing what I’d see.
There he was, just as I expected. Quinn Harlech, or whatever the frag his name was. He was cloaked in shadow … even though the section of the apron he stood on was well lit. He was wearing some kind of military uniform, but a couple of decades out of date. If his grin had been any broader he’d have swallowed his pointy ears as he swaggered up to me.
I glanced back over my shoulder. Akaku’akanene was a few meters behind me, looking madder than a wet cat. She was frozen in midstride, precariously balanced on the toe of one foot and the heel of another. She could still breathe, but she didn’t have any fine muscular control of her throat or mouth—I knew that because her attempts to curse and bitch came out like, "Aaaaargh, aaaargh!"
Quinn Harlech took a step toward me, and instinctively I tried to bring my shiny spanking new Ares HVAR to bear. No luck. I could still breathe—thank the spirits for major favors—and I could still keep my balance, but I couldn’t zero the assault rifle on the elf’s chest. Momentarily, I considered butt-stroking him across the face with the rifle stock … and instantly the muscles I’d need for that move seized up on me, too.
"All right, already," I snarled. "What?"
Harlech smiled, but it wasn’t the self-confident expression I remembered from our last encounter. If anything, he looked like some teenager trying to explain to his dad how he’d "creased" the family 3220 ZX. "Gerelan-o te-makkalos-ha, goro," he said. "Forgive my stupidity, Mr. Montgomery." He shook his head. "I misunderstood. It’s been long"—he frowned—"very long, since I mistook matters so badly."
Again I tried to bring my rifle into line. Not so much because I wanted to cut him down, but just to see if I could. I couldn’t.
"What the frag are you talking about, you slot?" I demanded.
Harlech shrugged uncomfortably. "I misjudged you, Mr. Montgomery," he said. "I thought you were a destabilizing influence. Instead, you were striving to stabilize the situation. I misinterpreted your place in the zarien. Do you understand?"
"Actually … no," I told him
"I was striving to eliminate a force that supported the se-curo ja-riné" he said earnestly. "The Chaos. That’s what I thought you were. In fact, my actions might well have precipitated the se-curo ja I was trying to prevent. Will you forgive me, goro?"
I shook my head slowly. "Maybe," I said. "If I ever understand what the fragging hell you’re talking about."
"Let me help put things right." Harlech reached out toward me, a gesture of pleading. "I can, you know. Let me come with you."
And that’s when I laughed. "You’ve got to be farcing me."
His monoblade-sharp blue eyes flashed. "I know things you’ll never know, Mr. Montgomery," he said softly, insinuatingly. "Do things you’ll never be able to do. Things you can’t succeed without."
"Then I’m fragged, aren’t I?" I shot back, my voice harsh. "I’d rather French-kiss a fragging juggernaut than trust you, slot."
I could feel the elf’s sudden anger, like a static charge in the air around me. But then I felt him willfully suppress it. "At least let me accompany you," he said reasonably, gesturing toward the Merlin.
"Frag you," I told him. "You try to get on that bird, I’ll have you cut down in your tracks."
Harlech lowered his head, glaring up at me from beneath his dark brows. In that moment I felt real fear. "Do you really think you can do that?" he whispered.
From the corner of my eye I saw Akaku’akanene, still struggling against the magical control immobilizing her. "Maybe not, Quinn," I said conversationally. "But what do you want to bet? Are you willing to bet your life that you can control me and the soldier-boys on that bird … and keep her from tearing your liver out?" I gestured with my chin toward the Nene shaman. "Do you want to bet on that, Quinn?"
I watched as the elf’s eyes narrowed, and my gut churned with the conviction that he could manage
it. But then his frown eased, and he shrugged lightly. "A point to you, my friend," he said. "But you will find it difficult to keep me away from Haleakala, you know. I will be seeing you again."
Harlech turned away, his old-style camouflage coat flaring behind him like an abbreviated cloak. Again—out of a sense of completion, if nothing else—I tried to bring my assault rifle to bear.
My muscles worked this time, for a wonder. My finger touched the trigger, the sighting laser burned, a ruby firefly tracked across to rest on Harlech’s spine .
And in that instant he changed, momentarily shifting into an extended prismatic after-image. An instant later, he was gone as if he’d never been.
With an effort I backed off on the trigger, a gram or two before it broke. Something told me that hosing down a Hawai’i National Guard base in the middle of the night wouldn’t be the smartest thing I’d ever done.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Pohaku, Kono, and the military team were looking a tad edgy by the time I climbed aboard the Merlin, but I wasn’t about to explain to them what had kept me. For that matter, Akaku’akanene was acting a mite testy, too, but I wasn’t really in the mood to talk to her either.
The Merlin was set up as your standard troop carrier, with basic sling seats bolted to the fuselage on both sides, facing inward. Clambering up the ladder, I saw one empty seat up forward—beside Alana Kono, as a bonus—so I excused my way past the troops and slumped down into the kevlar fabric. I buckled up the four-point harness and then stashed the assault rifle under my feet, hooking its sling onto a retention bolt. In my peripheral vision I saw Akaku’akanene giving me a solid dose of stink-eye as she buckled in toward the tail of the plane, but I made sure not to make eye contact.
Someone outside folded up the ladder, before slamming and locking the hatch. The engines ran up, a howling turbine shriek that came right through the fuselage and drove into my ears like icepicks. The Merlin bobbled and shook, and then lifted up, up and away.
I’d ridden in Merlins and their ilk before, of course; who hasn’t? So I wasn’t expecting any problems with motion sickness. Of course, what I was familiar with was the civilian configuration of the tilt-wing bird, with comfortable, forward-facing seats and lots of windows. The military configuration? It sported the most uncomfortable seats I’ve ever gone a long way to avoid, and no windows whatsoever.
No windows. Ever think about what that means? A tilt-wing VTOL like a Federated-Boeing Commuter or a Merlin takes off and climbs like a helicopter … which means that it generally takes a serious nose-down pitch when it’s climbing out. So how does the old sensorium interpret that? The floor’s horizontal, chummer—that’s what the eyes and the brain say, because floors are always horizontal. But the inner ear says the floor’s at least 20 degrees off horizontal. It’s that mismatch between what your brain knows and what your inner ear’s saying that causes serious motion sickness. Typically the cure is to look out the window and get a reality check from the horizon …
No windows in a military transport, chummer. I was starting to feel real green around the gills when Alana Kono came to my rescue. At first I thought she was just massaging the base of my skull behind my ear, but then she removed her finger and I realized she’d slapped one of those neoscopolamine narco-patches onto my scalp over a major artery. I turned to thank her … and the neoscope in the patch had already kicked in enough to turn my grateful smile into a bedroom leer. The female gillette had the courtesy to blush and turn away.
I was really glad for the narco-patch as the Merlin pivoted its wings to shift from VTOL to forward flight. The turbulence was bad enough; even worse, though, was the knowledge that tilt-wings like Merlins are very vulnerable to engine cutout during the pivot process. If the engines stall out then, there’s nothing to save you. Not gliding—there’s no lift from the wing in the transition aspect—and not autorotation—ditto for the rotors/airscrews. Apparently, though, my narco-patch was dosed up with so much don’t-worry juice that I could observe the tilt-transition as "just one of those things."
Suddenly I realized something and turned to Alana Kono. "You know," I said somewhat sheepishly, "I don’t have a fragging clue where Haleakala is."
That earned me a sneer from Pohaku—no fragging surprise there—and another grin from Kono. From inside her armored jacket she pulled out a palmtop, flipped open the screen, and worked for a moment with the stylus. Then she handed it over to me. "Here," she said, pointing to the map.
Okay, there was the Hawai’ian island chain, traced out in plasma-red on the flatscreen. Not that it helped me much. "And Honolulu is ….?" I mumbled.
"Here." She touched the map, and one of the islands—the second major island from the northwest end of the chain— burned brighter. "That’s Oahu. And this"—another touch with the stylus, and an island that looked something like an asymmetrical dumbbell glowed in double intensity—"is Maui, see? Haleakala’s here." She stabbed at the center of the larger, lower "lobe" of the island.
"And that’s … about how far?"
She shrugged. "Two hundred klicks, maybe?" She nudged me gently with an elbow. "Not long."
I nodded glumly. Neoscope or not, my guts would be glad to get out of this bird, but my mind would have been a lot happier to know what was waiting for us when we got there.
Through the thin skin of the fuselage, I could hear the Merlin’s twin engines straining. We still seemed to be climbing—at least, my inner ears were convinced we still had a slight nose-up pitch—but the engines didn’t seem to like it in the slightest. Why? I wondered grimly. Headwinds? There’d been clouds building up to the southeast when I’d last looked out the window at New Foster Tower, hadn’t there? And according to Kono’s map, that was the direction we were heading. Into the teeth of a storm? I closed my eyes and tried to hear if there was rain hitting the airframe, but the tortured howling of the engines made it impossible.
Just fragging great, I thought. Couldn’t King Kam have gotten us a bird with two good engines? Then I remembered something I’d scanned on the flight over to the islands, oh so long ago now. Haleakala was a big fragger of a mountain, wasn’t it? Three thousand meters or something like that. No wonder the Merlin didn’t sound too happy. It was intended for low-altitude short hops, or so somebody had told me once. It must be a cast-iron bitch for the little bird to claw its way up to this kind of altitude. No wonder the engines sounded like souls in torment. I sat back and sighed. I wasn’t really sure whether that made me feel any better or not.
I tried to disconnect my brain, then, to give it something else to think about, anything, so it couldn’t worry about the engines and the storm. Haleakala, I thought. "House of the Sun." I remembered that’s what the name meant from my database scan during the flight to Hawai’i. Hale—"house." A—"of." Ka—"the." La—"sun." Simple, neh?
Interesting, too. It had stuck in my mind, like so many little bits of irrelevant trivia, because it had prompted a question when I’d first noted it. The Hawai’ian word for sun was La. And wasn’t the ancient Egyptian word for sun Ra? La—Ra. Pretty fragging similar, particularly if you included the possibility of "phonetic drift." Was it just coincidence?
After all, there weren’t that many fragging single-syllable words that the human throat could pronounce, were there? Or was there more to it than that?
I wondered suddenly if Chantal Monot could answer that one. Chantal, with her whacked-out ideas about Lemuria and sunken continents, and her Andrew Annen-something paintings. (Now that I thought about it, didn’t some of them have pyramids in them? Pyramids on the floor of a tropical ocean …)
With a snort I shook my head and forced away all those flaky imaginings. Sometimes letting your mind wander is worse than obsessing about what’s scaring the drek out of you.
We’d been underway for nearly an hour when the turbulence began in earnest, and I started to appreciate anew the limitations of neoscopolamine. The Merlin started surging up and down in hundred-meter bounds like some kind of chipped-up roller coaster, and if I’d thought the engines had been straining before, I hadn’t heard anything yet. Over the mechanical screaming, now I could hear the rattle of the rain against the airframe, driven by mighty gusts of wind. (Or frag, maybe it was hail. Whatever, it sounded like rock salt shot from a Roomsweeper.)
The troopers in their military gear weren’t enjoying themselves. They wouldn’t admit it to a civilian haole puke like me, of course—frag, they probably wouldn’t admit it to each other—but I could see the way the muscles of their jaws were standing out. They were biting back on complaints, or maybe doing the iron-jaw trip to stop themselves from spewing their midnight snacks. Even Pohaku was starting to look a mite queasy. My own discomfort was almost a reasonable price to pay to see proof that he was actually as human as the rest of us. Beside me, Alana Kono was looking decidedly pale. In my peripheral vision, I saw her pull out another neoscope patch and slap it onto her own neck. I shot her what I intended to be a reassuring grin, but judging by the look in her eyes, I didn’t quite make it.
And that’s when the bottom dropped out. For a second or two we seemed to be in free fall. Kono yelped, and one of the troopers grunted in alarm. The only reason I didn’t yell out loud was that I was too busy biting my tongue hard enough to taste salty blood. The engines wailed like banshees as the Merlin’s dive bottomed out. We jolted hard a couple of times, almost as though we were taking fire from somewhere ahead of us.
Frag it, I couldn’t just sit there. I reached down to unbuckle my four-point. Kona grabbed my hand and shook her head—apparently she didn’t trust herself to speak—but I gently pushed her hand away and gave another try at the reassuring grin. This time I apparently did a better job, because she nodded and closed her eyes again.
I clambered to my feet, grabbing at whatever came to hand to keep from pitching onto my hoop—the back of my chair, the helmet of a green-gilled trooper … I managed to keep my feet somehow, and—getting a good two-handed grip on an overhead rack—I dragged myself forward. A light sliding door was all that separated the troop compartment from the flight deck, so I slid it back.
The flight deck was in total darkness. (I guess I should have expected it, but it still jolted me. Didn’t you need some kind of instruments to do that pilot drek?) For an instant I couldn’t make out squat, then my eyes adapted and I could see two silhouettes—deeper black against the black outside the cockpit—in front of me. "What the frag’s going on?" I demanded.
The silhouette in the right-hand seat turned its head, and I saw two faint pinpoints of red light where there should be eyes.
Okay, that freaked me for a moment, too, before I realized the points of light were the copilot’s cybereyes. Stray light from his active IR system, or some such technodrek. "Hele pela!" the copilot snarled at me. "Get the frag out of here, ule!"
I ignored him and grabbed the shoulder of the figure in the left seat. (That had to be the pilot, right?) "What the hell’s going on?" I demanded. And, as an afterthought, "How about lighting this crap up?"
For a moment I thought the pilot was going to tell me frag off, too, but then he nodded once. The control consoles came alive with lights, data displays, radar images, and all the other junk that (meta)humans need to play bird. In the bright plasma light I saw the fiber-optic lines connecting pilot and copilot to the panels.
"So what the hell’s going on?" I asked again.
"Ino," the pilot snapped. "Storm. Big fragging storm. What the hell you think?"
As if to emphasize what the pilot was saying, the Merlin did another one of those roller coaster plunges, fragging near bounding me off the overhead. Neither pilot nor copilot moved; they kept their arms loosely crossed over their chests. But, from the sudden tightening of their muscles in their jaws and around their eyes, I knew they were working as hard mentally as if they were hauling back on physical control yokes.
"Do you usually get storms this bad?" I asked as soon as my heart had cleared my airway again.
"No way, brah." It was the copilot who answered me this time. "Never bad as this, yah?"
"So what the frag’s happening, then?" I pressed even though I was afraid I knew the answer.
"Something fragged," the pilot responded. "Up ahead."
"Where are we, anyway?"
"Passing over Kihei, altitude twenty-nine-fifty meters. Airspeed two hundred, ground speed closer to fifty."
That little gem of information didn’t make my gut feel any better. Airspeed 200, ground speed 50—that meant the little Merlin was fighting a headwind of 150 kilometers per hour.
I tried a quick glance out through the canopy. Nothing—quite literally squat. Rain was hitting the windscreen faster than the wipers could clear it, almost as if it was being flung from buckets or sprayed from a fire hose. Beyond that was just blackness. No ground, no horizon, no stars. Nothing.
I gestured to the canopy. "Have you got some instrument that can see through this drek?" I asked.
Nobody answered aloud, but the display on one of the console’s screens changed. In computer-enhanced false color, I could see the towering slopes of a huge mountain. Haleakala, it had to be, rearing up ahead of us.
The colors on the display were wrong, but the contrast and contours were off, too. It took me a moment to understand. I wasn’t looking at the mountain via visible light. This display had to be generated by some kind of FLIR pod—Forward-Looking InfraRed—slung under the Merlin’s belly. I was seeing by heat, basically.
Which added a threatening significance to the glow that seemed to be emanating from the top of the mountain. On the FLIR screen, an amorphous plume of pale light sprouted from the top of Haleakala, silhouetted against the blackness of the sky. It shifted and shimmered like Global Geographic trideos of the aurora borealis.
"What the frag’s that?" I demanded, stabbing a finger at the display. "I thought Haleakala was a dormant volcano."
"It is, brah," the copilot said shortly, "since twenty eighteen. Don’t know what that is." He turned to me, his cybereyes glowing like sullen embers. "Mo’ bettah we head back, yah?" he asked hopefully.
Good fragging idea. But, "You’ve got your orders," I told him.
He turned away, muttering something in Hawai’ian under his breath. I didn’t need a translator to get the drift: Mo’bettah the haole have himself a brain aneurysm … right fragging now!
The Merlin jolted again, seeming to stagger in the air. I grabbed onto the backs of the crew’s seats, bracing myself with legs widespread. Either the neoscope in the narco-patch was wearing off, or the fear was really starting to cut through the chemical well-being. I didn’t like where I was, chummer, not one little bit.
Again the tilt-wing staggered, left wingtip dipping sickeningly before the pilot could recover. In that instant something slapped against the canopy—a solid sheet of water, it sounded like, not discrete drops anymore. The engines wailed.
And I saw something that shouldn’t—couldn’t—have been there. A face, chummer. A face, pressed against the transpex canopy. There for an instant, and then gone, staring into the flight-deck with eyes that weren’t quite human, grinning with a kind of unholy glee.
"And just what the frag was that?" I yelped.
For an instant I thought—I hoped—the crew hadn’t seen anything, that my imagination was running away with me. But then that hope died as the copilot turned to me, his face suddenly ashen in the plasma-light. "Uhane, hoa," he gasped. "Spirit. Storm spirit."
Oh, just fragging peachy. I turned—almost pitching to the deck as the Merlin jolted yet again—and bellowed back through the door into the passenger compartment. "Akaku’akanene! Get your feathered hoop up here, now!"
It didn’t take the goose shaman more than fifteen seconds to join me on the flight deck, but that was still enough time for the Merlin to jolt and jar another couple of dozen times. In the plasma-light of the displays, her eyes glinted coldly like glass beads. She didn’t speak, but her body language perfectly communicated the peevish question, "What?"
I grabbed the copilot’s shoulder. "Tell her," I instructed.
The man gabbled quickly in Hawai’ian. I picked out a couple of words here and there—uhane, haole, and lolo among them—but that was it. When he was done, the bird-boned kahuna nodded.
"Nene signs of danger," she said to me. "Much power ahead."
Well, no drek, Sherlock, I managed not to say. "What about the spirits?" I demanded.
"I feel their presence." Her voice was calm, fragging near conversational.
"Well, bully for you!" I snapped. "Can you feel a way of getting rid of them?"
She shrugged her scrawny shoulders. "They stand guard," she pointed out.
"I’d kinda guessed that," I said dryly. "Can you persuade them to go guard somewhere else?"
"They guard the fabric," the kahuna shot back, her voice suddenly sharp. "They guard the pattern."
I blinked at that. What the frag was she talking about? Unless … "They think we’re part of that drek?" I pointed again at the ghostly plume of light on the FLIR display. "Is that it? Christ, then tell ‘em we want to stop it, for frag’s sake!"
Akaku’akanene shrugged again. "They don’t believe me."
I ground my teeth together so hard that pain shot through my jaw muscle. "Then be more persuasive," I grated.
The Nene shaman nodded and closed her eyes. The Merlin still jolted and jostled, but somehow she kept her balance perfectly—almost as if she could anticipate every movement of the small craft and adapt to it.
I didn’t know if it was my imagination, or whether the kahuna had somehow gotten her message through, but after a few moments it felt as though the buffeting had diminished. The airframe still vibrated, the engines still complained, but at least the carnival-ride whoop-de-doos seemed to be under control. "Better?" I asked the pilot.
He nodded. "Altitude thirty-one hundred. Airspeed, two-ten. Ground speed one hundred. Ten klicks out." He glanced back at me over his shoulder. "Any instructions for the approach?"
I gave him my best pirate’s smile. "Whatever’ll get us there in one piece."
"Echo that, bruddah. Nine klicks."
On the FLIR display the volcano was looming large. The periphery of the giant heat plume was still amorphous, fuzzy. But for the first time I thought I could make out some kind of internal structure to it. There seemed to be semicircular wave-fronts propagating through it, like ripples spreading across a smooth pond from a dropped stone. Something bizarre was going on down in the crater, that was for fragging sure.
I turned back to the door into the passenger compartment. "We’re about eight klicks out," I told "my" fireteam. For an instant I felt like I was in the middle of some ancient flatfilm about Vietnam. "I think this is going to be what they call a `hot LZ’," I added dryly.
The plane echoed with metallic castanet-clatter as the squad locked and loaded. I thought about my own weapon, that ever-so-wiz assault rifle, on the floor under my vacant seat. Having something lethal to cling to like a security blanket would have made me feel a touch better about the whole thing, but it would have meant sacrificing one of the two hand-holds that was keeping me from measuring my length on the cabin floor. All in all, on balance, I figured I’d pick up my playtoy later.
When I turned back to the control console, the pilot had killed the FLIR display to replace it with a complex hash-work of approach vectors, wind axes, and all that other pilot drek. I didn’t begrudge it to him. On reflection, I’d much rather he knew what was going on than me.
Beside me Akaku’ alcanene was still doing her balancing act, maintaining her equilibrium better than I was despite the fact she wasn’t holding onto anything. Her eyes were still closed, and in the instrument lights I could see a bead of sweat tracing its way down her temple. God, suddenly I wished I knew what she was doing … so I could understand, of course, but also so I could help. Judging by the motions of the Merlin, she’d persuaded at least some of the storm spirits—or whatever the frag they were—than we weren’t a threat to the "fabric" or "pattern." If the addition of my concentration could help her convince the rest—or stop the ones she’d already convinced from changing their insubstantial minds—then I’d gladly give it my all.
The blackness was still unbroken outside the rain-blasted canopy. We were still in the middle of the stormclouds I’d seen gathering a few hours earlier. Mentally, I thanked whatever gods there be that there wasn’t any lightning.
I almost pitched backward as the Merlin took on a steep nose-up pitch. From behind and to both sides I heard the scream of the engines change pitch. A computer schematic on the control console confirmed what I’d already guessed: The wings were pivoting again, from forward flight to V/STOL mode. We were on our way in. I drew breath to yell word back to the troopers …
And fragging near swallowed my own tongue. Without warning the Merlin cleared the clouds, popping down out of a ceiling of roiling blackness. For the first time I could see the peak and crater of Haleakala volcano with my own eyes, without the need for FLIR intermediaries.
First impression: Spirits, what a blasted hellhole of a wasteland. Nothing grew; nothing lived—nothing seemed to ever have lived here. Just barren rock—rough, scattered scree slopes. Cinder cones. Outwellings of solidified magma. Precipitous slopes, vertical cliffs … klicks upon klicks of lunar landscape. For an instant I didn’t know where the image of the lunar surface had come from, but then I remembered. Back almost a century ago, when NASA was trying out their Lunar Rover designs, they’d picked the Haleakala crater for the tests, because it was the closest to the rugged emptiness of the moon that could be found on this planet.
Second impression: Holy fragging drek, I could see those klicks upon klicks of lunar landscape … and I shouldn’t have been able to. We were on top of a fragging mountain, three thousand meters up, and the cloud deck was so solid there was no chance for a single photon of moonlight to make it through. Yet the whole blasted prospect was illuminated—not as bright as day, by any means, but about like twilight.
It was a strange illumination, too: cold, sourceless, shifting, ebbing and flowing. I could see the source, roughly ahead of us—an area of what looked like absolute chaos. Light bubbled and roiled in the depths of the crater as though it were a physical fluid. Spreading up into the sky, in an ethereal fan-shape, the air itself seemed to glow with a pearly radiance. This had to be the visual equivalent of the heat-plume the FLIR had shown me, I realized instantly.
In the midst of the rolling, churning light were motionless points of brilliance, much brighter than the shifting illumination surrounding them … but somehow sterile, dead. It took me a moment to understand those points were artificial lights, arc lamps set out by the kahunas of Project Sunfire so they could prepare the process that now seemed well advanced.
Something flashed by the Merlin’s canopy, going like a bat out of hell. A well-chosen simile, since it seemed to be a mass of pure liquid fire about the size of a man’s head. It was past and gone before I could make out any details, leaving a blue-green streak of afterimage across my visual field. As if my vision had suddenly become attuned, I saw there were many … things … flitting and hurtling around the central mass of light. Balls of fire, sheets of heat lightning, unidentifiable shapes moving so fast my mind couldn’t make sense of them. They seemed to be orbiting that central light, like chipped-up moths dancing around a porch light. And that, too, seemed to be a well-chosen simile. I couldn’t be sure, but neither could I shake the feeling I was seeing a kind of approach-avoidance behavior going on. The things—whatever they were—were both repelled and attracted by the drek going down in the center of the crater.
The magic drek going down. Deep in my gut where the truth lives, I knew it was magic, seconds before my intellect caught up and figured it out logically. I could feel the magic, deep in what I laughingly call my soul—like I’d felt it when Scott’s fetish had cut loose, the instant before he blew Tokudaiji-san’s skull to fragments. It was like vertigo, like that flip-flop your stomach does when a super-express elevator momentarily goes into free fall. It was like that, except it wasn’t my stomach doing flip-flops but … something else. It was like I’d suddenly, momentarily discovered new senses, and the information those senses were feeding me prompted a reaction from a part of my body I previously didn’t know existed.
It was over in an instant as if it had never happened, as if I’d never recapture that sudden broadening of perspective …
For me, it was over in an instant. Not so for Akaku’akanene.
Which made sense if you think about it. If the level of magical activity down in the crater was enough to twist the guts of a mundane like me, what would it do to somebody who actually savvied that mana drek? Beside me, Akaku’akanene’s eyes snapped open in a face suddenly pasty white. She opened her mouth to groan, and then she was lurching across the flight deck, her extraordinary stability suddenly gone. I grabbed her shoulder and dragged her upright an instant before she would have pitched over into the pilot’s lap. (Vehicle control rig or no, I couldn’t help but think an unannounced visitation to his groin by a little old lady would have messed up his control of the plane, at least a little.)
Akaku’akanene’s wide eyes fixed on my face, and I could feel her fear and horror. She croaked something in Hawai’ian. I’d never heard the phrase before, but her tone of voice made the translation a no-brainer: "Oh, holy fragging crap … !"
I knew we were in even deeper drek before it happened. If Akaku’akanene was talking to me, it meant she wasn’t talking to the spirits or whatever that apparently wanted to geek us. The Merlin staggered in the air as something slammed into its right wing. The right engine screamed like a speared devil rat, and then something blew up. In my peripheral vision I saw the flash of flame to my right, then shrapnel tore into the fuselage. Aft, I heard someone shriek in agony.
The right wingtip dropped instantly, and this time I couldn’t hold my balance. I slammed into the right wall of the flight deck, and I howled as something went gruntch in my right shoulder. The impact was enough to defocus my vision and knot my guts with nausea. I could have let consciousness slip away right then, but somehow I clung to it, holding back the darkness. Frag, if these were going to be my last moments alive, I wanted to be awake for them.
We were in serious drek, I knew that even through the throbbing disorientation in my head. The Merlin was going down, and it was going down fast. Somehow the pilot had managed to get the right wingtip back up, but there was no way he’d be able to keep the crippled bird in the air much longer.
For the last time the copilot glared at me with his glowing eyes, and ordered, "Get back there! Strap in!"
This time I didn’t feel any urge to argue with him I struggled to my feet, dragging the almost inconsequential weight of Akaku’akanene with me. Back through the door into the passenger compartment I lurched. I pushed the old woman down into my old seat, the one beside Alana Kono. "Strap her in," I told the gillette.
The Merlin lurched, and I knew I wasn’t going to make it to a seat myself, not in time. The seat Akaku’akanene had vacated was way aft toward the rear of the fuselage. With the bird pitching and rolling the way it was, there was precisely zero chance I’d be able to negotiate the legs and gear blocking the way and strap myself into the four-point before we slammed down. Instinctively, I glanced back over my shoulder. Through the flight-deck canopy, I could see the broken, rocky ground rushing up toward us. Frag, I had even less time than I thought .…
Somebody else recognized it, too—one of the young, spit-and-polish troopers, the guy sitting next to Louis Pohaku. With a fist he pounded the quick-release on his four-point harness and was on his feet in an instant. "Sit!" he yelled at me, then reinforced the word by literally flinging me into the canvas sling chair. My fingers fumbled with the straps and buckles, trying to lock the harness closed across my shoulders and chest. Firm hands pushed mine away and finished the procedure much faster than I could ever have done it. In the dim light I looked up into the trooper’s face. Just a kid, he was, maybe twenty at the outside. Keen and eager. He smiled as I tried to thank him.
And then we hit.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
I don’t know how long I was unconscious. A couple of seconds, maybe as long as five. The back of my head felt pulped where it had slammed against the fuselage, and the four-point was applying agonizing pressure to my injured shoulder. Still, I was alive, that was what mattered. My benefactor, the fresh-faced trooper …
Well, he wasn’t alive. With nothing to brace him he’d been flung forward when we hit, smashing against the bulkhead. He lay like a broken doll, his back bent the wrong way, blood masking his face. I looked away, swallowing bile.
The pilot and copilot hadn’t fared any better, I saw. The Merlin’s nose had slammed into a house-sized boulder and crumpled on impact. The flight deck looked like a scene out of Splatterpunk VI, the crewmen splashed out of all human shape.
Toward the back of the fuselage one of the troopers seemed to have gotten himself under control. An older man, he looked, on his feet with weapon in hand, yelling at his charges. (A sergeant? Or did some other rank run squads in the Hawai’ian military?) "E hele!" he bellowed. "Go, go, go!"
Around me I could see military training kicking in. The young troopers must have been almost as shaken up as I was, but when a ranking officer yells at you, it doesn’t take much intellectual skull-sweat to obey. Ingrained reflexes take over. Troopers were punching themselves free of their harnesses, leaping to their feet, and checking their weapons. Pohaku and Kono, too. The only people not responding were me, Akaku’akanene, and the dead trooper crumpled against the bunkhead. The sergeant bellowed again …
And my own training kicked in, coming out of the past like a ghost. Not military, Lone Star, but the next best thing.
I popped my own harness and my reflexes fired me to my feet. I looked around for the exit. There was just the single door in the side of the fuselage, the one we’d boarded through. That didn’t make a frag of a lot of sense, did it? How were you supposed to debark combat troops—possibly under fire—when all you had was one piddling little hatch?
A concussion I felt through my feet and in my chest answered that question. I hadn’t paid much attention to the rear of the cabin. I’d noticed the metal floor angled up at about 45 degrees immediately behind the last seats, but I’d written that off as a consequence of the fuselage design and given it no more thought. Now I understood. The up-sloping metal wall had become a down-sloping metal ramp, blown free from the remainder of the fuselage by explosive bolts. Before the echoes had even faded, the troopers were double-timing it down that ramp, boots pounding on the metal plate. Pohaku and Kono were on their heels, the woman stopping just long enough to shoot me a "today, today" look over the shoulder.
Across the fuselage Akaku’akanene was struggling to extricate herself from her four-point. With a sigh I crouched down and helped her unlock the harness and pull the straps clear of her narrow shoulders. "E hele," I told her, and she nodded. As she hurried aft toward the ramp, I retrieved my Ares HVAR from under the seat. I started to follow her, but another thought struck me.
The troopers had loaded out with their own assault rifles, but many of them packed other weaponry as well. Considering that things had just gotten a little nastier up here in the House of the Sun, didn’t it make sense to pack along anything that might even up the score for me?
It was tough to overcome my queasiness, but I managed to force myself close enough to the broken-backed trooper to see what he was packing. Lots of hand grenades, I noticed, but I left those well alone. (I’d never been trained in their use, and to tell the truth, "personal explosives" scared the living drek out of me. I found it much too easy to imagine pulling the pin and then panicking … and throwing the pin instead of the grenade. Boom.)
There was something that looked more my speed, however. In a specialized holster on his right side, he was packing something that looked like the world’s biggest-bore pistol. I pulled it out and turned it over and over in my hands. It was a grenade-launcher pistol; what the frag else could it be? Behind the pistol grip was a magazine, and the digital display on the weapon’s mainframe told me I had six rounds ready to fire. Wiz. I made damn sure the safety was on, before cramming it under a strap of my assault vest. I picked up another magazine of grenades and shoved that deep into a pocket. Then I jogged down the ramp after Akaku’akanene.
And out into the middle of some beetle-head’s worst chip-trip. Above me the black clouds roiled like liquid, churned by a hot, dry wind that tugged at my hair and clothing like invisible hands. Shattered rock shifted and rolled under my feet as I tried to keep my balance. The entire volcano seemed to thrum with a deep, almost subliminal vibration. My bowels cramped, and it was all I could do not to drek myself. Not from fear—frag, sure I was afraid, but that wasn’t it; it was like the sound itself was churning my guts into a pit of diarrhea.
The Merlin had bellied in under the skirts of a hundred-meter-tall cinder cone. Boulders ranging from dishwasher-size to bigger than houses dotted the sloping ground. The shifting light that was Project Sunfire was down there—maybe half a klick away, down a steep scree slope, in the blackened and charred bottom of a secondary crater. The great fan of light—the nimbus of glowing air—towered up above me, reflecting off the underside of the rolling clouds. At its base amongst the lifeless points of arc light, I could see figures moving.
Half a klick—that’s 500 meters, a long way to make out details. But maybe there was something in the air up here—magical or mundane, I couldn’t know—that added clarity. The moving figures were tiny, but still I could make out some features. They were dancing, for one thing, an even dozen of them, stamping and gyrating, as they pranced in a great circle around the center of that unnatural, liquid light. They were fragging near naked, men and women alike wearing nothing but loincloths and headpieces of woven grass on their brows. The kahunas of Project Sunfire.
A dozen meters to my right, Pohaku and Kono were standing like statues, staring down at the spectacle in dumbstruck amazement. I started over toward them, picking up my pace when I saw the sergeant approach Pohaku. I made it over there in time to hear the sergeant ask, "What are our orders?"
"Stop that," I fragging near yelled, pointing down the slope toward the dance and the light. "I don’t care how the frag you do it, but do it, karimasu-ka?"
The sergeant’s face became a stone mask, and he turned toward Pohaku, as if I didn’t even exist.
I grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him back to face me, using my left hand, the cyberarm with the enhanced strength. Hardened soldier or not, by God he turned. "Listen to me, slot!" I screamed in his face. "Your orders are to stop … that! Orders from the fucking Ali’i do you hear me?" I fumbled in my pocket and hauled out the deputy’s badge Ho had given me at our first meeting. "See this?" I bellowed, holding it up so close to his face that his eyes crossed. "From the fucking Ali’i, yah? Now, do it!"
The sergeant did what just about every military type ever does if someone screams at him loud enough and with enough confidence. He saluted me, right out of the textbook. He spun on his heel and dog-trotted off, yelling orders in
Hawai’ian to his troops.
I could feel the hatred coming off Pohaku in fragging waves, but at the moment I couldn’t have cared less about his bruised ego. I turned my back on him and ran over to where Akaku’akanene was staring down into the secondary crater. "What’s happening down there?" I demanded. "What the hell are they doing?"
Under the weird witch-light in the air, her face looked like a corpse. "They’re weakening the veil," she told me, her voice a ghastly whisper. "Preparing to draw it back."
"How long? How far along are they?"
"Far," she answered simply.
"Then we’d better be fragging moving, hadn’t we?" I started jogging down that scree slope, starting the 500-meter trek to where the Dance was going on. (What the frag are you going to do when you get there? part of my brain asked. Shut the frag up! another part explained politely.) Around me, I could see the troopers heading down the hill, too. Kono and Akaku’akanene were starting down after me. Pohaku was still standing in the shadow of the downed Merlin, frozen in indecision. Well, fuck him if he couldn’t take a joke. I ran on, quickly losing ground to the trained and fit troopers.
That’s when the spirits hit us again—maybe the same ones that had downed the Merlin, maybe a different bunch. They hurtled down on us from above, like Thor shots—fire, and wind, and water, and Christ-knows-what-else. They hit the troopers first, the young, hardened men and women who’d easily opened the distance between themselves and the wheezing, out-of-shape erstwhile PI who was trying to keep up with them. Some of the soldiers saw the spirits coming, had enough time to get their weapons up and fire them. Most didn’t. Not that it made any difference at all. Bursts of tracer fire, grenades, whatever—everything just went straight through the attacking spirits as if they weren’t even there. And then the spirits were among the troopers, and the carnage began.
I turned back and screamed over my shoulder, "Akaku’akanene! Stop them!"
The bird-boned shaman stopped in her tracks, closed her eyes and began to sing. But it was too late for the troopers. They were all dead, or the next worst thing to it, before she even got the first notes of her croaking song out of her throat. Below me some of the spirits were still disporting themselves with the bodies of their victims—rending them into little pieces, carrying them high into the air and dropping them onto the rocks below, or scouring them with fire and cooking off their ammunition. As I watched, frozen in horror, some of the spirits seemed to notice me and the others for the first time. Breaking off from their diversions with the corpses, they hurtled up the scree slope toward us.
I had my own assault rifle off my shoulder as they came, but I didn’t even bother touching the trigger. I was dead when those spirits reached me.
They didn’t reach me, of course. They broke off their direct trajectories, soaring up into the sky like planes pulling out of power dives at the last instant before slamming into a previously unseen obstacle. My ears were filled with inhuman screams and howls—the spirits’ anger and frustration at being blocked from their prey. Behind me I saw that Kono and Pohaku were moving in nice and close to Akaku’akanene, and I figured that they had the right idea. Whatever the Nene shaman was doing, I didn’t want to test its range.
Overhead, the spirits were plunging down from the sky again, but before they could reach us they pulled out of their dives once more. Within seconds, we had a dozen of more of the fragging things swirling and orbiting around us, filling the air with their shrieks. At no point did they come closer than about fifteen meters from Akaku’ akanene, and I belatedly realized they were displaying the same sort of approach-avoidance reaction as the spirits I’d seen circling the distant Dance.
"What the frag are they?" I asked Akaku’akanene in a husky whisper.
If the kahuna hadn’t answered me, I’d have understood. Hell, curiosity always took backseat to survival in my book. She didn’t open her eyes, but she did stop her song long enough to tell me, "Guardian spirits."
"Storm spirits? Volcano spirits? What?" I pressed.
"Both. Neither. Guardian spirits." She went back to her song, and I left her to it.
Now what the frag was I supposed to do? Akaku’akanene was the only thing keeping the "guardian" spirits off our collective ass. Somehow, I couldn’t see her extending that protection to me as I jogged the half klick across the volcanic wasteland to get to the Dancers. (And what the frag will you do when you get there? part of my mind asked. Shut the frag up! another part responded.) Likewise, I couldn’t see her keeping the shield (or whatever it was) up while she jogged along with me. Maybe she could walk and still keep the spirits at bay … but would we be able to get to the Dancers in time?
"Frag!" I yelled in frustration. "They’re guardians, right? Can’t you just tell them to leave us alone?" I gestured wildly in the direction of the Dance. "We’re trying to stop this thing. I thought that was what they wanted too. Don’t they get that?"
Akaku’akanene nodded and broke off her song just long enough to say, "Yes. They want to preserve the pattern."
"Then why’d they want to scrag us?"
"I don’t know." And again she returned to her harsh song. Great. The only thing that could make things worse would be if …
And, as if in response to my thought, there he was. Quinn Harlech, appearing maybe fifteen meters downslope from me, materializing out of a prismatic shimmer of light. Even at that distance I could feel those lasers he called eyes burning holes in me. His lips twisted in a scornful grin, and he drew breath to make a (doubtless scathing) remark.
Before he could get a single word out, I saw his eyes go wide, and he looked up. He threw up his arms in a sweeping gesture, and the air directly above his head flickered as if with heat lightning.
Not an instant too soon. The guardian spirit that was making a high-speed pass at the elf’s cranium slammed into Quinn’s magical shield, deflecting off like a basketball hurled at a concrete wall. The elf made another, more casual gesture, and with a despairing shriek the spirit was torn apart as if by invisible claws.
It had taken him less than a second to dispatch the attacking spirit, but that was long enough for the other guardians—the ones swarming around Akaku’akanene’s arcane shield—to notice his existence. And, to judge from their actions, to decide that he was more of a threat to their precious pattern than we were. Of the dozen or so spirits swirling around us, all but a couple broke off and bee-lined it for Quinn Harlech.
I heard the elf curse in some fluid, complex tongue. He reached out toward the approaching spirits with a hand twisted into a claw. Half of them burst asunder, spattering the rocks below with the spirit equivalent of guts and gore. (Ectoplasm, maybe …?) The others, totally undismayed by the geekage of their colleagues, hurtled on, screaming like chipped-up banshees. Quinn frowned. He gestured again, and another half dozen spirits exploded.
That should have put paid to all of them, yet still the air around the elf was filled with ever more screaming, circling spirits. Where the frag were they coming from?
It took me a moment to understand. The elf’s presence was siphoning off spirits from the vicinity of the Dance itself. As I watched, a constant stream of gibbering guardians was peeling away from the vicinity of the Dance, flooding over toward Quinn.
He fought well, that beleaguered elf. I don’t know how many guardian spirits he blew to ectoplasmic tatters, or turned inside out, or transformed into clouds of ashes or drifting puffs of smoke or rains of frogs. Dozens. But for each one he geeked, two more joined the fray. Within half a minute the guardian spirits were so numerous I couldn’t even see the elf anymore.
Finally, from within the tumult of spirits, I heard a sharp, "Frag!" Then came a brilliant flicker of prismatic light, partially occulted by the swarming guardians, and I knew Quinn had made his departure.
Once he was gone, I expected the spirits to turn their attentions back to us.
And, to be honest, I expected to die. There were so many of the fragging things—so many that even Quinn Harlech had decided discretion was the better part of valor. If the elf couldn’t take them on, how could Akaku’akanene shield us from them?
But they didn’t come. Still they churned through the air, swirling and hurtling around where the elf had stood, as if searching for some trace of him I looked about me. There were no spirits paying any attention to us anymore—none at all. And frag it, there went my last excuse.
Suddenly, I laughed. On the runway back on Oahu, Quinn Harlech had told me he could do things I’d never be able to, hadn’t he? Things I’d never succeed without? Well, he’d just proven it, hadn’t he? He’d drawn away the spirits that were standing between me and my objective …
Before I could have second thoughts, I gripped my assault rifle, and I started running down the scree slope toward the Dance below.
 






 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Running full-tilt down the slope, I suddenly pulled up short as I heard a scream from behind me. I turned.
Pohaku had Akaku’akanene locked in a kind of sleeper hold, her stringy throat gripped in the crook of his left elbow. In his right hand was a small pistol, a hold-out, its muzzle held firmly to the Nene shaman’s temple.
"Turn into ice, haole," the bodyguard spat.
I froze. Alana Kono had her own gun out, the ruby dot of its laser sight settled firmly on her erstwhile partner’s forehead.
"Don’t!" Pohaku snapped at the woman He glanced pointedly at the hold-out pistol. "Two-way trigger, hoa, okay? I squeeze, it fires. I release, it fires. Got me?"
Ah, drek. I’d read about guns with that kind of rig. At the time I couldn’t understand why anyone would want a two- way trigger. The only possible application I could think of was … well, this. A Mexican standoff where you need the ultimate dead-man trigger. Where regardless of what reflex action you take when you catch a bullet, you know your own gun’s going to go off. Great.
I looked into Akaku’akanene’s face from a distance of maybe ten meters. Her dark, beady eyes were calm, accepting. She had to know the thoughts that were going through my head.
Too bad, old lady, you’ve got a lot of jam. But there’s more at stake here than one woman’s life. May Goose have mercy on your soul … I
shifted my grip on the assault rifle. One quick burst into Pohaku’s head and trust the impact of the rounds will knock his gun hand off-line before the pistol splatters the kahuna’s brains …
"Don’t even think it, Montgomery!" Pohaku growled. "Look!"
I looked.
And started to sweat again. Most of the guardian spirits were still flailing about where Quinn had vanished. But two of them—big, nasty, fiery ones—had turned their attention back to us and were orbiting us slowly at a distance of fifteen meters from Akaku’akanene. Drek!
"Don’t do it, Montgomery," Pohaku repeated, vocalizing the thoughts that were running through my own mind. "You shoot me, I geek her, and those things have you for dinner. You try to get down there, they’ll rip you apart. You saw what they did to the troopers."
I saw, all right. I ground my teeth, and lowered my weapon.
"Put it down," Pohaku ordered. "Both of you, weapons on the ground."
Kono and I exchanged helpless glances. Neither one of us knew what the frag to do. Slowly we crouched to set our weapons down on the broken volcanic rock. "What now?" I asked.
Pohaku grinned, possibly the first time I’d seen any expression other than anger, hatred, or scorn on his face. "Now we wait, and we watch. It should be an interesting show."
No drek. I looked downhill toward the shifting, churning light. The intensity of the Dance seemed to have increased. The fan of witch-light was brighter, and the wave-fronts propagating through it seemed sharper-edged. Static discharges licked along the lower margin of the cloud-deck, strobe-lighting the scene below. In the flashes some of the boulders dotting the scree slope seemed to be moving—slowly, like cautious animals. My feverish imagination, of course.
There had to be some way out of this stand off. I just needed time to think of it. "You’re Na Kama’aina, aren’t you?" I said, turning back to Pohaku, more to keep him talking than because I really wanted to know the answer.
He snorted his derision. "Na Kama’aina? Pigeon-livered cowards, all of them."
"ALOHA, then," I suggested.
"Of course. Just like Ka-wena-’ula-a-Hi’iaka-i-ka-poli-o-Pele-ka-wahine-’ai-ho-nua."
For a moment I thought he’d lost it for some reason and had just started babbling. But then a couple of the fluid syllables clicked with something in my memory. That was Scott’s name, wasn’t it? The name that Scott, the chauffeur/assassin, had told me his mother had given him. (Like drek, I thought suddenly. He’d taken that name himself, just like Marky "Te Purewa" Harrop, hadn’t he?)
"ALOHA, then," I echoed in agreement. I paused, my mind whirring. "So I guess you’ve finally convinced Na Kama’aina to go along with your anticorp plan, haven’t you?" I said at last, glancing pointedly down-slope toward the Dance.
Pohaku laughed harshly. "It took them fragging long enough, too, haole. But now we’re going to see some real action."
I nodded slowly. "You know I’m trying to figure a way out of this," I said after a long moment. "Why don’t you just cack me now and get it over with?"
He snorted. "I take my gun off-line and she drops me." He inclined his head toward Kono.
And vice versa, I thought grimly. The only one with any real freedom of action was Akaku’akanene herself. So why wasn’t the shaman doing something? Couldn’t she cast some kind of spell, blow the gun out of his hand, and drop the fragger in his tracks?
Then, no, I realized. He had to have some kind of magical protection, some antispell barrier or something—maybe
spell-locked to him, or even Quickened so it was part of his aura. So Akaku’ akanene was as immobilized in all of this as we were.
Downslope, I could feel the waves of magic spun off by the Dance. My stomach knotted and churned; my bowels felt like they were full of ice water. Frag it, I had to do something. I had to gamble. Maybe if I dropped Pohaku—and managed not to get Akaku’akanene geeked in the process—the shaman could shield me from the guardian spirits while I made a run for the Dancers … I took a deep, energizing breath, locating my assault rifle precisely in my peripheral vision. I wouldn’t have much time to do it right. I tensed …
And that’s when it hurtled into my field of view. A nene—a fragging goose. Honking and flapping, it soared in from Akaku’akanene’s right, seemingly straight for her head.
Pohaku reacted instinctively, bringing up an elbow to protect his face. His right elbow, the elbow of his gun hand. The hold-out pistol came off-line.
Time seemed to flick into slow-motion mode. As I dived for my assault rifle, I saw the goose as it hurtled in.
Pohaku’s reaction was an instant late, and the big bird’s clawed feet tore at his face. He yelled in pain and alarm, rearing back from the threat to his eyes.
And then everything seemed to happen at once. The instant the barrel of Pohaku’s hold-out was away from Akaku’akanene’s head, the shaman drove an elbow up and back. The bony joint sank deep into the bodyguard’s throat, knocking him back and off balance. Almost simultaneously a single shot rang out as Kono—who’d had the same idea as me—drilled a round into Pohaku’s ten-ring. And then the Ares HVAR was in my hands, barrel coming up, laser sighting dot tracking onto the stumbling Pohaku’s torso. I clamped down on the trigger; the rifle didn’t so much stutter as scream on autofire. The stream of bullets did Pohaku like a chain-saw.
And then it was over. Of the three of us, only Akaku’akanene seemed unshaken by what had just happened. She brushed at her baggy clothing as if to rid it of some offending dust. Then she looked at me with those dark, glittering eyes and said quietly, "Go."
Like frag I’ll go, I almost said. Then I saw the two guardian spirits that had been circling us. They were hurtling in, almost like the goose that had already vanished back into the shadows that spawned it. Akaku’akanene must have dropped her magical shield in the excitement. Instinct brought up the assault rifle again, even though intellect told me it was useless.
Akaku’akanene had seen the spirits, too … and she was smiling. One of them shot by me so close I could feel the heat of its passage. The other made an equally close approach to Kono, who flinched away and almost capped off a reflex round into it. Both totally ignored us as they fell on the mangled body of Pohaku, gleefully completing the dismemberment my long autofire burst had begun.
As time snapped back to normal, realization went click in the back of my brain. Okay, so that was why the guardian spirits didn’t leave us alone even after Akaku’akanene had told them we wanted to stop the Dance. They’d sensed that somebody in the group had wanted to protect the DancePohaku, to be precise. Maybe the spirits couldn’t identify just which one of us was the enemy of the pattern (perhaps the antispell bather that had protected the gilette had confused them). Or maybe the conflict between Akaku’akanene’s reassurances and their own perceptions had decided them not to take any chances and geek us all, just in case. Whatever the case, I seemed to be in the clear.
In a manner of speaking, of course.
Again, I acted before I had a chance to paralyze myself with second thoughts. I flashed Alana Kono my best frag-the-world smile, and I took off down that scree slope at a dead run, toward the Dance half a klick away.
Bad move, chummer, real bad move. I’d made it maybe 100 of those 500 meters when I put a foot wrong, turned an ankle, and did a classic one-and-a-half-gainer to land on my neck and shoulder. My injured shoulder, of course. I did what anyone would do in that situation—I screamed bloody blue murder, as I did this graceful skidding roll down the loose scree slope. After what seemed like a frag of a long time, I came to rest upside down against a car-sized boulder.
Well, okay, maybe it turned out not to be such a bad move after all. Apparently what gods there be look out for babies, drunks, and overconfident drekheads. An instant after I fetched up against the backside of that boulder, fire washed over it from the front in a great roaring, flickering sheet. I tried to curl up so tight I vanished into my own belly button as the heat-pulse washed over me, crisping my hair and tightening my skin.
It was over in less than a second, almost like the wash of a single fireball. I popped up and risked a look over the top of my smoking boulder.
I must have attracted the attention of at least one of the Dancers, that was for fragging sure. The Dance continued, but one of the loincloth-clad kahunas had pulled out and was glaring out toward me over the intervening territory. Obviously, he’d cut loose with some nasty fireball-like spell. (An unpleasant thought struck me then: Were the Dancers able to draw energy from the site of power that was Haleakala? If so, all the guidelines I’d learned about the limits on just how much juice a mage can cast without keeling over had just gone right out the window.)
Well, frag it, now he’d attracted my attention, too. I brought the HVAR to bear and hosed off a short ripping burst. (Burning the entire clip in the progress. Man, that puppy fired fast!) I didn’t think I’d hit him—he probably had some kind of magical bather up—but reflex made him hunker down … which is the purpose of suppression fire anyway. I ducked down into the blast-shadow of my boulder again.
Again, not a moment too soon. Something—some things, to be precise—spattered off the other side of the boulder. The impacts were hard enough to be bullets, but the sound they made weren’t quite right. Shrapnel of some kind cascaded over the top and down my side of the boulder, and some went down my collar. Cold, wet … ice chips. The fragger was firing high-velocity icicles at me, or some damn thing. Then and there I decided that yes, maybe I was a magophobe after all.
This was not going to be easy. I looked back upslope for Alana Kono. A second gun would make all the difference down here. Maybe we could each take turns giving covering fire while the other leapfrogged forward.
No luck on that score, I saw immediately. I’d been shielded from the super-fireball by my boulder. Kono hadn’t been so lucky. She was down in a huddled heap, unmoving. Sullen flames licked over her body, sending a twisted totem of greasy smoke up toward the clouds. Frag it to hell …
The almost subliminal vibration—the low, cosmic thrumming—I’d felt from the rock underfoot (now underass) changed its timbre, almost as though its frequency had been kicked up an octave. My bowels knotted again, and my vision blurred as the vibration conducted through my hoop, up my spine, and into my skull. Once more I could feel the magic that was being worked 400 meters away from my boulder, sense the almost limitless power that was being harnessed. Not so many minutes ago Akaku’akanene had told me the Dancers were far along with their ritual. Now, I didn’t need any shaman to tell me that the ritual was approaching its climax.
I had to do something, and I had to do it right fragging now! What was it both Akaku’akanene and bug-boy had told me? That I was woven into this all-fired important pattern they were yammering about? And that I had influence, that events would revolve around me (or some such drek)? Well, now was the time to check out if they were telling the truth or feeding me a line of kanike.
Crouching there, with my back against a fire-scorched and ice-spattered boulder, I took the HVAR in my left hand, settling the stock up against my ribs under my arm. In my right, I took the grenade-pistol I’d requisitioned from my dead benefactor aboard the Merlin. (Daisho, I thought, suddenly recalling my friend Argent. He’d have approved of my weapon load-out, I realized. Put the autofire weapon—the one that can hose down an area in a hurry—in the off hand, the one with which you have less accuracy. Let the enhanced strength of the cyberlimb handle the recoil. Put the single-shot weapon in the hand I normally shoot with.)
I forced those thoughts aside. They were just ways my brain was trying to put off the moment when it might get itself blown to bits. I made sure both weapons were loaded and locked, safeties off. And I burst from cover like a pop-up target on a combat range.
The kahuna was waiting for me. The moment I came up and around my rock, he started a kind of shuffling dance, and I could see a nimbus of power building up around him. With the same supernatural clarity of vision I’d enjoyed earlier, I saw him smile nastily, baring his teeth.
Well, let him chew on this. I cut loose with a grenade from the pistol launcher, shooting from the hip. The recoil was grotesque, and the thing that had already gone gruntch in my shoulder definitely made its presence known. Even with that much kick the minigrenade flew slowly enough that I could track its trajectory, could see it arcing down under the effects of gravity. The shot was going to fall short, but the concussion and splinters might still give the shaman something to think about other than geeking me.
The grenade did fall short. Or, at least, it would have if it hadn’t struck some invisible barrier between me and the shaman, about five meters in front of my loinclothed antagonist. The grenade detonated, filling the area with a cloud of thick, viscous smoke. Ah, frag … I almost threw the launcher aside in terminal frustration. I’d picked up a weapon loaded with a full clip of fragging smoke grenades! If I thought I was going to live more than a few seconds more, I’d probably have felt humiliation for my stupidity. I hadn’t even checked the fragging load!
What was that old joke? Death’s better than failure, because you have to live with failure. Odds were, I wouldn’t be having that problem. I cut loose with a short burst from the HVAR as I sprinted forward, knowing the bullets would deflect off the same invisible barrier that had stopped the grenade. But what other fragging choice did I have? Just stand there and wait for the shaman’s spell to lash out through the thick cloud of smoke and smite me dead?
Wait one fragging tick … Through the thick cloud of smoke?
That’s when it hit me. I couldn’t see the shaman for the smoke. And if I couldn’t see him, he couldn’t see me. And— last step in the logical progression that might just save my sorry hoop—magic works on line-of-sight. You can’t zap what you can’t see …
I think I whooped with a terrible kind of glee as I brought the grenade-pistol up again and continued pumping round after round into the invisible bather in front of the kahuna until the weapon clicked empty. The shaman caught on quickly to what I was doing. A witch-wind whipped up out of nowhere, lashing across the jagged rocks. But smoke grenades don’t just burst in a cloud of smoke and that’s it. No, they continue to pour the stuff out for some few seconds after they’ve detonated. The shaman’s tame wind might blow away the smoke that was already there, but half a dozen grenades were lying on the ground between him and me, still gouting great viscous clouds of the stuff.
While I was pumping the grenade-pistol empty, I was still making my best time across the open space, my long legs eating up the distance. I kept my main focus on the smoke cloud—and, indirectly, the doubtless-pissed kahuna behind it—but I couldn’t help but notice what was going on around me.
Which was, to my unschooled mind, a close approximation of Hell preparing to break loose in a big way. The tempo of the Dance had picked up, from that of a stately gavotte to something that looked like a chip-head jiving to shag rock while suffering from Saint Vitus’ dance. The Dancers were moving counterclockwise in a circle twenty meters in diameter. Around them the air shimmered with power, as though each molecule burned with its own faint witch-light.
As I ran, still I managed to note for the first time that the pyrotechnic effects weren’t centered on the Dancers’ circle, as I’d assumed. No, not by a good margin. The fire-fan—the plume of light and infrared I’d first spotted on the Merlin’s FLIR display—originated from a spot offset from the Dance’s center by a good fifty meters. There was the real center of the power. The Dancers were within the margins of its nimbus, but the real ground zero (as it were) was outside the circle.
It was there—at that "ground zero"—that the really freaky things were happening. There, the air glowed with such intensity—not brilliance, as such, but intensity … and there is a difference—that it could almost have been solid: gases chilled to the point where they crystallized, and then the resulting crystal lit from within. Above ground zero the roiling, turbulent cloud deck bulged downward, as though the center of the glow were a partial vacuum, drawing air and clouds into itself. Static discharges lashed from point to point within the cloud deck, and from the clouds to the ground. They flashed through and among the dozens of guardian spirits that still swirled in their approach-avoidance display around the Dance and around ground zero itself. My ears were filled with the howling and wailing and gibbering of those spirits, with the titanic whiperacks of the static discharges, with the low-pitched, fundamental thrumming that conducted itself as well through the rocks as it did through the air.
Bright though the light ahead was, the static discharges were infinitely brighter still. Each time they flashed, they froze movement in the crater like the strobe light of a photographer. They froze my limbs, they froze the pattern of the drifting smoke, they froze the motions of the Dancers …
And they froze the motions of the boulders around me. For the boulders were moving—slowly, lumberingly. I couldn’t spare them any attention, but my peripheral vision did pick up details. They had been boulders, I knew that. But—and here was one detail—they didn’t look like inanimate rocks anymore. No, they looked like great beasts—like titanic hounds, crossed with the rocks of the earth in some kind of unholy breeding experiment. I could feel their eyes on me sometimes, and I felt the intensity of their hatred. Yet I could also feel that the hatred wasn’t directed at me. I
was irrelevant to them, I knew, just another feature of their environment, like the crashed Merlin or the clouds overhead. All of their attention was focused on the Dance, and on the crystal-fire air at ground zero. Slowly, they moved, but inexorably. They’d reach their goal sometime—I knew that, deep in my gut. What would they do when they got there? You got me, chummer.
And would they make it in time?
Time was again flowing like summer-weight oil in a deep freeze. I was hauling hoop over the broken rock. I’d already covered more than four hundred meters, leaving me maybe fifty more before I hit the smoke cloud. I was running as fast as I’d ever run in my life.
But I still had time and attention to spare to see that something had changed at ground zero. Something was there, in the midst of the crystal-fire air.
Or, more precisely, something wasn’t there. If the crystal-fire air were a cloud deck, I’d say the clouds had parted to show the black sky beyond, dotted with stars. Except that the lights I could see, there in the center of the crystal-fire air, weren’t stars—stars don’t shift and blink like that. And the darkness—it had the infinite sense of depth that you see in the night sky, but I knew, knew, it was bounded with the crystal-fire. Maybe I was looking into the infinite depths of a sky, I thought suddenly.
But it wasn’t the sky of this world. And there were things moving in it.
I thought I was going mad.
My time sense pulled another shift on me, and suddenly I was plunging at full sprint through the thinning smoke cloud. I kept my legs driving, but I brought up the barrel of the HVAR.
There was the shaman, right in front of me. He’d moved forward since I’d last seen him, right up to the edge of his magical antiprojectile barrier. Bad move. A freak gust of wind had blown the smoke back toward him, engulfing him. In the instant before I plowed full-on into him, I saw his eyes—puffy, red, watering—bug wide open. He opened his mouth—maybe to cast a spell, maybe to yell "fuck," I’d never know.
My shoulder went into his lower chest—my injured shoulder, frag it all—and I bowled him clean off his feet. As he went over backward, I stroked him reflexively across the side of the headbone with the empty grenade-pistol. And then—insult to injury—I blew his guts wide open with a burst from the HVAR as I staggered on.
The circling, churning mass of guardian spirits was behind me. That meant I was inside the magical barrier that was keeping them from getting to the Dancers. I was also through the antiprojectile barrier the downed kahuna had put up to protect himself. That meant … I think I grinned as I slapped new magazines into both the HVAR and the grenade-pistol.
There were the Dancers, twenty-five meters away from me, no more. If they even knew I was there, they couldn’t divert one iota of attention from what they were doing. For the first time I saw the patterns traced out on the ground— sketched with ash or flour, and with white rocks arranged in complex shapes, dotted throughout with wood, bone, and feather fetishers—and I understood a little better what was going on.
The Dancers themselves were within something that had to be a protective pattern of some kind, a circle twenty-five meters in diameter circumscribing their movements. And then, offset from the Dance, was another protective circle—smaller, but much more complex … and, I sensed somehow, much more powerful. The crystal-fire air, the region of darkness, the "stars," the things—they
were all within that second circle.
So what did that mean? Circles can keep things in, or they can keep things out—that’s about the extent of my understanding of conjuring. The smaller, more complex circle had to be intended to bind bug-boy’s "entities" when they came through what I’d started thinking of as the "gate"—the rent the Dance had made in reality. (And, if I was to take bug-boy’s and Akaku’akanene’s warnings at face value, it wouldn’t be enough to do the job.)
What of the circle around the Dancers, then? There was nothing to keep in, so it must serve to keep something out. A kind of magical bullet-proof vest—coverage for the shamans, in case the entities that came through managed to defeat the circle intended to constrain them.
Well, fuck that noise, that’s what I say.
The entities weren’t coming through the rip in reality, but they would come. I was convinced of that. The Dancers had opened a portal, a fistula, between our world and another. The damage was done. Any moment, one or more of bug-boy’s entities—my "cosmic nasties"—would slither or leap or bound through that gap, and then the drek would drop into the pot. The islands of Hawai’i would suffer the torments of hell …
So were the Dancers—the slots who’d brought this whole drekky situation about—going to get away unscathed? Were they going to stay, safe and secure, inside their protective circle, while the cosmic nasties headed off on their rampage?
Not if I had anything to fragging say about it, chummer, let me tell you that.
I felt my lips pull back from my teeth in a terrible smile as I brought up both my weapons, bringing them to bear on the Dancers. Grenade first, just to let them know that hell was coming for them. My right finger tightened on the trigger …
And every fragging muscle in my body froze. Every one. My breath was stilled, I think my heart stopped. Just as before, on the tarmac at Kaiao Field, I was magically paralyzed.
God damn you, Harlech! I tried to scream, but the words were confined to my own mind.
At my left side a figure appeared. Just appeared—one
moment nothing, the next moment there, blink, just like that. Not Quinn Harlech. A Polynesian man, wearing the same uniform as the other Dancers—loincloth, woven-grass headdress, and that was it. Except for a nasty smile.
I knew him, the fragger. I’d seen him before, wearing more or less the same retro-drek. Standing at the left hand of King Kamehameha V in the throne room of the Iolani Palace. I knew that scrawny, withered, nut-brown body, now glistening with sweat. King Kamehameha’s kahuna, his magical advisor. Did Gordon Ho know how close to him the treachery had been? Well, if he didn’t, it was a fragging cinch I wouldn’t be telling him.
The world was already starting to tunnel down around me as my brain cried out for the oxygen my heart wasn’t sending it. What a fragging lousy way to go: this close, and then stopped in my tracks by an old rat-frag of a shaman, who just hung out invisibly until I wandered into his little ambush. What a drekky way out, asphyxiating with all my muscles frozen …
Muscles? How did this magic drek work, anyway? Did it block the motor nerves, or did it freeze the muscles themselves? Only one way to find out. And hell, it had worked in an ancient book I’d read once …
With my left arm—my cybernetic replacement arm—I lashed out with all the boosted strength of pseudomyomer fibers, servo-motors, and cyber-actuators. Not a muscle moved—just the technological replacement for muscles.
My left hand, and the assault rifle it was holding, moved so quickly it was blur. The barrel smashed into the old kahuna’s throat with a horrible crunching sound, still accelerating out and up. And fragged if it didn’t tear his goddamned head clean off! The kahuna’s body went one way, his head went another, and my own body went a third, flung off its feet by the violence of my motion. I hit the ground hard, driving from my lungs what little stale air they still contained. I gasped in an agonizing breath .
Repeat that. I gasped in agonizing breath! The pain I felt was like a benediction. Only living men feel pain.
As the kahuna had died, so had his spell. I was free again. I could breathe, I could move.
For a few long seconds I lay there, relishing—wallowing in—the sensations of breathing. Then a sudden change in the vibration humming through the ground reminded me that my only chance of continuing to breathe—and slim chance it was—lay in my own hands. With a snarl, I forced myself up to my hands and knees, then to an unsteady crouch.
The Dance had reached its frenetic crescendo. Two of the Dancers seemed to be down—fainted or dead, I had no way of telling—but the others were still leaping around as if they were having convulsions. Fifty meters away, at ground zero, the rent in the fabric of … well, of everything … had opened wider. I could feel cold radiating onto my face. (Okay, I know cold doesn’t radiate. But frag it, that’s precisely how it felt …) Something filled the gate, started to emerge through it. Something …
I forced myself to look away. My God … My brain couldn’t comprehend what my eyes had seen … not quite. I was right on the terrible brink of comprehension, and I had the unshakable conviction that if I ever did comprehend, then in that instant I’d go incurably insane.
I didn’t have to look at ground zero, anyway. My real targets were much closer than that.
I brought the grenade-pistol to bear, aiming carefully over the open sights. The circle surrounding the Dancers was divided into quadrants by small but elaborate cairns built out of white stones, carved wooden sculptures, and chunks of bone. The nearest of the four cairns was less than thirty meters away from me. I checked my aim and squeezed the trigger.
The grenade hit it dead center and detonated. No pussy smoke this time; the second magazine I’d grabbed were frags. I heard the almost subliminal whisper of splinters cutting through the air around me. The cairn was already blown to drek, but what the hell? I had five more grenades. I pumped another one into the wreckage just for good measure.
I’d breached the Dancers’ protective circle. Somehow I knew that, I could feel it. And they knew it, too. They stopped in midconvulsion and they stared—some at me, most at the gate, but all with the same expression of mind-numbed terror. They stared.
Until I cut them down with a single long, hosing burst from my HVAR. They went down like tenpins, sprawling, slumping, spraying blood and tissue. I laughed then, an irrational, insane sound in my own ears. Well, that’s one way to tell the dancers from the dance…
My job wasn’t done yet. I turned toward the gate, keeping my eyes averted from the rent in space, and I pumped out the four grenades remaining in the magazine. As before, I was aiming not at what was inside the protective circle, but at the circle itself. The minigrenades exploded among the white stones, ash, flour, and carved and feathered fetishes, blowing them to hell.
Something slammed into my back, driving me to the ground. Sharp lava rock slashed my face and hands. I raised my head, blood already running into my eyes and blurring my vision.
It was one of those big rock hound-things that had knocked me down. It hadn’t stopped to so much as sniff me or lift a leg on me. It and a dozen or more of its fellows were hightailing it toward the gate. If before they’d moved about as nippily as a glacier, now they were making up for it. Huge, bounding strides ate up the distance.
On their heels, quite literally, came the wild tumult of guardian spirits that had been kept out by the Dancers’ magical barriers. Like a wailing, screaming pack of lost souls, they flooded in above me. Not toward the gate, I saw quickly—toward what was left of the kahunas I’d cut down. As the hounds (or whatever they were) loped on toward the gate, the guardian spirits fell on the corpses and not-quite-corpses and tore them to bloody shreds, gibbering and yelping with unholy glee.
Hounds were converging on the gate from all directions.
For the first time I heard the sound they made—a hideous, unnatural baying that pierced my ears and turned my blood to ice. Onward, inward they charged. Their bulk hid from me the horror of the thing that was emerging from the gate.
I thought they’d hurl themselves headlong at the thing, like attack dogs going for an intruder’s throat. No way, chummer, that would have been too predictable. They skidded to a stop, all of them, forming a solid ring around the gate. Shoulder to stone shoulder they crouched. Then, simultaneously, they raised their blocky muzzles to the sky and they howled.
It cut through me, that sound, reached deep down into my soul and touched every remnant of despair, loneliness, and abandonment I’ve ever felt—touched them and roused them to life again. I would have cried—would have burst into tears, never to stop again—but my soul hurt so much I couldn’t cry. I thought I was dying, then. How could a pitiful human feel so much desperation and not die?
Yet somehow I didn’t. Somehow, my heart kept pumping, my blood kept flowing. I lay there on the rocky ground, watching as the great hounds howled at the gate.
And it changed, the gate did. It shivered and shimmered, losing resolution. Lightning flashed and cracked, but now within the infinite depth of the gate. Actinic light strobed, throwing the hounds into sharp contrast, black on blinding white. From within the gate, something screamed, adding its own cry of despair to the howling of the hounds.
With a final sky-splitting crash, the gate collapsed in upon itself. The crystal-fire air shimmered, and I saw a shock wave—a perfectly hemispherical wave-front—spreading out from the center. As in all those old flatfilms of nuke tests, the shock wave expanded toward me, the air before it compressed to such density that it was opaque.
The shock wave touched me, and everything stopped.
 






 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
And, yet again, I came back to what we laughingly call consciousness in a hospital bed, staring blankly at a featureless white ceiling. The same damn thing over and over again …
I took a breath and moaned aloud at the pain it caused me. I felt as if a troll with combat boots had stomped—with precise and loving care—on every important part of my anatomy, and several parts I wouldn’t previously have classed as important. I hurt. All of me, all over. Deep down, and out the other side. (Except for my left arm, of course, but even it sent my brain its own weird analog of "pain" signals.)
Only living men feel pain, I tried reassuring myself. It didn’t work worth squat. Lying there hurting, I couldn’t help but envy the dead.
I guess I drifted off then for a while, because the next time I was aware of my own existence the ceiling lights were out. The only illumination came from the direction of the foot of my bed. A cold, blue-white wash of light. Moonlight?
I tried sitting up, quickly giving up on that as a bad job. Instead, I had to satisfy myself with rolling my head on the pillow so I could cast a corner-eyed look down the length of my body.
Yep, moonlight. Somebody had neglected to close the shutters over my window, and I could see straight out into the night. The full moon rode high among the clouds, like a ghostly galleon sailing through an archipelago of surrealistic islands.
Full moon? I tried to remember what phase the moon had been when Gordon Ho and I had stood watching the Thor attack from the window of New Foster Tower. I found I couldn’t recall details—of that night, or of just about anything else, for that matter. Some part of me knew that this should disturb me, but at the moment I didn’t have the energy to give a frag. I was pretty sure the moon had been new or close to it even though I couldn’t pin it down exactly.
Which meant I’d been out of it for two weeks? Remembering the last time I’d woken up in a hospital after a protracted unconsciousness, I quickly ran a kind of mental inventory of my body. Did anything feel strange, numb or—worse—absent?
No, I realized after a nasty moment, letting myself relax back into the bed with relief. Everything felt just about right … which meant it hurt like frag. If I had lost something and the docs had replaced it with chrome—as had happened to me the last time—they wouldn’t have gone to the effort of perfectly replicating posttrauma pain, would they?
I rolled my head again for another look at the moon. Good old moon, I thought foggily. Thank whatever gods there be that you remain unchanged, at least. We can frag up our own world all we want, but at least we can’t jack with you … not bad enough that we can notice it, at least.
I closed my eyes, and for some unmeasured time I listened to the soft soughing of the air-conditioning. When I opened my eyes again, it was day. I blinked, and it was night again. Like my blurring of memory, I knew that should have worried me, but again I couldn’t generate a sense of outrage or concern. All in its own good time, thank you very much.
Again the man in the moon did his Peeping-Tom act in my window, and I listened to the sighing of the ventilation. That was all I could hear—artificial wind inside, real wind stirring the palm trees outside. No explosions, no gunfire, no screams. The gate had to be closed, then. I couldn’t imagine that any night could be this peaceful if that rent in reality hadn’t been sewn back up.
"The gate is closed."
The soft voice from somewhere to my right fragging near stopped my heart then and there. I let out a yelp and jumped like someone had jolted me with a cattle prod. When I’d gotten my heart rate back under the five hundred mark, I turned my head to the right and scowled at the silhouette—black on deeper black—of a seated figure. "I didn’t think I spoke aloud," I said accusingly.
I heard Akaku’alcanene’s smile, rather than saw it. "You should continue to surprise yourself, maybe, as you do others."
For a moment I mentally chewed on the twisted grammar of that statement, then I gave up. "How?" I asked.
"How much do you know of the workings of magic?" the old woman began elliptically.
I couldn’t help but smile. "Do you have any elven blood?" I asked wryly.
Again I heard her smile broaden. "Why, because I answer a question with a question?"
I sighed. "Word games later," I told her. And I repeated, "How?"
"Guardians," she said simply. I waited for her to amplify, but she didn’t.
"The spirits, you mean?"
"Yes, the spirits. And other guardians as well. Guardians of Haleakala, guardians of the pattern."
She had to mean the rock dogs, didn’t she? I nodded. "Go on," I suggested.
"The kahunas, they had to keep the guardians out to unravel the pattern."
Again I waited; again, I had to prompt, "And … ?"
I saw the silhouette shrug, as if to say, "That’s it!"
And I guess it was. I’d wrecked the Dancers’ protective circles, which let the "guardians of the pattern" in to do their thing. Simple.
"Okay," I admitted, "I scan it. But"—I gestured at my body, the bed, the hospital room—"what’s wrong with me? I feel drek-kicked."
Silence for a moment, then Akaku’akanene said softly, "Do you understand the powers you were close to?"
Something in her voice made my skin crawl, but I pressed on anyway. "The Dancers were closer than I was," I pointed out.
"Yes. Shielded by protective wards. Skilled in the working of magic. You?" She snorted. "You are lucky Nene watches over you."
"What would it have done to me?" I didn’t really want to know, but I had to ask. "Killed me?"
"Worse," she said, her voice a chill whisper. "Much worse."
I lay back and stared at the ceiling. I blinked. After a few moments a memory jarred me. "Hey," I said, "what was that drek with Pohaku—that goose ex machina?"
I didn’t look at her, but still I felt her smile. "When the spirit sings, the shaman answers," she said softly. "But sometimes it is the shaman who sings."
Typical spiritual mumbo jumbo, is what I didn’t say. I blinked …
And it was day again, and Akaku’akanene was gone. I never saw the old goose again.
Maybe it was the old shaman’s visit, or maybe it was my own indomitable strength of will (yeah, right). But after that my rate of improvement increased drastically. Within two days of Akaku’akanene’s nocturnal admissions, I was on my feet and taking mild exercise, and two days after that I was rolling toward the main door of the hospital—the Kuakini Central, I’d learned its name was—in a powered wheelchair. (Why do hospitals, even in this day and age, insist that patients can’t leave the premises under their own power? In case other prospective "clients" think they’re actually cured …?) My escort—the practical nurse assigned to my rehabilitation, a big, jovial ork called Mary Ann—pressed the Door Open button for me and stood clear as I rolled out into the sunshine. She bent down and planted a wet, tusked kiss on the top of my head. (We’d gotten along just fine, me and Mary Ann—when she wasn’t threatening me into one more rep on some exercise-torture machine, that was.)
"So, what now?" I asked her. "And can I finally get out of this thing?"
Mary Ann gave me one of her best child-terrifying grins. "You’re through the doors," she pointed out. "Now give us our fragging wheelchair back, hoa."
I chuckled as I extricated myself from the depths of the powered chair. I drew breath to repeat the first part of my question.
But she cut me off with an inclination of her head. "You’re expected," she said quietly.
I looked where she indicated. A limousine—not a Phaeton, not this time—had pulled up at the curb, the rear door opening with a hydraulic hiss. "No space for me at your house?" I asked the ork mock-hopefully.
"Always, lover," she purred. "But my husband, see, he’s kinda touchy about these things."
I laughed freely. It felt good. "Well, far be it from me to jack with your marital bliss." And then I let my face grow serious for a
moment. "Thanks, Mary Ann. I mean it.’
She hugged me. And if you’ve never been hugged by an ork who’s been trained as a practical nurse … bruddah, you ain’t never been hugged.
When I could breathe again, I gave her a last smile and went slowly down the stairs toward the limo.
All the windows were tinted and polarized. The driver could as well have been that thing that had tried to come through the gate, for all I could see. I sighed. Well, if anyone out there in the big, wide world wanted me dead, they wouldn’t have had to pay for a limo to arrange it. I climbed inside and closed the door after me.
The kevlarplex screen between the passenger and driver compartments was in place—no surprise there—and it was also fully polarized. I couldn’t see so much as a silhouette of the driver’s head. I sat back as the limo accelerated away from the curb, and I waited.
Nothing, so I waited some more. Still nothing. So this time I rapped on the divider with a knuckle. "So what gives, huh, brah?" I asked the kevlarplex.
More nothing. I was winding up for another, harder rap when the telecom screen in the limo’s entertainment/commo suite lit up and filled with a familiar face.
"I’m glad to see you’ve made it in one piece, Mr. Montgomery," Jacques Barnard said.
I sat back in the sumptuous upholstery and scrutinized the corporator’s on-screen image. He was in a new office, I saw. The background was a simple wall, not an out-of-focus view of a garden and statues. "More or less," I admitted. And then I waited. I could tell from the suit’s expression that this was definitely not a social call.
Barnard nodded then, apparently satisfied that I’d caught the tenor of this "virtual meeting". "Well, Mr. Montgomery," he said lightly, "you’ll be glad to know that the … confusion … of the past month has come to a satisfactory conclusion. Satisfactory to all concerned, I’m pleased to say."
I nodded. "Uh-huh."
He hesitated slightly, put off stride for a moment. "You’ll also be glad to know that King Kamehameha has staged a"—he paused, theatrically searching for the correct word—"a countercoup. The Ali’i is back on his throne. The Na Kama’aina faction in the government has been humbled. And, as far as I can tell, ALOHA has been nearly eliminated." He smiled magnanimously. "And much of the credit must be accorded to you, Mr. Montgomery."
I nodded. "Uh-huh." Barnard didn’t seem to have anything else to say, so after a long, uncomfortable pause, I said, "So, business as usual, neh?"
He shrugged. "More or less. Again, thanks to you, Mr. Montgomery."
"Uh-huh." I paused again. "And how far do those thanks extend, Mr. Barnard?"
He gestured broadly, his telecom image seeming to encompass the entire limo. "This far,
to begin," he said. "The charges for your hospital stay have, of course, been absorbed. And there is a room in your name at the Diamond Head Hotel for one week."
"Uh-huh. And transportation back to the mainland?"
"When you wish to leave, contact one of my people," Barnard said. "The driver will give you a datachip when he drops you off at the hotel. The contact information is on it … along with data on an account at the Zurich-Orbital Gemeinschaft Bank."
"Uh-huh." And again, I paused. "And future contact, Mr. Barnard? Future work?"
Jacques Barnard gave me one of his best plastic corporator smiles. "If the need arises, one of my people will contact you, Mr. Montgomery. Count on it." And with that the screen went blank.
Uh-huh. Translation: Don’t call us, we’ll call you.
So, what about Barnard’s protestations of respect, back when he was recruiting me for this job? Of affection, for frag’s sake?
Everybody lies.
 
Back in the Diamond Head Hotel. A different room, but the only way you could tell the difference was by looking at the number on the door. I dumped what few things I’d taken with me from the hospital—my toothbrush, basically, and not much else—into the corner. Then I sat on the bed and stared at the datachip in its carrier that the chauffeur had given me when dropping me off. A couple of times I glanced at the room’s sophisticated telecom, but I simply couldn’t get up the energy to slot the chip and check it out.
So it was over. The gate closed, the corps satisfied. Na Kama’aina out, Gordon Ho back on the throne …
Well, hell, let’s admit it: I tried to phone him. Gordon Ho, King Kamehameha V, Ali’i of the Kingdom of Hawai’i. I checked my wallet, and I found the mylar card he’d given me in his office at the Iolani Palace was still there. I called the number.
Unlike the last time Ho himself picked up the phone. When he saw who it was, he smiled. And then, an instant later, that smile was extinguished by an emotionless, politican’s expression. "Mr. Montgomery," he said coolly.
Okay, I knew where this conversation was going, so I didn’t belabor the point. All that kanike about "keeping in touch?" Just that, chummer—bulldrek, pure and simple. Politically, he couldn’t afford to be friends with some low-life haole shadowrunner. He had to cut loose from me, past protestations of friendship notwithstanding.
Everybody lies.
And what the frag, since I had my momentum up, I phoned the LTG number bug-boy had given me on that strip of pocket ’puter thermal printer paper. A voice mail box— predictable, of course. I left a message, requesting—well, maybe demanding—a
meeting later that afternoon, down at the east end of Waikiki Beach, in front of a statue of some slag with a surfboard I’d spotted on my first day in the islands.
I was at the site fifteen minutes early—I didn’t have what it took to wait any longer—but bug-boy had beaten me to it. The Insect shaman was sitting on a wooden bench in the shadow of the statue, gazing out over the surf with his glassy eyes. I don’t think he could have heard me coming, and I knew he couldn’t have seen me unless he had a third glassy eye in the back of his skull. Yet he turned when I was still fifteen meters away, and watched as I slowly walked over.
He stood as I approached, and again I was glad that he didn’t offer me his hand.
"We had a deal," I said flatly.
He inclined his head—agreement, admixed with regret. Just as with the Ali’i, I knew where this conversation was going. "Yes," he said.
"Well? Where’s my sister?"
The Insect shaman shrugged almost apologetically. "Gone," he said simply.
"You can’t bring her back." My voice sounded soulless in my own ears. "You never could, could you?"
The nondescript man shook his head. And then he turned his back on me and started to walk away.
I wanted to scream. I wanted to chase after him and smash his head to pulp. I wanted to pull out the pistol I was packing and empty the clip into his back. I wanted to turn that same pistol on my own head and pull the trigger. Instead, I said to him, honestly, "Thank you for coming alone."
He hesitated for a moment. He didn’t look back, for which I’d be eternally grateful. Then he nodded once, and he walked on, westward, toward the sinking sun.
Everybody lies.
 
It was like I was back in the hospital. One moment I was sitting on a wooden bench, watching bug-boy walk away across the sand toward the setting sun. I blinked, and the sky was dark. Lights burned in the hotels along the curve of Waikiki Beach. Behind me, on the street, cars cruised by, their stereos playing Hawai’ian music.
A taxi stopped for a few moments a dozen yards away, its windows down, stereo blaring. I recognized the song"Hawai’i, My Home," by that group Scott had played for me my first full day in the islands. Kani-something. All dead, now. Appropriate, somehow.
I felt a presence beside me. I turned.
It was the elf. Quentin Harlech, or whatever his real name was. An arm’s length away, he was staring out over the night black ocean.
"How long have you been here?" I asked. Then, "Skip it," I told him
Hotel lights glinted off his teeth as he smiled. "Long enough," he answered the question I’d just canceled. Then he waited—to see if I’d speak again, to see if I’d try to geek him … I don’t know which. I didn’t do either; I just looked out toward the pink-tinged horizon.
Finally, I saw the silhouette of his head nod. "You don’t know what you did, do you?" the elf asked quietly. "You don’t know the importance, you don’t know why it mattered. But you did it anyway."
I didn’t look his way, but I could feel his eyes on me. I knew the question he was asking—the question he couldn’t bring himself to voice. But I didn’t know the answer. I shrugged.
"I thought so," he said, responding to the answer I hadn’t given him. "I think I knew you before, Derek," he went on quietly a moment later. "Perhaps we fought alongside each other once before."
Now I turned to him. "Chummer," I said, "you’re up the pole. I never set eyes on you before Puowaina."
"Not those eyes, no," he agreed … if it was agreement. "But I know you, Derek. You face overwhelming odds. And you vanquish them … merely because you don’t know it to be impossible." He smiled—sadly, I thought suddenly. "You remind me of …" His voice trailed off, and he looked out to sea again. "Long ago," he whispered, almost inaudibly. Or maybe it wasn’t him at all, but a breath of night breeze.
"Question," I said, after a long silence. "You were trying to close the gate, right?"
Quinn shrugged. "Rather, to prevent it from ever opening."
"Then why did the guardian spirits attack you?" My gaze fixed on his face. "Why, Harlech?"
To my utter shock and amazement the elf seemed unable to meet my gaze. "History," he said quietly. "I have …" He stopped and tried again. "I have … touched … this danger before," he went on. "The guardian spirits sense its taint on me." His lips quirked in a smile. "I wonder how they would react to you, Derek, should you go back there a second time?"
"No danger of that."
Quinn laughed softly. "I think I rather like you, Derek," he said. "Some of my contemporaries would laugh if they could hear me say this, but … I feel that you might just be a kindred spirit. Do you realize how rare that is?"
Now he did meet my gaze. I saw … something … in his eyes. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought it was envy, or maybe even longing. Longing for something that had been lost, a long, long time ago. Stupid, of course.
I snorted, and I turned away. "Frag off, Harlech," I said. Then I yelled it, still not looking at him: "Frag off! Okay? Just get the fuck out of here."
I couldn’t bring myself to turn around and look at him. I didn’t dare—I was afraid of what I might see in his eyes.
I
felt him stand up and hesitate a moment. Then I felt him stride away from me into the darkness.
"I don’t need you!" I yelled after him without turning my head. "I don’t need anybody!"
Everybody lies.
Even me.
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