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        In memory of Nigel Findley

        (July 22, 1959–February 19, 1995)

      

      

      Nigel was in the final stages of proofing this novel when he passed away on February 19, 1995. This novel, like all the others he wrote, exhibits his incredible creative ability to take the unknown and transform it into something believable and enjoyable.

      House of the Sun has special significance to Nigel’s life, because Dirk Montgomery was his favorite character, and Hawaii was his favorite place. To put Dirk in turmoil again was a challenge he embraced with his usual flair, wild imagination, and pursuit of excellence. As I know the pleasure he derived in writing this novel, I dedicate it to Nigel’s incredible gift of writing, to his enthusiasm for living, and to the wonderful man he was.

      
        
        —Holly Langland, Friend and Partner

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      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 holdout to a chopped-down SMG.

      I watched her sip 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—mid-afternoon, between the lunch crowd and the after-work 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 really were 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 I beat the deadline by, 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.
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      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 probably older than I was. I flipped my telecom out of standby mode, and waited while the drek kicked flat panel 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 finish.

      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 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 extralegal. All of them were a far cry from the media fed vision of balls-to-the-wall shadowrunners, tweaking the noses of the megacorps 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 mid-rent 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 bonebreakers. 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 email, 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 corpsec 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 an 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 she was operating on the periphery of the shadow “major league.” Everyone to their 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 she was still almost ten kilos under mass.

      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 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 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 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 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 I was unlearning 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 Inncorporated. That whirring sound from my arm—they might call it a diagnostic routine; I called it a wakeup 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 re-punched 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 hack the system for this kind of personal data.

      But that’s all it was, just data. Numbers, facts, bits and bytes. You’d think 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 tea kettles.

      What Young wanted from me, obviously, was to take the facts 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’ve had to do most of the grunt work myself…or, if I wanted to stay true to the hard boiled 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.
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      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 fingerwatch.

      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 I’d been living my life by 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 codeslinging 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.
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      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 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 ramp 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 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 security 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 hack 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 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 semi-human 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 fingerwatch. Nigh on 0330. 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 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 worldview. 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 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 kneebreakers who’d escorted me to his 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?
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      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 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 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 this isn’t a social call.”

      He blinked, and his expression changed. For an instant, I could have almost believed 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…which you can help me with. Do you have a passport? Not in your own name, of course—” he chuckled softly, “—considering that Derek Montgomery officially died in 2052. 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 VP 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 Ms. Young has contracted you for 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?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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 that my account at the Sioux I-face Bank had just more than quintupled, with an infusion of 22K 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 chiptruth 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 trench coat 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 I didn’t have much choice but to go along with him. Debts are debts, and megacorps are even harder on welchers than loan sharks. I was going to Hawai’i, carrying a message I couldn’t read, to a person I didn’t know, under circumstances 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 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 wanna 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 Dirk Montgomery wants to talk to him, okay?”

      “Montgomery?” The weasel’s voice changed, the 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 voicemail 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.
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      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.
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