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CHAPTER ONE

 

It was all in the timing.

Mute sat on top of the elevator, watching the seconds lick by on her retinal clock and waiting for the signal from Mercurio Switch.

The shaman sitting beside her looked up anxiously at the space above them—something Mute refused to do. She could feel that they were still descending, not climbing, which meant that the decker hadn’t taken control of the security cameras. If she went through the trapdoor into the lift before Mercurio was ready, someone might get video of her and feed it into a pattern-recognition sensor. She was prepared to buy a new face, if necessary— not that it was easy to see hers through the chemsuit visor and respirator mask—but she knew software now existed that could recognize a walk or a way of moving, and she’d rather risk a relatively quick death—such as being crushed between the elevator car and the top of the shaft—than change that.

There was a quick flicker of multicolored symbols around the edge of her retinal clock display—confirmation from the decker that everything was going according to plan. Dr. Morales was in the lift with one wired bodyguard and an Aztechnology wagemage, as expected; the helicopter was on the roof, as arranged; the cameras were playing a loop of the inside of the elevator to anyone who might be watching in the security station.

Mute held up three fingers while she removed the pin from the gas grenade, two and the leopard shaman’s brown eyes began to glow faintly amber as she stared into the mirror they had set above the trapdoor and one—the lights in the lift went out and zero.

Mute raised the trapdoor with her free hand, taking care not to move the mirror, and dropped the grenade into the elevator. Before it hit the floor she’d already grabbed her Taser from its holster, her boosted reflexes giving her superhuman speed. The shaman cast a stunball spell, which the elf wagemage tried to block, but the neurostun gas was already beginning to take effect. The elevator jerked to a stop, and the mage collapsed on top of Morales. Mute felt her weight increase as the elevator began to climb rapidly, and the bodyguard drew his smartgun and pointed it at the trapdoor.

Mute cursed silently. The vatjob was either obscenely healthy or protected by some sort of filtration system, and she was glad she’d brought a stun gun instead of a narcoject pistol.

The bodyguard, obviously tired of waiting for her to show her face, fired a burst of armor-piercing rounds into the ceiling of the elevator car. Mute heard the shaman shriek, and she dived headfirst through the trapdoor, firing as she fell.

The Taser dart hit the bodyguard in the throat, and he spasmed as the current coursed through his wired nervous system. He tried to bring his gun to bear on Mute, but his hand was jerking too wildly, and he succeeded only in spraying the walls with bullets as he tottered and fell.

She grabbed his arm and found the switch to pop the magazine from the gun, waited for a few seconds to see if the man was playing possum, and when she decided he wasn’t, pried the gun out of his grip and bound his hands with a set of plasteel restraints. She examined Morales, making sure he was uninjured, then called, “Nasti?”

The shaman poked her head cautiously through the trapdoor. “Yes?”

“Are you hit? Is your suit punctured?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Check.” Mute began patting down the wagemage and bodyguard, searching for anything that might be valuable to her or to her fixer—credsticks, Aztechnology ID, passcards, talismans.

A moment later, Nasti slid through the trapdoor and closed it behind her. “No holes,” the shaman said. “How long does it take the gas to break down?”

Mute glanced at the glowing numbers above the door. “We’ll be out of here before it does,” she promised.

 

 

 

The Hatter leaned against the wall and sipped his tea as he watched Dr. Steinberg, one of Aztechnology’s most brilliant mathematicians, talking to a small gaggle of undergraduates who’d come to hear his lecture. These conferences were great for recruiting, but organizing security for them was a nightmare—a nightmare that recently had been handed to the Hatter, along with a pay raise he considered barely adequate.

Steinberg was regarded as an excellent lecturer, for a cryptographer, and a great advertisement for the megacorp’s software R & D department. He was also skilled at spotting talented undergraduates. Unfortunately, it wasn’t only mathematical talent that interested him. The Hatter didn’t much care how many young women Steinberg invited back to his office for a personal interview; security at the Aztechnology Pyramid was excellent. Here in the conference center, though, the security station was off-limits to him and he’d been given only one mage and one low-level company man per Aztechnology scientist speaking at the conference. If someone wanted to try an extraction, he thought, all they’d have to do is—

His phone rang in his ear, and he grimaced. “Hatter.”

“It’s Carrington, Chief. Morales hasn’t shown. The elevator seems to be stuck in the lobby. I’ve tried calling his bodyguard, but Runco doesn’t answer.”

The Hatter blinked. The elevator was supposed to have taken Dr. Morales and his guards nonstop from his last lecture to the basement car park, where Carrington was waiting to drive the mathematician back to the Pyramid.

The Hatter nodded to Steinberg’s bodyguard and hurried to the office, where he’d set up a dataline tap that enabled him to see through the building’s security cameras. “Diaz!” he subvocalized as he ran. “What’s happening with elevator number four?”

The guard in the security office took a few seconds to answer. The Hatter assumed he’d been up to his usual trick of trying to access the surveillance cameras in the women’s changing rooms. “It’s on its way down,” he finally answered, his voice confident. “Got a clear picture of the three of them in there.”

“What floor is it on?”

“Lobby.”

“Let me know if that changes,” said the Hatter, dumping his half-empty cup into a recycling bin without much regret. “And try to get Runco, Use the elevator’s emergency phone if you have to.”

As soon as the Hatter burst into his office, Diaz looked up with a slightly queasy expression. “I think we have a problem...”

His boss stared at the monitor for a few seconds. “No drek. That’s a video loop. Somebody’s hacked into the security system.” His long fingers raced across the keyboard like two wired spiders, calling up images from the other elevators and all the exits.

 

 

 

The elevator doors opened, and Mute strode out to the roof, carrying the still-unconscious Morales under one arm, and glad the mathematician was a dwarf rather than a troll.

The Mitsuhama company men raised their guns at the sight of the chemsuited figures, but relaxed when Nasti called out the password. A combat mage jumped out of the helicopter and examined Morales to make sure there were no masking or tracking spells on him. A few seconds later, he nodded. “It’s him.” 

The team leader shoved his sidearm back into his holster, and snapped, “Isolde kudasai!” (Hurry!) Two of the men took charge of Morales and strapped him into a seat, and the Hughes Stallion lifted off and headed toward the Mitsuhama skyscrapers, with Mute and Nasti on board.

“Where can I drop you?” asked the pilot.

“Hamlin Hotel,” Mute told her, taking two rolls of stealth line out of a pocket on her belt.

 

 

 

The Hatter looked at the view from the helipad camera— another video loop, showing the helicopter idling—and shook his head in disgust. “Mitsuhama. They’re on the roof. Or were.”

Before Diaz could ask how he knew, the Hatter had one of Aztechnology’s fastest deckers on the line and had instructed him to shut down all the elevators in the conference center and figure out who was controlling the cameras. Then he started barking orders at Carrington. “I don’t care how many fragging flights of stairs it is! Get two of your men up to the roof! It’ll be too late to catch the fraggers, but they might find something useful!”

 

 

 

Nasti looked down at the street in alarm, gripping the stealth line as tightly as she could. She’d never needed to use her catfall spell under conditions like these, and she tried not to calculate how far she’d fall if she missed the roof. She closed her eyes briefly as Mute jumped through the open doorway, then steeled herself to do the same.

She landed safely on the helipad, a little less gracefully than she’d hoped. Mute had already touched the catalyst stick to her own line, causing it to dissolve, and she chased after Nasti’s tether and grabbed it just before it flew out of reach beyond the edge of the roof. A quick swipe with the catalyst stick, and it, too, disintegrated without any fuss.

“They could have waited,” the shaman grumbled as she removed her chemsuit hood. “Or at least slowed down.” Her complexion had paled to a light tan, except where it was marked with fading black spots; Mute thought she looked like a player from a community-theater production of that ancient musical about cats, but didn’t say it.

“Your first run?” asked Mute, removing her own hood. Nasti was surprised to see she was smiling.

“Second,” she admitted.

“Scared of heights?”

“No, I love heights. I’m scared of being found dead on Pine Street. I’d never live it down.”

Mute’s smile became a grin. “Mercurio said you were good.”

To her surprise, the leopard shaman found herself grinning back. “You weren’t bad yourself. You feel like a drink?”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

As the Hatter had predicted, the guards arrived on the roof well after the helicopter had left, and didn’t find anything useful. The elevator containing the wagemage and the bodyguard had been on its way down to the third floor, where the first aid station was located, when the Hatter’s decker finally regained control of the system, and both were still unconscious when the doors opened.

Aztechnology had immediately pulled Steinberg out of the building and cancelled all its presentations for the rest of the conference, and the Hatter had been recalled to the Pyramid for the longest and most uncomfortable debriefing he’d suffered in years.

Four nights later, he walked into Hare’s windowless apartment on the Pyramid’s fifty-second floor for their weekly game of chess. The two men had been close friends since they’d met in chess club in college. Marc Herrera, a lecherous elf with teeth like tombstones and a dramatic cowlick, had been known as Hare since he’d first created a rabbit icon in his cyberterminal classes. Within a week after the two began hanging out together, a coed with a fondness for Lewis Carroll’s books featuring Alice had dubbed the Roman-nosed Tom Mather the Mad Hatter. After Hare told him that he’d once read that “mad” had originally meant “dangerous,” and “hatter” was a corruption of “adder,” the Hatter had accepted the nickname—but he still took his revenge by planting some of his more creative homemade drugs in the coed’s room and sending an anonymous tip to the school administration.

Hare was still jacked into his deck, a customized Fairlight Excalibur, when the Hatter rang his doorbell. Rather than unplug himself, the decker opened the security door using the room’s electronics, switched the kettle on, and spoke through the trideo sound system. “It’s your move,” he said. “I’ll be finished here in a few minutes.”

The Hatter made himself a cup of tea, then walked over to the sofa and stared at the board on the coffee table before moving his queen to king four.

“Well, well, well,” said Hare.

The Hatter raised a bushy eyebrow, knowing that the decker was watching him through the room’s concealed cameras. “Want me to move you?”

“No—I’ve just found out who was playing around with the elevators and cameras in the conference center.” The trideo screen flickered on and was instantly filled with lines of code.

“They used a deception utility,” said the Hatter after studying it for a moment. “So?”

“Not just any utility.” Hare highlighted two characters in one of the lines: an H and a G. “It’s a work of art, and he signed it.”

“HG?”

“You’ve forgotten the periodic table? You?”

“Mercury,” said the Hatter testily. The periodic table had been second nature to him long before he’d enhanced his already excellent memory with the best cyberware and biotech he could afford. His eyes widened as he made the connection. “Mercurio Switch? The shadowrunner?”

“If it wasn’t, it’s somebody using his software. But I’ll bet it was him.”

The Hatter nodded. “He’d be the team’s third member. The forensic mages said there were two people on top of the elevator. One was a leopard shaman, but there aren’t any leopard shamans working for Mitsuhama, and there can’t be that many in Seattle.”

“No,” agreed Hare. “Though tracking one down might be difficult; they’re good at hiding. What about the other one?”

“The bodyguard saw somebody for about a second, but they were wearing a chemsuit, so he didn’t see much. Human, light build, probably female, probably dark-skinned with dark brown eyes and at least one datajack.” “Doesn’t narrow it down much,” remarked Hare. “Be there in a second.”

A moment later, the elf walked out of the bedroom, his long, muddy brown hair even more disheveled than usual. “They’ve got you working as a Johnson now?” he asked sympathetically, sitting down on the other side of the chessboard and moving his knight.

“Not quite that bad,” the Hatter muttered, “but I’m doing routine analysis, security clearances, updating our database and dossiers, that sort of drek. Long hours, no travel, and no bonuses. I’d like to kill the fraggers.”

Hare looked at him warily. “You know the rules,” he said. “No vendettas. If shadowrunners are good enough to pull something like that and get away, they’re worth hiring; you shouldn’t waste them. We only kill the ones we catch red-handed. That’s why people like Mercurio Switch leave their calling cards for us to find.”

The Hatter grunted. “I need to do something to get back on top. Either that, or something that’ll make me enough nuyen to go into business for myself.” He knew Hare swept his apartment regularly for bugs; it was one of the few places in the Pyramid where he could be sure that nobody was listening in.

“Do you have anything in mind?”

“Have you ever heard of GNX-IV?”

“Not that I can recall,” Hare admitted after a quick search through his headware memory.

“It was an ORO R&D project. A way to reverse the effects of goblinization.”

“You’re kidding.”

“The files are incomplete, so I don’t know how well it worked, or what the side effects were, but it looked promising.”

“What went wrong?”

“The riots,” said the Hatter sourly. “There were rumors that goblinization had been caused by an accident at some biotech lab. The story got around that this ORO lab was working on understanding unexplained genetic expression—you know, UGE—and somebody decided that meant the lab was really working on whatever made humans goblinize into orks and trolls. So a mob broke in and trashed the place. Smashed the computer, took the backups, killed the scientist in charge...and the samples in the lab just disappeared. Probably destroyed, but maybe stolen. But there was supposed to be a vial of the cure on its way from the lab to the airport, to be flown to ORO headquarters in Aztlan. It never arrived, so it might still be out there somewhere—enough of it to try re-creating the formula, anyway.”

Hare chewed his lip. “A cure for goblinization would be worth a fortune. The Japanese sales alone would be—”

“Check.”

“What?” The decker looked down, and swore. “So why hasn’t anybody else tried to track down this sample? It seems more likely that the scientists were fudging their results to get more money, or more mainframe time.”

“Others have tried, dear boy,” the Hatter replied smugly. “They investigated after the riots, but if they found anything, that data was lost in the worldwide computer system crash of 2029...and after that, they couldn’t find anybody who remembered who’d driven the stuff to the airport, except that everyone claimed they weren’t the one. One of the scientists thought it was a student who was working there as a lab assistant and security guard, but he couldn’t remember his name or anything useful about him. Since then, most rookies in the section have gone through the copies of the old backup files that didn’t succumb to the virus to see if they can find a clue as to who this guy was, something that everybody else has missed. Same as I did. But they didn’t spend the last week getting lectured about how important Morales’ work was, how useful it was for image enhancement and pattern recognition and that sort of drek. So I ran the last security recordings from ORO’s R&D lab through Morales’ software to see if it turned up anything new.”

“And?”

“I have a pretty good picture of the lab assistant, taken less than an hour before the rioters trashed the place. No audio, but he’s walking to his car carrying a small case; you can even see the hazmat label. And I happen to know a very good decker—plenty good enough to hack into the Department of Motor Vehicles and see if he can match that photo to their old records without setting off any alarms. And together, maybe we can find this guy and ask him what happened.”

“Or maybe he’s already dead,” said the decker. “It was forty years ago.”

“Maybe,” said the Hatter, reaching into the pocket of his hand-tailored suit and producing a datachip. “But he probably wasn’t any older than eighteen or nineteen then; he’d be in his early sixties now. And if he was working in that lab, and driving company cars, he would have passed a security clearance, so he probably has a SIN. It’s worth a shot, right?”

 

 

 

“I found three probables and another four possibles,” said Hare when the Hatter returned a week later.

He placed a chip in the middle of the chessboard. “All the right age and height; after forty years, everything else is subject to change, and none of the photos are more than ten years old. I ran searches on these seven to see what else I could find. I haven’t been able to get complete records from before twenty-nine, but all of the probables would have been students at about the right time, doing bio or chem, and they’ve been driving for as far back as the records go, without anything worse than a parking ticket. Two of the probables and three of the possibles are still alive. See what you think.”

The Hatter nodded, and slotted the chip into his datajack without lifting his gaze from the chessboard. A minute later, he nodded. “Peter Nguyen,” he said. “It’s him. I’ll bet on it.”

“How much?”

“I’m a little short on cash at present, so...fifty thou?”

“You’re that confident?”

“Army reservist, degree in pharmacology, worked for DocWagon for a few years in a crisis-response team, volunteered at Bridge Hospital, mainstream politics... Out of all of these, he’s the one I’d have hired for a job like that.”

Hare looked at him warily, then shook his head. Recruiting scientists—sometimes at gunpoint—was the Hatter’s specialty. “No bet.”

The Hatter smiled and shrugged. “As you say, it was forty years ago. The records are nowhere near complete: there might have been dozens of possibles who’ve dropped out of sight in that time...and I might be bluffing. But make it ten thousand, if you’re nervous.”

“One thousand. I’ve had a run of bad luck on the tables lately.”

“Done. Mr. Nguyen lives in Covington. Shall we pay him a visit?”

 

 

 

Peter Nguyen looked his visitors up and down, making a quick and inadequate estimate of the cost of their suits, shoes, and long coats. “Sorry the place is a mess,” he said mildly, with a nod at the ancient sofa. The cats sitting there took a quick look at the guests and skittered off to their favorite hiding places.

Hare had established that Nguyen and his wife had separated barely a year after the last of their children had married, and that the workaholic man had moved to a smaller apartment and lived alone since then—except for three cats. The decker knew a little about them, too, from hacking into Nguyen’s credstick records and taking a quick glance at his spending habits. Nguyen had extensive security coverage at the drugstore he owned, including an armed guard posted outside, but his home was protected by only door and window alarms and basic maglocks. The Hatter felt fairly sure that Nguyen wouldn’t break the law by keeping any unlicensed guns more lethal than a stun gun or a narcoject—in short, the pharmacist was no threat to them.

The apartment was clean and tidy, if somewhat shabby, and a faint scent of incense disguised any cat smells. The Hatter sat down gingerly on the sofa, removed his black silk top hat, and looked at his host.

Nguyen’s appearance made the Hatter think of an Asian monk, maybe a Shaolin. In addition to being nearly bald, he looked much younger than his sixty-one years, and was obviously fit and alert. No visible cyberware apart from his eyes and a datajack.

The Hatter managed to keep a pleasant smile on his pale face as he considered the best approach to getting the information he wanted. “Mr. Nguyen, we’re sorry to intrude on you at home, but we’re looking for people who worked at the ORO biotech labs in 2021. Were you ever employed there?”

Nguyen sat down in an ancient bamboo chair, and the largest of the cats crept into his lap. “The lab down in Puyallup? Yes, I was there for a while, back when I was in college.”

“We’re looking for something sent out of the lab on the day it was destroyed. A courier was supposed to take a container to the airport to ship to another lab, but that container was never delivered.”

Nguyen held up his hands as though surrendering. “Not my fault. The airport was sealed off before I even got close. National Guard had taken it over because of the riots. They’d been going on for a while by that time—we’d already lost the landline, nothing but our cell phones and radios, and were on emergency power when I left.”

“You were the courier?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

The Hatter glanced at Hare, smiling broadly, then turned back to Nguyen. “What did you do when you discovered the airport was closed?”

“Drove back to the lab. But by the time I got there, the rioters had already broken through the fence and gotten inside. I wasn’t armed, so I didn’t go in. There was a security guard lying unconscious in the street outside, so I rushed her to the nearest hospital. There were troops guarding the hospital, so I let them know I was with the reserves. They teamed me up with a paramedic and promoted me to ambulance driver.”

The Hatter nodded. “And the container? It was still in your car?”

“Yeah. I probably should have given it to someone at the hospital, but I forgot about it until they sent me down to Hell’s Kitchen and I drove past the warehouse.”

“What warehouse?”

Nguyen blinked, then smiled. “Monolith. They made the hazmat containers we used at the lab. I saw the logo on the sign outside, and I thought, if anyone could look after the stuff, they could. I’d been a hospital courier before I started working at the lab, so I knew they handled cell samples, medical waste, all sorts of risky stuff. I stopped the car for a minute and took it in.”

“Do you remember who you spoke to?”

“The security guard on the gate outside. He wouldn’t let me in, but someone came out from inside and I handed it over to her.” He stroked the cat, his expression slightly sad. “All I remember about her is that she was a cute redhead, and she wore a white coat. Any other day, I might have asked her for a date. At least, that’s what I told myself at the time.”

“Did you ever go back there?”

Nguyen shook his head. “When I went back to the hospital, they found me a uniform that sort of fit, and a gun. For the next few weeks, I alternated between guard duty outside the hospital pharmacy and working as an orderly in the emergency room. Then I went back out on the streets and someone blew up the armored car I was in and I went back to the hospital as a patient.” He grimaced. “That time is sort of a blur, but I don’t think I’ll ever forget the first day of the riots. It was insane, and the worst thing about it is...I can remember hearing someone say the crowds targeted our lab because we were doing genetics research, and they thought we might be responsible for goblinization. Hell, we were working on a cure for it, decades before anyone managed to sequence the genes. If it hadn’t been for the rioters, we might have found a way to reverse the process.”

The Hatter stiffened slightly. “How close do you think you were to a cure?’ he asked with forced casualness.

Nguyen shrugged, and began stroking the cat. “I don’t know. I was just an assistant there—data entry, cleaning the glassware, that sort of thing. But the scientist who gave me the stuff to deliver seemed to think he’d made some sort of breakthrough.”

“Dr. Sutter, wasn’t it?”

“I think so. Sorry I can’t be sure of the name. The guy in charge died, didn’t he?”

“Yes. Heart attack, during the riot,” the Hatter replied. “Mr. Nguyen, do you know if there was a data disk in the container with the samples?”

Nguyen shrugged, disturbing the cat, who grumped softly. “You know, it never occurred to me to look inside the container, but it wouldn’t surprise me. We couldn’t send data through to the head office with the landline down. Dr. Sutter might have put the data in the container as a backup.”

“Yes, that would make sense,” said the Hatter. “We’re hoping that if we find Dr. Sutter’s notes, our scientists may be able to pick up where he left off. Maybe even find a cure.”

“For UGE?” replied Nguyen warily.

The Hatter hesitated for an instant, wishing he’d thought to check whether any of Nguyen’s children were metahuman. He noticed framed photos above the trideo set and zoomed in on a picture of a girl who was either an elf or an elf-poser. “Perhaps eventually,” he said. “But our immediate goal is to build on this existing research to learn how to alleviate some of the...allergies...that afflict so many metahumans. To sunlight, for example. If we can relieve those...well, that would make life much better for many people.”

Nguyen nodded. “Yes, I can see that.”

“But we’re going to need more research before we can put something like that on the market,” said the company man, warming to his theme. “And research is expensive, and if the execs think somebody might beat us to this cure, they might shelve the whole project as not worth the risk. So it’s important for us to know exactly who else knows what was in the container, or where it might be.”

“Someone from Monolith might,” said Nguyen. “If any of them are still alive, of course. I know the warehouse isn’t there anymore. But this was a pretty awful time in my life, and I’ve really never discussed it with anyone else.”

“Excellent,” said the Hatter, beaming. He reached into his coat and, with one smooth action, drew his silenced smartlinked Fichetti and shot Nguyen in the forehead. “And you never will.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

It took Hare less than an hour to pinpoint the location of the ruins of the abandoned Monolith warehouse in the Puyallup Barrens, but a week to compile a thoroughly incomplete history of the site. “It may be a dead end,” he admitted as he set up the chessboard. “Shiawase bought Monolith two years after the riots and shut the place down, said it wasn’t worth repairing. There aren’t any staff records after that.”

“So Shiawase has the info?”

“Maybe not. Nguyen knew what he was doing. Among other things, Monolith was licensed to dispose of medical waste and biohazard material, and that included storing stuff pending destruction. So they had a secure storage facility—underground.” He grinned. “In an emergency, such as an angry mob heading their way, it would be sealed off, probably with quick-drying concrete. The warehouse was badly damaged in the riots, but there’s nothing to indicate that a secured part of the facility was ever breached.”

The Hatter grunted. “Would Monolith have admitted it if had been?” 

Hare wrinkled his nose as he considered this. “I think they would have. If there was a risk that something nasty had escaped, Monolith would have been better off warning the emergency services and blaming it on the rioters or the volcano rather than keeping it to themselves and getting caught later.”

“So you think the stuff could still be down there.”

Hare tapped his prominent front teeth with a long finger while he stared at the board. “I can think of only two other possibilities. One is that Monolith saw that the hazmat container was addressed to ORO and they sent it on its way after the riots, and any record of the transaction has been lost. The other is that Monolith destroyed it.” He moved his king pawn two spaces. “This whole thing is a long shot, but it shouldn’t cost too much to find out what happened. The warehouse site’s available for six thou; we can probably get it for five if we make the right noises about hiring locals. A little more to dig up the floor and see if the storage facility is still intact...security, transport...we can probably do it for under ten thou, and I’ve seen you drop more than that on a pair of aces.”

The Hatter grunted again, and moved his own king pawn. “Who owns it? Shiawase?”

“Puyallup District Council. They’re not going to ask any questions.”

“Any squatters?”

“Most likely, but we can get rid of them easily enough. Send in a truck, take them somewhere for free food and booze...we’ll be finished before any of them get back. No trouble at all.”

 

 

 

The snake was barely visible in the dust. No, not the snake, Boanerges realized, but Snake. Or maybe SNAKE, because despite her apparent size, he was definitely in her realm, not the other way around.

“Don’t move,” she hissed.

“I had no intention of moving,” Boanerges replied. “I won’t tread on you.”

“No. The place you are now. Your nest. If you leave, it will be bad for all I protect. You must learn its secrets, and decide what to—”

“Boss? Boss?”

The street shaman opened one bleary green eye and peered at the curtain of his medicine lodge. It was always dark inside, and Boanerges was only human, with natural eyesight, so he reached for the flashlight beside his lumpy futon mattress and shook it until it emitted a beam. No point wasting energy on a light spell this early in the... He peered at the old clock standing amid his collection of candles. Eleven forty-seven, unless he’d forgotten to wind it again. And he guessed that it was probably morning, because it smelled and sounded more like day than night— not that it was easy to be sure in the Crypt, where many of the denizens were allergic to sunlight, the kitchen was open twenty-four seven, and the only ventilation came from the occasional air elemental summoned by the apprentice mages.

“Boss?” Pierce repeated while thumping on the doorframe—a rather tentative thump for the muscular ork, a wannabe drummer more noted for his energy than his talent. “You awake?”

“Yesss?”

“Some’un here wants to see you,” said Pierce.

“Does he need healing?”

“Not yet, he doesn’t.”

Boanerges opened his other eye, stretched, scratched, brushed his dreadlocks away from his face, and reached for his much-patched jeans. The dream was already beginning to fade, but he could still smell the hot sandy red-pepper smell of the desert, rather than the familiar cold, musty odors of the Crypt, and he felt oddly reluctant to put his dirty feet down on the dusty floor. When he did, though, he encountered nothing more dangerous than his ancient moccasins.

“What’s he like?” The shaman knew Pinhead Pierce was nowhere near as stupid as his nickname suggested.

Pierce grinned toothily as Boanerges emerged from behind the curtain, still blinking, barefoot and fumbling with the buttons on his jeans. “Human, Anglo, too clean to be living on the streets, not clean enough for corp,” the ork replied. “Wearing a heavy coat, and it’s a warm day upstairs. Kinda pale, like he mostly works nights or indoors. No smartlink, but he’s got a jack an’ his eyes look funny. Sumatra had a look at him in astral, and he’s not wired below the neck.” He shrugged massive shoulders. “My guess is he’s a hired gun, an’ a cheap one.”

“Did he say what he wanted?”

“He was snoopin’ around, so Sumatra and me cornered him when he started comin’ down the ramp and asked him what he was after. He said he’d been told to look and see if anyone lived here. I asked him why, and he said he was just doin’ what he was paid to do. That bit I believe.”

“Where is he now?”

“Sittin’ on the ramp. He asked if anyone was in charge here, and I figured that was you.”

The snake shaman nodded, and grabbed his much-scuffed boots, an ancient military-issue greatcoat with its original colors now obscured by graffiti and grime, and a pair of bulletproof mirrorshades—all gifts from grateful patients. Fully dressed, he followed Pierce through a poorly lit maze of rickety cubicles toward the ramp.

It was eleven minutes before noon, and most of the squatters who lived in the cavernous sublevel of the ruins were nocturnal for one reason or another. The intruder was sitting halfway up the ramp, sweating slightly in the hazy sunlight and peering into the darkness. Sumatra, a beady-eyed ork, lurked in the shadows below him, chatting blandly with the man. Boanerges saw a plastic shopping bag floating like a disembodied head a few meters behind the man; when he peered into the astral, he saw the bright, ephemeral form of a city spirit Sumatra had summoned.

“Hoi,” said Boanerges, squinting as he stepped into the light. “Can we help you, chummer?”

The man stared at Boanerges, taking in his dirty black dreadlocks, sallow complexion, and multicolored coat, then held his hands up, palms outward, to show that they were empty. “I’m not looking for any trouble.”

“What are you looking for, then?”

The man hesitated. “I just needed to see if anybody was living here.”

“Why?”

The man swallowed nervously. “To tell them to move out. The place has been sold.”

Pierce guffawed, Sumatra snickered, and Boanerges contented himself with a serene smile. “Now, who would want to buy this dump? And why?”

“I don’t know.”

Boanerges nodded. “Did they pay you in advance?”

The man hesitated, and Boanerges saw Sumatra’s face became briefly ratlike. Confident that Sumatra had cast an influence spell on the visitor, Boanerges waited for his answer.

“Half in advance,” said the human automatically.

“Certified credstick?”

“Yes, but I left it at the office. Area like this, I—”

“We...I’m not after your money,” said Boanerges. “Do you know who you’re working for?”

The man stared nervously at the two orks, wondering why he was unable to stop himself from blurting out the truth. “Just a guy. Human, an inch or two taller than me, light brown hair, blue eyes. Didn’t tell me a name, but he looked rich. Good suit, coat, gloves, gold wristcomp, pocket secretary...even wore a top hat. Looked like he was on his way to a wedding or a funeral, and talked a bit like a lawyer.”

“Corp lawyer?”

“Maybe, but I can’t guess which corp, or where he’s from. He wasn’t Asian, but he didn’t exactly sound local either. English, maybe...though that might’ve been fake or a chip. But he was awfully well dressed for a Mr. Johnson, with an expensive haircut or a makeover spell...” He wound down, with a glance askance at Pierce’s jagged and largely self-inflicted Mohawk. “And his money was real enough.”

“You’d never seen him before?”

“I’m pretty sure I’d remember if I had. The clothes, anyway.”

“And your name?”

“Foote.” He swallowed. “Sam Foote.”

“Have you ever worked for a corp, Mr. Foote?”

“Olympic Security. Two years, before I decided to go into business for myself.”

Boanerges nodded, wondering what you had to be caught doing to get fired from Olympic Security without going directly to jail. “How much do you think this Mr. Johnson knows about the job?”

“I think he knew a lot more than he was telling me, but I’m not sure. He had one hell of a poker face. I don’t know where the money was coming from, and maybe he didn’t either, but I can tell you one thing—he wasn’t somebody you try to frag around with. If I was you, I’d get your butts out of here. It’s not like it’s prime real estate or nothing.”

Boanerges shook his head slightly. “I’m afraid you’re wrong about that. Have you ever heard of the Crypt?”

Foote’s eyes widened slightly. “I’ve heard a little. This is the Crypt?”

“Yes.”

“How many people you got living here?”

Boanerges smiled. “I haven’t done a head count recently, but several dozen. Some of them can’t be exposed to sunlight without intense pain. But this place isn’t just a squat, or a sanctuary. It’s a school for street kids. It’s also my medicine lodge, and a clinic.” He waved at the painted snake that coiled, caduceus style, around the concrete pillar beside the entrance. “We offer both magical and medical healing, and we have patients who cannot be moved. More important, though, if we were to move, how would people who need us, find us?

“So I’m afraid that we can’t move, and we won’t, and any attempt to move us will cost your employer far more than this land could possibly be worth. Please relay this message to him—or better still, let me speak to him.”

Foote hesitated. “I don’t have any way of reaching him. I’ll have to wait for him to contact me with the rest of my payment. Look, I’m just a messenger. I don’t want any trouble...” He jumped slightly as Pinhead growled. “I mean, I don’t want anybody to lose their home or anything, but maybe you could make some sort of deal with this guy. Is there some way he can contact you?”

Boanerges peered over the top of his shades to look him up and down, then turned to Pierce. “Do you have a booking agent?”

The drummer blinked, then recited one of his e-mail addresses. Foote tapped it into his wristphone, then nodded and walked backward up the ramp—still unaware of the city spirit that hovered above the ruins, or the watcher Boanerges conjured up and sent after him.

“He wasn’t lying,” said Sumatra once Foote was out of earshot. “He may’ve been lied to, but he believed what he was saying.”

Boanerges nodded.

“Do you think he’ll be back?” asked Pierce.

“Him? No. I think they’ll send someone a little more persuasive.” There was the faintest hint of a hiss in Boanerges’ voice, and Sumatra took a half step back. “I can’t imagine what it is they want here, but this is our home, and it’s worth defending.”

 

 

 

Foote walked into his cubicle-sized, one-room office to find the Hatter already waiting for him, sitting on the shabby sofa and reading the latest stock market report on his pocket secretary. “How did you get in?” the investigator blustered.

“You need a better lock,” said the company man, not looking up. “And what’s that poison in your desk drawer for? Cleaning your guns?”

“It’s bourbon.”

“You drink that? Voluntarily?”

“Only when I’ve had a bad day,” grunted Foote, sitting down heavily in his old synthleather chair and plugging himself into the tabletop computer to download images from his opticam. “Your vacant lot isn’t vacant. There’s at least three people living there, and they’re probably telling the truth about there being dozens. They’ve even got a small farm—well, a vegetable garden—growing in the ruins. You ever heard of the Crypt?”

“Of course. Shadowrunners and other crooks go there to lick their wounds when they’ve got nowhere better to go. It’s in that building?”

“Under it, more like.” He copied the images to a chip, which he threw to the Hatter. “The skinny human with the dreads is the boss. A magician of some sort, probably a shaman. The big pale ork with all the drek in his face is Pinhead Pierce, plays drums in a couple of clubs when they’re desperate and busks outside shops until somebody pays him to leave. The other ork I don’t know. They gave me a contact number, if you want to negotiate with them.”

The Hatter smiled and reached inside his coat. “I don’t think that will be necessary,” he began, then blinked as a watcher spirit, shaped like a snake with a huge mouth, appeared on Foote’s shoulder.

“Now hear this!” the watcher blared. “Any attempt to relocate us from our home will cost you more than the land could possibly be worth!” It looked at the Hatter expectantly.

The company man hesitated, his hand still on the butt of his slivergun. “Tell your master,” he said smoothly, “that we own that land now, and he has until noon tomorrow to move. If he does not, it will cost him much more dearly than he imagines. Can you remember that, or do I need to repeat it?”

The watcher faded away, leaving the Hatter fuming. He considered shooting Foote as he’d planned, but he hadn’t counted on the possibility of a magical witness. He’d already disabled all the security devices he’d found in the investigator’s office, but he had no way of being sure that the watcher had really gone, or that he wasn’t being observed magically or astrally.

“I was never here,” he told Foote, “and you’ve never heard of the Crypt. You are likely to live much longer if you erase all records of the address, as well as these photos, and any photos you may have been foolish enough to take of me. Can you remember that?”

“Sure,” said the investigator, trying to sound braver than he felt.

The Hatter nodded and tossed him a certified credstick. “Buying yourself a better grade of liquor would probably increase your life expectancy, too,” he added. “This should be more than enough. And you’d better replace that lock, too.”

 

 

 

The last remaining bookstore in Pike Place Market was scarcely larger than Mute’s bathroom, but it was packed with antique comics, books, and magazines, as well as a small collection of fiction chips and disks.

Mute was examining a signed first edition of The Chrysalids while stroking the shop’s cat, but she looked up as soon as she heard the door open, then looked down again as a bald, ebon-skinned dwarf approached her.

The dwarf looked around at the store—empty apart from the cat and the manager—and murmured, “Good book?”

“Yes.” She nodded at the manager, who disappeared behind a curtain. There was a click as the door locked. “What’s the job?”

The dwarf, 8-Ball, stared at the cat. “You remember that squat we hid in after that Brackhaven run went sour?”

“That hole down in Puyallup?”

8-Ball nodded. “Doc Czarnecki called me. Some fragger bought the land and wants to kick everyone out. No more clinic, no more illegal data tap, no more sanctuary for runners who’ve been ratted out to security.”

“Did you ever find out who was behind that?” asked Mute softly. It had been more than a year since she, 8-Ball, and Sumatra had smuggled a decker inside Brackhaven Investments’ offices, then escaped to find their rigger and getaway car gone, and their escape route cut off by armed guards. The decker, Mandy Mandelbrot, had been mowed down while they were diving for cover. Sumatra had been wounded, and had fought to remain conscious long enough to summon a hearth spirit to provide concealment while they ran. Mute and 8-Ball had all but dragged him back to the lift, then blasted through a third-floor window and rappelled to the ground. The rigger, Mercedes Benzene, had never been seen again.

8-Ball shook his head. “I still can’t believe Mercy would have done that to us—especially not to Mandy. I thought it might be their fixer, but that doesn’t make sense either. Maybe someone in the building got lucky, realized the car didn’t belong there.” He didn’t sound convinced. “I guess we’ll never know. Anyway, Czarnecki said they needed help, so I said I’d be there. They can’t afford to pay us, but I’ve stayed there when I couldn’t afford to pay them, either. It should only be a day or two, and I don’t have anything better to do right now. How about you?”

Mute nodded. “Count me in.”

 

 

 

Hare studied the pictures Foote had taken and shook his head. “I don’t recognize any of them, but I’m not an expert on magicians. How about you?”

“No,” said the Hatter, sprawling in one of Hare’s armchairs. “There’s an ork named Pinhead Pierce on our resources database; if it’s the same one, and he certainly matches the description, he works as a bouncer at the Big O sometimes, and plays the drums when they let him or need to clear the place. There used to be an illegal jackpoint at the club, so he probably knows some shadowrunners, and may even have worked as muscle on a few runs, but I don’t think we need to worry about him. We don’t have a name for the other ork; I’ve run the picture through the facial recognition software, but it’s not clear enough to come up with any positive matches, just a list of possibles. The magician who lives there is supposed to be strictly a healer, but a good one, so Lord alone knows why he lives in that dump... He may have set up some magical defenses, so we may need a magician as well as some muscle.”

“Who were you going to use? Genocide George and his team?”

“No. If it’s a shadowrunner hangout, they might have friends down there, and even George charges extra for shooting his friends.”

“Genocide George” Sequoia was a Makah warrior who’d been discharged from his tribe’s military and become one of Seattle’s most trigger-happy mercenaries: he’d once blown a hole in a teammate’s abdomen with an assault cannon so he could get a better shot at one of his enemies. “And word is he’s just pulled off a big job against Mitsuhama and is resting up. I did think of hiring a gang, but the place is in neutral territory between the Forever Tacoma, Black Rain, and Reality Hacker zones: I assume nobody wants it very badly. I’ve had some contact with the Reality Hackers, but I don’t think they’ll risk going in armed, and gangers are terrible at keeping secrets. No, there’s a squad of mercs I’ve hired before. They’re strictly cash up front and expenses, no percentage, and they don’t ask any embarrassing questions. And they’re from way out of town, so they won’t have any sentimental attachment to this place. There wasn’t a magician on their team last time, but I’m sure we can find one they’ll work with if they can’t.”

“What about the one you’ve been dating? The blonde with the legs and the pheromone glands?”

“I don’t mix business with pleasure, and Elena’s strictly for pleasure. Have you managed to find plans for the building?”

“Lost in the crash,” said the elf apologetically. “Do you want to send a drone over? Infrared and ground-penetrating radar should give us a pretty good map. I can make one disappear from stores for a while without anybody noticing. Do your mercs have someone who can fly it?”

“Their rigger, Griffin, is pretty good.” He looked around the tiny sitting room. “If this works, you can get out of this closet. Move upstairs a few floors. Maybe even get a window.”

Hare snorted, and picked up his deck. “This is all the view I need,” he said. “Though some more scenery in the bedroom occasionally wouldn’t go amiss. How soon do you want the drone?”

“The mercs will start arriving at midnight. Wallace, the commander, and Griffin will be on the first flight; I’ll speak to them then.” He glanced at the chessboard on the table between them. “Fancy a quick game?”

 

 

 

It was an hour after sunset when 8-Ball drove his heavily accessorized Land Rover over the litter and rubble outside the Crypt and parked it between the remnants of two inner walls, glancing frequently at the satellite navigation receiver and radar readouts on his dashboard as he positioned it.

“Worried about the feng shui?” asked Mute, yawning.

The dwarf grinned, and flicked a switch. A heads-up display appeared on the windshield, and he checked the rangefinder before moving the vehicle forward another half a meter. “Grenade launcher,” he explained. “Minimum range. You want to get your stuff?”

Mute grabbed her small backpack. Unlike the weapons specialist, she preferred to travel light, the better to move quickly and quietly. With her free hand, she picked up one of 8-Ball’s cases, and barely managed not to grunt from the effort. “What have you got in here?”

8-Ball glanced at the case, looking at the notches on its rim. “Assault cannon.”

“Is that all?”

“And the ammo, of course. I may have put a few grenades in there as well.” He picked up another two cases, and hauled them out of the back of the Land Rover. “This one’s a little lighter.”

Mute wrinkled her nose at this sexist remark, considered that he might also have been taking a shot at the fact that she was human, and followed him toward the entrance. A concrete ramp was set against the sublevel’s east wall, and Pinhead Pierce and a purple-haired dwarf girl who looked barely old enough to shave were leaning up against the painted pillar near its foot. The ork greeted the shadowrunners with an extravagant salute. 8-Ball looked at the dented baseball bat in Pierce’s right hand and the big revolver tucked into the waistband of his ancient cargo pants. “Is that thing loaded?”

Pierce looked down at the Warhawk as though he’d never seen it before, tucked the bat under his left elbow, drew the revolver with his right hand, broke it, and looked into the cylinder. “Nah,” he said finally. “Didn’t think so.”

“You ever fired it?”

“Yeah, but never at anyone. But I’m pretty sure I didn’t reload.”

“Where did you get it?”

“Took it off some fragger at the O a week ago. Figured he couldn’t use it anymore anyway, not with two broken arms. Been meaning to pawn it, but haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

8-Ball shook his head. “I have some ammo for that in one of these cases; I’ll give it to you later. When I do, you keep the gun in your right hand, okay? Not in your pants.”

“Okay.”

The weapons specialist sighed and turned to the dwarf girl, who was gripping a Remington Roomsweeper and looking nervous. 8-Ball hoped it was loaded with gel, not shot; knowing Boanerges’ distaste for lethal weapons, that seemed likely. “Is yours loaded?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Safety on?”

“Yes,” she said, then looked. “Yes,” she repeated. “What’s your name?”

“Didge.”

“Short for Dr. Digitalis,” Pierce explained, chuckling. He glanced at 8-Ball’s face, and decided that making short jokes in front of the weapons specialist was probably a bad idea.

The ork coughed softly and stared up the ramp at the cloudy sky. 8-Ball ignored him. “Do you know who I am, Didge?”

“No,” she said quietly. “But he did, and you know who she is, so I thought you had to be friends. And we’re not expecting any trouble tonight. No outsiders ever come here at night.”
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