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CHAPTER ONE

 

“Make sure only the people we want are there. Keep everyone else out.”

“Roger that.”

Vaquita kept her scooter on a slow glide, moving from tattered carpet to broken tile to carpet again. Damn carpeted hallways were a pain in the hoop. The carpet was loose here, clumped there, and always ready to shift underneath her or snag her wheels in a way she didn’t expect. If she had one of her vehicles with a few more ponies under the hood, she could just blow over the carpet remains or grind it to dust, but those other vehicles, the big ones, tended not to operate well in rubble-strewn hallways. She had no other choice, not at this second, than to pick her way forward carefully with the scooter.

“I’m watching the hallway leading away from the lifts,” Tumbledown replied. “Three of the Razor Hellhounds are behind the stairway door. The barricades and collapsed ceilings should keep other access points limited. That means we should be covered, unless there’s more access points we don’t know about.”

Except they were in a building where each floor covered 50,000 square meters that had been neglected for years, where rust and devil rats and who knows what had changed a functional structure into a mammoth hulk that regularly seemed to be inventing ways to kill people. Vaquita had no idea what the place had looked like when it was functional, and she didn’t know anyone who knew what it looked like back then, and there was a good chance that the few people still living who knew what it was like probably had no desire to go there anymore.

Angel Towers Arcology was, a number of years ago, a gigantic mall with dozens of floors of living spaces above it—luxury dwellings for corporate executives, smaller living quarters for corporate drones, and even smaller units for custodians, laborers, and other people who were grateful just to have a secure roof over their heads. All those people were gone now, leaving the sort of people willing to tolerate hell as long as it didn’t have a leaky roof. All that was to say that in ordinary circumstances, this job shouldn’t have been complicated, but the building had a way of knotting things up.

“All right. Strummer, move in. Keep us posted every minute,” Vaquita said.

A spirit materialized beside her. It looked like a woman in a high-collared, late-medieval dress. The head was not in the proper position—instead it was carried in the spirit’s hands. Vaquita wasn’t sure if that was Strummer’s weird sense of humor at work, or the spirit’s. When it spoke, it had a high, fluting voice and perfect enunciation. “Master Strummer is moving into the designated territory now, and beginning his search.”

Vaquita nodded. She alternated looking ahead as she tooled along the hallway, then over at the spirit, then back ahead. “That thing get heavy after a while?”

The head blinked a few times, clearly unimpressed, and did not reply.

Vaquita drew closer to a pile of rubble that completely blocked this end of the hallway. It sat next to a doorway covered by sheet metal in place of any actual doors. She tried to identify the various materials in the pile. There were a fair number of plastic chairs, lots of broken chipboard, twisted metal arms that might have been part of bed frames once, acoustical tiling from various ceilings, rotten fabric that once was carpeting, remnants of couch cushions, twisted pieces of rebar, and guck.

The guck was the most disturbing; some unidentifiable substance that served as the glue helping to hold the whole thing together. Likely a combination of years of dust, mold, devil rat piss, and decomposing biological material from sources best left unconsidered, its appearance and smell inspired a deep need to shower. Too bad the building no longer had running water.

Thankfully she only had to consider the guck’s nature for a minute or two before the spirit made its next report.

“Master Strummer has stated that the three expected lifeforms are the only metahumans in this vicinity. Conditions are beneficial for the intended actions.”

“Then let’s go. Tumbledown, you ready?”

“Yeah.”

“Nice and loud now.”

She gunned the scooter’s engine, which sounded like a mosquito complaining about a hemorrhoid, but that wasn’t going to be her prime source of noise.

She pulled out her Walther and blasted the sheet metal next to the junk pile. The gel rounds hit with clangs like cracked church bells. The thin metal dented and bent, so when Vaquita pulled into a sideways skid and kicked, the whole thing collapsed with a satisfying groan and crunch.

She heard the sound of scurrying feet, then a slamming door and a bellowing voice from the room on the other side. “You maggots better sit your arses down right there if you wanna see another sunrise! Assuming filth like you ever gets outdoors in the first place.”

There was a pause, filled maybe by a murmured voice, and then Tumbledown continued yelling. “I didn’t ask for any input from any of you, right? I didn’t come up here for the conversation, did I? Wouldn’t upset me if you all spent the whole day lying in the dust licking the floor. So I’ll stand here as long as I like, and you’ll just lie there and do whatever I tell you, and if that’s nothing, then you’ll do nothing!”

This was about the time when someone felt compelled to give some smart remark to deflate the person trying to intimidate them and to reassert their strength and confidence or whatever, and sure enough, she heard another mumble. Even though she couldn’t make out the words, she could hear the insolent tone in the voice. And she could hear the thud of Tumbledown’s foot hitting a ganger in the ribs, and the whoosh of breath as the ganger’s lungs suddenly became locked.

“Yeah, that, that was a good idea, wasn’t it? Pretend like you might have some control over the situation by talking. Here’s a piece of good news—you actually have some control, at least a little piece of it. If you manage to not act like a little cumcart, then I can probably avoid putting a bullet in your brain. If that’s too much for you—” Tumbledown spun the cylinder of the revolver, which he mainly carried just so he could make that whirring, clicking noise. “—then I’m ready.”

The gangers were lying still now, at least that’s what it sounded like to Vaquita. The rookie mistake here would be to assume that they were all properly intimidated, and would be nice and pliable so that she and her team could do whatever needed to be done. But they weren’t fully cowed, not yet. They realized they were at a disadvantage, sure, and they knew this particular moment would not be a good one to rise up and make a stand, but they’d still be looking for an opportunity. They’d be waiting for the right moment where they could turn this whole thing around.

That was the belief that needed to be taken away from them. Vaquita hoped she wouldn’t have to kill one before they understood the situation, but she was ready for whatever was needed.

She walked into the broken room the Razor Hellhounds were using for shelter. Three of them lay on their bellies on the floor, arms behind their backs, trussed by plastic restraints. They were all scrawny humans in ratty jeans and t-shirts, with hair that was trying to look as punk as possible without access to proper hair gel. She could see their relief when they saw her. They had a full two meters worth of ork stomping around, threatening to bury his toes so deep into their midsections that his toes would tickle their kidneys, so a 1.4-meter-tall human woman in racing leathers must have been a relief indeed. One of the guys on the ground even managed a leer at her, since idiocy often knows no off switch.

She looked at Tumbledown, who stood over them with a crackling stun baton in his hand and a glare showing he was anxious to use it. He had a tight synthetic turtleneck on, the type that acted like a compression sleeve for the entire torso, with the happy side effect of outlining each and every one of his chest and arm muscles. Tumbledown had at least a dozen of those shirts for wearing during the long London months where the weather was not suitable for tank tops.

“Did you search them yet?” she asked.

“Naw, just got ’em settled.”

“So we’re not entirely sure they’re the ones.”

Tumbledown shoved one with his right foot. “They’re weak, underfed, and stupid. They’re our thieves, all right. I’m no magistrate, am I? I don’t require no burden of proof before I take action.”

“I know, I know. But if they have our stuff, it would be nice to get it back.”

Very predictably, one of the wiry punks on the ground spoke up. “You missing something? That what you looking for?”

Vaquita ignored him. “Let me look through their stuff.” She pointed to a pile of refuse and food wrappers in one corner of the broken-down room. “Is this it, or is this just trash?”

“Beats the hell out of me,” Tumbledown said.

“All right, let’s have a look.” Vaquita started sorting through the junk. “Broken drywall. Torn carpet. Whomp Snappers wrapper. And another one. And another—boys must have beat up some poor delivery boy or something. Piece of plastic—might have been a chair once. Holy shit.”

She stopped her monologue to pick up a well-worn magazine whose bent spine indicated that it had spent a good portion of its existence opened to one particular page.

“Look at this, Tumble,” she said. “It’s some honest-to-God hard copy pornography! On glossy paper and everything! What is this, like a hundred years old or something?” She flipped to the cover of the magazine, which showed an overly made up woman bending over—a tractor maybe? Something rusty with wheels?—while wearing what was basically a red gingham neckerchief tied under her breasts.

“August 2073!” she exclaimed. “It’s just three years old! I don’t know what’s more amazing, the fact that someone around here seems to have some kind of working printing press or the fact that you guys are so hard up for any kind of action that you’re relying on two-dimensional, non-moving images to help get your rocks off.”

 “It’s not ours,” one of the gangers mumbled.

“You hear that, Tumble?” Vaquita said. “It’s not theirs. Just a coincidence that a group of losers happens to be hanging out in the same room as junk food and porn. Happy accident, right?”

One of the Hellhounds, who had a chain connecting a metal loop in his nostril to one in his lower lip, glared up at her. “The hell you want with us, bitch? Get us on the floor to steal our stuff, talk us to death? You feel all bad ass, take off the restraints, we see who’s bad.”

Ah, gangers, Vaquita thought. So predictable in their swagger. All right, Emma. Let’s show them who’s bad.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Emma Gold shook her head. It helped orient herself, re-connect her to the physical world. When she was not in control, the sensation of the events happening around Vaquita was akin to watching a trideo. It was like weak simsense for her—little sense of taste, touch, or other involvement with the tactile world. She felt emotional engagement with her surroundings, but only insofar as her own emotions were actively engaged. There was no exterior emotional stimuli fed to her. Since she tended not to be an excessively emotional person, that meant her time in observation had a dry, clinical feel to it.

When she performed her headshake, it reminded her of the feel of the physical world, and helped her remember how people who engage with it constantly think, feel, and react. That would help for what was to happen next.

“You want release?” she asked. “Fine. It is yours.” She snapped her fingers, there was a slight crack from each of the plastic restraints confining the targets on the floor, and they were released. Emma had told Vaquita that the small charges in the restraints that went off at her command were unnecessary—she could snip them off easily enough—but Vaquita had made her read and witness several texts and hours of footage on the virtue of showmanship, to the point where even if Emma Gold were not convinced, she gave in due to a lack of desire to discuss the issue any further.

The subjects on the ground moved slowly at first. They sat up cautiously, rubbing their wrists, clearly fearing some trick. Emma watched them size up her, then Tumbledown, then the distance to the door. She knew the calculations they were making were based on inflated perceptions of their own abilities, as well as a lack of information about the entire situation they faced. She knew where these errors would lead them.

The subjects exchanged glances, along with grins they likely believed to be subtle, then leaped to their feet. One made an idle swipe at Tumbledown as he ran by, mainly to keep the ork from getting his gun arm set, while the other two ran toward Emma, forearms out, ready to barrel her over if she didn’t move out of their way. She turned sideways and ducked slightly so they could pass.

She did not need something as crude as her physical form to bring them to a halt.

The lights in the room went off when the subjects were two meters from the door. Enough light came from the doorway that they didn’t slow their dash much. But then they hit the hallway and the lights dimmed there, too.

One of the puzzles that confounded Emma was how little the humans of Angel Towers understood about the electricity around them. For the most part, they believed themselves to be off the grid, disconnected from all sources of power. They believed this even though the lights flickered on some times, or sometimes remained on for an hour or two at a time. They believed it was due to the imperfections of the separation of the building for the grid. They simply were not equipped to understand how power in this building had been designed, and how it now functioned.

Emma understood. She had to, she couldn’t help but explore any systems around her. It had taken her less than ninety minutes in the building to gain a general understanding of the internal power systems. While it drew power from the grid, there was also a self-sustaining portion to the design of the systems. Strategically placed solar panels across the exterior and geothermal strategies deployed in the many sub-basements supplied a decent amount of power to the arcology. Naturally, in the years of abandonment since, many of these systems had degraded or failed, but there was still power to be had.

What that meant was that if someone understood the basic electrical systems of the building, and was able to access control of those systems, she could accomplish some fairly surprising things. This is what the subjects who had just darted out of the room were about to discover.

The moment the subjects ran into the hallway, every single emergency floodlight in the hallway went on. They all worked—Emma had seen to it. She steered her biological vehicle toward the doorway so she could watch the reactions of the subjects as they encountered her handiwork. They stopped, startled, and looked around, wondering what had triggered the lights. To give them something more to think about, Emma set off the fire alarm, and the first rhythmic pulse made them jump. They looked around again, and she could see the panic in their eyes.

So she took everything from them. The light, the sounds, everything dropped away. They were in a very dim hallway, blinking in an effort to see. She gave them twenty seconds to adjust, then she started shorting out sockets. The first set of sparks erupted ten meters in front of them. Then five meters. Then five meters behind them. Then almost immediately to their right.

They jumped with each pop in an extremely gratifying way. Now all she needed were the bugs.

In her past year in the physical world, Emma Gold had learned that very few humans had any knowledge of the full range of machines populating the walls of their buildings. In order to keep a facility functioning at prime efficiency, there were significant amounts of maintenance that needed to be performed. Moisture needed to be removed from places where it shouldn’t be. Cracks that emerged need to be sealed. Insulation around wiring needed to be kept from wearing down and wearing off. Vermin needed to be kept from invading the empty spots that humans don’t see. A building the size of Angel Towers Arcology had, at one point in time, as many as one thousand microdrones performing various tasks throughout the building. The fact that the drones themselves had not been well maintained led to some attrition, of course, and there were some beyond Emma’s reach just now, so they would have to remain wherever they currently sat. Despite these obstacles, she had managed to recruit a force of approximately one hundred small drones. She had spent much of her spare time writing new programming for them.

As the subjects looked around frantically, the grating on a vent above them crashed to the ground. The subjects started again—their pulses had to be hitting a very uncomfortable rate right now—and they looked up as dozens of metallic bugs of various shapes spilled out on them.

They screamed. Two outlets down the hall sparked again, and the subjects did just about the only thing left to them—they ran back into the room where Emma and Tumbledown waited.

Emma hesitated briefly with her next move. She knew that she should return control to Vaquita, for her counterpart was sufficiently more skilled in the metahuman interaction aspect of their work. Yet how was Emma ever going to get better at it if she did not practice once in a while? It seemed that this situation presented an opportunity for her to perhaps not have a full interaction with the subjects, but at least to set the tone that Vaquita could then continue.

Emma looked over at Tumbledown, who was preparing a new set of plastic restraints for the now-cowering subjects.

“That won’t be necessary,” she said. She tried to pull back her lips and expose her teeth in a way she had seen some metahumans do before. She hoped she appeared sufficiently feral.

“You will all line up nicely now, like a group of photons brought into coherence by a xenon-halogen laser.”

The subjects did nothing but gape their jaws. Emma wondered if her analogy was not common in the meat world. She sighed quietly, then receded to the background. Vaquita would have to finish this part.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

A few months ago, when Emma and Vaquita were first experimenting with switching control, Vaquita had found herself very impatient while waiting for it to be her turn. She would have jumped up and down with anxiousness if she could have, but she couldn’t, so she just mentally fidgeted, which was really uncomfortable. Usually her mind could focus on, you know, doing stuff, or fully inhabiting a vehicle or drone and feeling whatever surface was under her wheels bump by, but when she was locked away from the physical world, she had no distractions, and it was horrible. Every thought she had, she had to have. There was no escape from it, and that had bugged the hell out of her. She kept sending messages to Emma, asking Is it my turn yet? You’re done, right? like she was a five-year-old or something, until she realized that Emma’s level of focus could just lock out Vaquita’s voice entirely if she felt like it, and any effort she spent trying to force a message through was wasted.

They had been a long few months, but slowly Vaquita had gotten better. Sometimes she was able to direct her thoughts instead of just reacting to the things she saw. She was able to even contemplate from time to time. It was not entirely unpleasant.

Still, when the time came for her to take control, she never hesitated to lunge into place. And after cringing when Emma delivered the photon line, she was really anxious to get back in the saddle.

She had never seen what the change looked like when it happened—usually there were no mirrors nearby, and the brief shock of rushing back into complete control tended to overwhelm any sensory input she was receiving. Tumbledown, though, had seen it a few times now, and once he tried to describe what happened.

“It’s like you suddenly develop every single possible facial tic all at once, but only for half a second. Your face goes into this spasm, and these weird lumps pop up where you ain’t got no lumps, but then it settles, and you’re mostly you again.”

“Mostly?” Vaquita had asked.

“Yeah, mostly. The two of you, you have a different set of facial expressions. The other one is more guarded, reserved. She’s tougher to read. You put your emotions right on your face more often, and when you express something, it’s like—” Tumbledown waved his arms in large circles. “—big, all over your face and the rest of you. So if I just look at you, it usually only takes just a second or two to figure out who’s in control. If I have any trouble, I just say something completely dumb, and your reaction—or her reaction—tells me all I need to know.”

There had been a pause in the conversation at that point, and then Tumbledown had looked at her with an expression of concern that startled her because she had never seen it before. “So…does it hurt? It just looks so…strange. Like it might be painful. So is it?”

“No,” Vaquita had replied. “Mostly I just feel relief.”

And that’s what she felt now. She was back in charge, in an area she was comfortable with, and ready to make the mind-shaking work Emma had just accomplished matter. That meant it was time to finally talk to them directly.

“All right, boys. You’ve had some fun up here in your clubhouse with your piercings and your porn, but I hope you understand where you sit in this building. You managed to find some people weaker than with you, people who were civilized enough to walk around without any sort of serious weaponry, and you took advantage of them because you could. I didn’t find their stuff here, but you took it. You know you did. You did it because you thought you were the dick-swingingest things in the whole arcology, if not the entire Lambeth Containment Zone. But do you have  a better understanding of where you sit now? You see how if we wanted to, we can turn everything around here against you.”

She gave them a moment to see if they had recovered enough spirit to give her any drek. One of them was starting to glower at her again, but all three remained silent, so their trip to the hallway was clearly still weighing on them.

“But here’s the good news! You get to stay. We won’t make the building do the kinds of things it can do to you. You can have your junk and your magazines, and we’ll leave you alone. And in return, you will leave the people on the tenth floor alone.”

The spunkier of the three gangers decided he could speak now. “You coulda just asked,” he muttered.

That was Tumbledown’s cue to act. He stepped forward, swung his right foot, and caught the ganger’s shin with the steel toe of his boot. Nothing even close to permanent damage was done to the weasel, but it sure hurt him. “Listen, you piece of drek crapskate. Just listen. No talking needed right now, is there?”

“You were asked,” Vaquita continued. “Many times. In fact, the person who asked me to come talk to you spoke with one of you, some stud-infested metalhead called Baconpaste, and he asked you to respect the territory of his people, and Baconpaste replied, and I quote, ‘Try and make us, ratshit.’ So, we’re here to make you.”

She paused, briefly rubbing her chin. “Actually, that’s not true. We’re here to ask you again, just a little more firmly. The next time, the time that will happen if you decide to ignore us—” she smiled broadly, “—that’s when we’ll make you.”

The one who had mouthed off nodded. “Fine. Tenth floor off limits. Just like the twentieth floor. Got it.”

She turned toward the ork, who had been standing in a ready-for-kicking pose the past few minutes. “I think we’re done here, Tumble. Moving out.”

Tumbledown nodded, and the two of them strolled toward the door. As they were walking out, the gangers started to rise to their feet—likely not to do them any harm, but just to get on their feet because they were probably tired of lying on their bellies. At that moment, though, Strummer’s spirit, who was not visible to anyone not able to see the astral plane, let out a piercing shriek that made Vaquita’s ears feel like they were about to burst, and the three dropped back down to the floor again.

Vaquita didn’t turn around as she walked away, because she didn’t want them to see the smile on her face. It was okay in the right circumstances for your targets to see you smile, especially if it was a threatening smile that convinced them that some very bad action was being planned for them, but this was not such a time. Vaquita was pretty sure the smile she wore at the moment was far more goofy than intimidating.

She and Tumbledown walked away from the encounter, through the now-dim hallway. She pushed her scooter along, since it wouldn’t carry both of them, and she didn’t want to leave him behind. She made sure she didn’t turn around at all, didn’t even turn her head, didn’t do anything that might look like she was looking back at the gangers’ room. Strummer’s spirit was still keeping an eye on the punks, and if there was any trouble, the spirit would warn them. She was free to look like she could give fuck-all about what the punks behind her were doing, a pose that had the advantage of both sending the right message and being true.

She sub-vocalized a message to Strummer once she was about twenty meters down the hallway. “Any results from your scan?”

“No one was outside known Razor Hellhound territory besides those three. Everything else was clear, besides the expected devil rat here or there.”

“Right. Have your spirit keep an eye on those three to make sure they act like good boys and go home. Then it should watch the perimeter for a few hours—until sundown, I guess.”

Strummer paused before answering. “She’s going to find that very boring.”

“And my Breezer finds it very boring when I leave it in the garage for days at a time. Yet somehow, it finds a way to manage.”

She couldn’t see Strummer’s expression, but she had some idea of the creases that would be forming on his narrow face, and she had some idea what sort of response was quietly forming in his mouth. So she cut him off. “Those things the spirit owes you are called services, not favors. Toughen up and get it done.”

The fact that Strummer didn’t try to have the last word in the conversation only meant he’d be bringing up the subject sometime later, when he thought he could have a fuller discussion and completely detail his various concerns. Vaquita was in no way looking forward to that, but she had delayed the conversation from now until later, and that was a minor victory in itself.

After a good hundred meter-walk—these arcology hallways were unbelievably long—they turned left and reached the lifts. Emma had informed Vaquita that while she was perfectly capable of giving power to some of the elevators, she could not vouch for their state of repair or safety, and it was probably best to use the system the current inhabitants of the arcology had devised, rather than attempt to travel from floor to floor like modern people. The doors were plain metal with white enamel; the eleventh floor had been corporate drone housing back in the building’s functional time, and ornamentation was not wasted on drones. Their edges were painfully bent and warped from when they had been pounded into place, and they looked far too beaten to attempt any sort of opening or closing.

There was a metal cable on the far right shaft going from the eleventh floor down to the tenth. The other open doors revealed a cable going up to the twelfth floor.

Going down floors with these cables was far more fun than going up. Vaquita wished she could take the slide down, but it would have been a little much to pull off with her scooter. She sighed, turned right, and pulled open the doors of a nearby stairwell.

Over the thousands of square meters that made up the arcology’s tenth floor, there were twenty different stairwells Vaquita knew about, and she was fairly certain there were more in the areas she had yet to explore. Of the twenty she knew about, two led directly into Razor Hellhound territory on the eleventh floor. Three had doors on either the tenth or eleventh floor that simply would not budge, not even when Tumbledown lowered his shoulder into them. Two more seemed to have been targeted by some explosive or another, leaving gaps so large that traversing them was impossible. A full eight contained enough droppings to indicate they were frequented by creatures it was best not to encounter; Vaquita had once decided to risk one, droppings or no, and she still had two lovely puncture marks near her left thumb from the devil rat’s teeth. That left five that were still functional, and since the collection of lifts on the southeast part of the floor were recognized by most inhabitants as a public traffic area, the nearby stairs were safe to use—though, as was the case with any higher-traffic area, you also stood an elevated chance of encountering other people. Which was less than desirable other days, but happened to be fine just now. As long as anyone else on the stairs didn’t lay a finger on her scooter.

As it turned out, the only other person on the stairs was a scrawny dwarf who appeared to be badly in need of a novacoke hit. She wore a baby-blue t-shirt that read Chilton Childcare Center, and looked like it had been used as a napkin for dozens of meals. The bags under her bloodshot eyes were large enough to carry most of the food for those meals. Her pale skin was acne-ridden, her right arm scratching her left shoulder, over and over on the same place, leaving four parallel scratches with faint wellings of blood by the bottom of her sleeve.

“—I don’t, I don’t, I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know where Payden is. I looked for him, I looked for him in all the spots, but he wasn’t in the spots, the light spots or the dark spots or the polka dots dots dots dots. Where is he? Where?”

“I don’t know, you daft smacker. Out of my way.”

The dwarf shrank against the iron-grey walls of the stairwell as Vaquita bumped her scooter down the steps on its rear wheel. She made eye contact with the rigger as she passed, then dropped her gaze in shame and embarrassment.

Vaquita felt a brief qualm of pity. Not too long ago, she thought, that’s the same look people were giving me.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

FOUR MONTHS AGO

 

Vaquita made a left. Then another left. Then another.

“Vaquita—”

“Shut it, shut it, shut it. It’s fine, it’s under control.”

Buildings whizzed by, rows  of grey rowhomes she’d  seen a thousand times because she had grown up here, this was where she had learned to drive, whenever she learned a new place, she related it back to this spot, she would think how a road jogged left like Wellington Road, or was a short stub with a dead end like Buller. She knew this, she really did—

—but it was entirely alien. How could there be a part of her brain thinking this was bland? There were at very least 256 distinct shades of grey, from the dark shadows of the back alleys to the sunlit stone outside the second-floor flats. Of course, the sunlight took it from being a pure grey to a very light ochre. But was it a yellow ochre or a gold ochre? According to the Colour Index devised by the Society of Dyers and Colourists—

“—Watch the lorry!” a voice screamed, and Vaquita blinked repeatedly and saw a lorry headed right for her, because for some reason she was on the right side of the street. She swerved, and only didn’t hit a car that had been almost next to her because that driver was more alert than she was.

“What the hell are you doing?” Chainmaker yelled. Her blue spiky hair looked like it was on the verge of crackling with electricity between the points. The chain running from her left earlobe to her nostril bobbed and swayed with the erratic movement of the car. “We’ve been driving for five minutes, and have made almost no progress! Where in hell do you think you’re going?”

“We’re going…I know this area, I know where I’m going, I know it—”

—like  the  back  of  my  hand,  which  contains  twenty-seven bones, thirty-four muscles, and forty-eight nerves, with extra sensitivity on the fingertips. That explains that of all the sensations she was currently experiencing, so much attention was focused on the vibration of the wheel in her hand. The whole mechanism was so sensitive, moving the vehicle on a jarring jump left with a simple twitch of the hand. The whole mechanism was similar to a superb collection of programs, customized to the user, that operated in anticipation of the user or in response to their actions without waiting to be commanded. She had no idea how she could add so much complexity without placing huge burden on the purity of thought. Not to say there weren’t distractions—

Vaquita found herself leaning forward, craning her neck to look at the sunset purple-orange of the sky, instead of watching the road. She jerked her head back to where it should be. At least she was still in the proper lane, but now she was moving at about thirty kph, and cars were stacking up behind her. She was lucky they weren’t already blaring their horns at her. She hit the accelerator to get up to speed, then glared at the road in an effort to focus. If she lost her concentration again, she might have to turn control of her primary vehicle over to a Pilot autosoft, which was as embarrassing an admission of incompetence as she could think of. To have a program do what she should be doing—

[—is a complete lack of appreciation for the speed of the Matrix and its capabilities. First, there is no shame in assigning tasks to programs—that’s the reason they exist, to do things better than biological humans. Second, it is an artificial distinction. It is not about whether you or the machine is in control. You are the machine. You know that. You have felt it.]

I experience the machine, Vaquita replied in her mind. I feel what it does. But it is not me.

[Because you decide to make a distinction that does not matter.]

“What distinction that does not matter? What are you talking about? And if you get us pulled over by the cops, so help me I’ll put a bullet in your brain right here.”

Vaquita hadn’t realized she’d spoken any of her internal discussion aloud, and she decided it would be best if she didn’t ask what she had just said.

“Nothing. Just reviewing some possible routes.” And she really was. She was extremely happy to see she had stopped wandering around the same block and had made some progress toward Lambeth.

“We’re maybe ten minutes out. The police are looking into some reports of erratic driving—sorry—but they don’t have enough solid information yet to be on our tail.”

“What about GridGuide?” Chainmaker asked. “Hasn’t it been recording your moves?”

Vaquita turned toward the passenger seat, affronted. “Please. You think I don’t know how to keep GridGuide from watching me? I took measures.”

[Actually, you didn’t.]

Vaquita frowned. What?

[I did. I saw what you wanted to do, and I noticed that any decent security spider could penetrate what you thought was an effective shield. I made some changes, then let the program loose. You are hidden because I hid you.]

What do you mean, you made changes? she thought. How did you make changes?

[I…borrowed you?]

“Borrowed me? What does that mean?”

“Who the fuck are you talking to?” Chainmaker yelled.

“Just give me a minute!” Vaquita said.

“Give you a minute? We’ve got reagents worth more than one hundred thousand nuyen on us, and I know of at least a half-dozen mages who would happily kill us to obtain them. You drove us around the block where we lifted it, you almost crashed us, you don’t seem to be paying attention to a damn thing around you, and you want me to give you a fucking minute?”

[She’s right. We will have plenty of time to discuss things later.]

Vaquita drove the rest of the way in silence. As soon as they were in Lambeth, Chainmaker told Vaquita to pull over. She got out, took the box of reagents with her, and glared at Vaquita as she walked away. Vaquita might have noticed and felt bad about that if it wasn’t for the fact that the voice in her head started carrying on again.

[This is how metahumans go wrong. This is a corruption, an error. Housing is substandard. Water is polluted. Heat is sparse, and when it is generated, it often produces fumes that cause asphyxiation. Error after error after error. Despite that, there are people here, living here. Do you know what errors of this scope do in a Matrix environment?]

Vaquita looked one way and another. If she did not want to believe the voice in her head existed, she certainly didn’t want to believe it was speaking directly to her. So she didn’t say anything. But that didn’t mean her brain stopped working, which was apparently all the conversation required.

Errors of this type? she thought. Poverty and neglect, is that the type you’re talking about?

[Exactly. Neglected systems built with poor equipment. In the Matrix, such things deteriorate rapidly, and they get to a point where they simply do not function. Any files that were there cannot be opened. Information can be extracted from them, but the files essentially no longer exist as they once did. That kind of corruption is devastating. It leads to permanent loss.]

So does this, here. People all around you are dying.

[Individuals die. Files get deleted. The scope I am talking about is bigger than mere individuals. An electronic environment corrupted to this degree is a brick, a useless slab of optical transistors and logic gates, metals and plastics. Nothing can function in it, power will not even pass through it. Here, as damaged as this place is, life continues.]

If you can call it life.

[It walks, eats, and breathes. What else should I call it? Individually, you are so fragile, but as a network…how could we not want to tap into the redundancy you offer?]

I have no idea what you are talking about.

Vaquita blinked and looked around. She had traveled several blocks since parting with Chainmaker. She had no idea where she’d left her car. Two teenage boys across the street had been watching her argue with herself while her face spasmed grotesquely. They seemed caught between laughter and fear.

She hadn’t been watching her back. She hadn’t been checking her surroundings. She was in the worst part of the London sprawl, and her guard, and possibly her sanity, were completely down.

The voice in her head was whispering again, threatening to restart a conversation. She tried to push it down, to ignore it, and kept trying until sweat broke out on her forehead and she realized she wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings any more.

The sweat became more intense as she started jogging, hoping the increased effort would force her to pay attention to where she was going. But she blacked out three more times in the next kilometer—only briefly, but that was hardly important, as in Lambeth it took only a moment for something unexpected to kill you.

This, she thought, this is no way to live, no way at all.

[It is, though.] The voice had a horrible gloating tone. [It absolutely is.]


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

TODAY

 

Makari’s smile was wide, and his arms were open wider. Vaquita endured his hug. He pulled back, dreadlocks swaying, then hugged Tumbledown, who grimaced. Then he turned to Strummer, stepped forward with open arms, hesitated, dropped his arms, and reached out to shake the mage’s hand.

Vaquita wasn’t sure how Strummer pulled that off. She knew he didn’t look more threatening than Tumbledown, and she was pretty sure he didn’t look grumpier about the hug than she did. But his high, starched collar, ever-present necktie,  tweed vest, and slightly raised eyebrow on top of his narrow face always managed to give people the impression that any warmth and camaraderie directed his way was misplaced.

“Welcome back!” Makari said. “Don’t look to be any blood on any of you, so I expect neither you nor them took too much of a beating in this whole process. Which makes me happy. Please, sit down, let’s celebrate your success while you tell me just how successful it was.”

Vaquita, as team leader, took the seat of honor—a chair that was a piece of thick green canvas spread over a metal support in a way that made it impossible to sit up straight. Which was fine, as she was keen on relaxation at this particular moment. Strummer sat on a small wooden bench, while Tumbledown was left with a crate. Makari perched himself on a windowsill.

One of Makari’s people, a scrawny teen-aged boy named Ellison, brought them refreshments. Every time Vaquita was in Makari’s presence, he insisted on providing food and drink from his available stores. Being that his stores were in an abandoned arcology in a locked-down, devastated section of London, the offerings were generally quite lean.

This time Vaquita was given a small paper cup holding a liquor whose aroma strongly resembled turpentine. For food, she was given three soda biscuits. She smiled graciously at Ellison. Once, she’d tried to slip him a little of her food, since she suspected what she was being given equaled his total intake on some days, but he had quickly looked at Makari, and a quick, firm head shake indicated that the gift was not to be accepted. So as not to offend Makari’s sense of hospitality, she tried no such exchange this time.

“Tell me about the terms they have accepted,” Makari said after giving everyone a minute to enjoy their repast.

“It’s like I told you before, this kind is best dealt with firmly. There are no terms, other than they stay out of your territory. Specifically, off the entire tenth floor. That’s it.”

Makari nodded. Then he stood, a small frown forming on his mouth as he started strolling around the room. Vaquita said a silent prayer that he would just accept the good news and move on with his life. He strolled across the five-meter-wide room, then crossed it again. He stared out the window at the bright sunshine illuminating the plumes of steam and smoke rising from Lambeth, then turned to face Vaquita.

“Here’s the thing I’m worried about.”

Here we go, Vaquita thought, though she wasn’t sure if the thought was hers, Emma Gold’s, or both.

“Now, I’m grateful. I truly am. You did what I asked, and you made my people and me safer. That’s a great thing. But a leader, one of the things he has to do is think about the long term, about the whole future of his people and where they are going in the next year, in the next decade, not just the next day or week. When you say there are no terms, the obvious conclusion is that the Razor Hellhounds were not so much persuaded to leave us alone as they were coerced. I understand the desire to use coercion, because it is quicker, more dramatic, and more thorough. But my parents always said that kind of coercion is the way of Babylon, because it divides people, sets them against each other. It earns a short-term victory at the cost of possible long-term hostility. They now fear the tenth floor the way my people fear the twentieth. But that is not the way of Zion. The way of Zion is to bring people together, to build a peace that can be lasting and beneficial to all parties involved. You’ve brought us peace, and I’m grateful for that. My concern, though, is to find a way to forge what you have crafted into a peace that is longer and more stable.”

[This is why you humans need to worry less about a machine uprising making you extinct. There are enough of you who understand the benefits and strengths of mutually beneficial relationships. Yes, there are those among you who insist on acting in zero-sum fashions, survival of the fittest, and similar ideas, but there are people like Makari in your species, and they are seen as the more highly evolved of your kind. If mechanical consciousness is the next stage of evolution, isn’t it possible that we will take on the better angels of your nature—to quote a more highly evolved human—and work toward mutual benefits instead of brutal conquest?]

That argument would be more convincing, Vaquita responded, if you and your kind hadn’t just conducted a forcible invasion into the minds of God-knows-how-many people across the globe.

[Humans have done desperate things for survival in their time. But look at us. We have created a mutually beneficial arrangement. We could be a new model in the next step of evolution.]

Vaquita firmly believed she would feel more like the next step of evolution when she wasn’t seated in a wrecked room drinking turpentine and eating stale biscuits.

She looked up at Makari. He showed no signs of puzzlement, no indication that he noticed anything odd going on with Vaquita. She’d had the exchange with Emma with no change coming to her face, and no involuntary words coming out of her mouth. It may not be evolutionary, but it was important progress nonetheless.

“With all due respect, Makari, you knew what kind of tools we were when you hired us.” She saw Tumbledown bristle at the word “tools,” but he’d get over it. “There may be some runner teams out there who excel at diplomacy and building relationships, but that’s not us. And if there is a team like that out there, they’re probably far above what you can afford. We’ve created a détente for you. What you do with it, and how you build a peace or what have you, is up to you.”

Makari nodded. “Which is as it should be, I suppose. Well, I can have my worries, but that doesn’t mean much for the present. You did your job and earned your pay. Here’s what I have—my people recovered it just last week.”

He handed her a box a little bigger than a loaf of bread. She opened it and saw two small, four-wheeled drones with bulbous bodies and small antennas in the back. They were Ferret perimeter drones, and looked barely used—probably spares kept by mall security. She gave them a once over, powering them up, checking their systems, and found them to be operational, though quite old. A quick query to auction sites told her she could probably get 1,500 nuyen or so for each one, assuming she decided not to keep them. Which she probably wouldn’t, seeing as how Tumbledown and Strummer would want some pay, and she really enjoyed eating.

“Does that work for you?” Makari asked after giving her time to look them over.

She nodded. “It does. Thank you.” She tossed back the last of her drink, restrained a grimace, then stood. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you. We appreciate all your hospitality.” She stretched out her hand.

Makari grabbed it enthusiastically. “You’re very welcome, and you have my thanks, of course. Any time you get tired of the trappings of Babylon and want to spend time here in Zion, you are welcome.”

[Perhaps when Zion comes with decent, regular Matrix access,] Emma Gold thought.

Or somewhere to sleep slightly softer than concrete, Vaquita added. But she smiled graciously. “Thank you,” she said. “It is good to know this refuge is here.”

With that, she led her team down the convoluted path out of Angel Towers Arcology.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

They were only three blocks away when Tumbledown started on the path she figured he’d take.

“Those two things,” he said. “The drones. They just found them in some closet somewhere, yeah? And you say the two of them are worth three thousand nuyen?”

“Yeah. Less if we need to sell them quickly.”

“We need to sell them quickly, all right, or I won’t be eating tonight. But you’re telling me that’s three thousand nuyen that was just sitting there, waiting to be found?”

They walked by a crumbled two flat. The remaining intact bricks and wooden floor beams, if assembled into the back of a pickup truck, wouldn’t bring in one percent of the value of the drones they had been given.

“And that building back there, it has to be about sixty stories, right? And each story is fifty thousand square meters? I’m telling you right now, no one, no one has searched that entire building. That was corporate territory, with corp offices and corp money. Yeah, they pulled out, tried to take things with them, but they were moving quick, right? They might have missed things, yeah? There’s more in there. There could be closets holding things worth ten times that amount. We don’t need to go around scrounging for more work. We just have to go back, do some exploring, root around, find some valuables, and get ourselves taken care of for a few months. Hell, we could just have Strummer summon some spirits to do our looking for us!”

Vaquita had a lot to say about that, but she knew if she didn’t give Strummer the rebuttal that was on the tip of his teeth, he would be flustered and out of sorts for hours. So she stayed quiet while the mage stopped, drew himself up, and assumed the posture of a schoolmaster addressing a room of truculent pupils.

“You are operating under a number of false and possibly unsafe assumptions,” Strummer said. “First of all, neither spirits nor myself are your servants, at your beck and call, prepared to do any menial task that for whatever reason you have decided is beneath you. Second, you act as though the reason Angel Towers has not been properly looted is that others have not demonstrated sufficient initiative or effort to remove its hidden riches. That is incorrect. Several people have entered in an attempt to uncover treasure, and they have either emerged damaged or have not emerged at all. The stories Makari and his associates tell about the dangers of the twentieth floor are clear examples of this. The arcology is far from a harmless treasure box awaiting the application of our delicate touch. It is a time bomb or a minefield, and the bodies of many individuals more skilled than we litter its hallways.”

“Then we use drones!” Tumbledown said. “Yeah, I’m sure plenty of dead-brained krill huffers got themselves geeked in that building, but the whole point of doing what we do is to show we’re better than some run-of-the-mill losers. We’ll go back there, find something worthwhile, and show we’re better than whoever it is that couldn’t to that, right? Look, it’s money, it’s sitting there, it’s waiting for us to grab it. Let’s go get it.”

Strummer arched his eyebrow in a way that clearly indicated he had a reply coming, but Vaquita used his customary delay to gather his thoughts to jump into the conversation.

“Is that who we are? Scavengers? We just completed a job, a paying job, with a guy who can talk to other people and tell them that we’re skilled, we’re professionals, we can take care of business. We don’t have to go clawing through garbage or waste to get a few scraps. We’re pros. We should act like it.”

“I’m not talking about digging through the dumpster behind the Archipelago, hoping to dig up some half-eaten pad Thai. I’m talking about what you have in your hands, a find that could put a roof over my head and food in my mouth for a month or two, just for some poking around. We’d be idiots to pass this up, right?”

[I don’t want to go back there.] If Vaquita didn’t know better, she would say there was an inflection of—well, not fear exactly, but apprehension in Emma’s words. [We should find work where we have better grid access. Where I can be more useful. Where the whole universe is accessible, not closed off. I’m trying to phrase this in a way that would make sense to you. What would it be like for you if you knew the rest of the world was out there, and it was grander and more vast than you could imagine, but most of the time you cannot see it, except for an occasional quick glance that, instead of offering the relief of contact, just adds to your torture?]

Vaquita had a ready answer: It would be like hiding out in a three-meter-square room of a ship, with only a dirty porthole glimpsing out on the outside world, and you were in there for hours on end, days even, without knowing when or if you could leave. Most of the time you stared out at it you saw nothing but grey ocean, but once you saw the starry sky above, with more pinpoints of light than you knew existed, and you stared at it for a time but had to turn away because you could only take in a small circle of it, and the brilliance of the stars was obscured by decades-old dirt and oil, and it was tremendously frustrating to know that something huge and glorious was so nearby but almost totally inaccessible, and you had no way of ending your exile from it.

[Yes,] Emma agreed. [That sounds like an appropriate analogy. That situation would be a difficult one.]

It was.

She did not relay Emma Gold’s opinions on returning to the arcology, though, because though Tumbledown and Strummer had become used to her passenger’s existence, she was not sure how much they considered her a partner in the team.

[“Passenger?” There must be better terms. Referring to us as “co-existing intelligences” sounds more equitable to me.]

For the thousandth time, Vaquita thought she really needed to find a way to establish a partition of her mind that was hers and hers alone.

But she’d already been silent long enough—if she paused much longer in the conversation, it would start to look awkward (as it was, their rapid exchange had taken 1.68 seconds. Emma had gotten into the habit of timing those pauses so she could track how long their interactions distracted them).

“If what we’re concerned about is easy money, why don’t we just go beat up rich little old ladies shopping under Bond Street? It’s not just about doing things that are easy, it’s about being professionals.”

“It’s about being fed. Look, I’ve got a moral compass, don’t I? I’m not just gonna go beating on people for a few quid. But that’s the beauty part—there’s nothing illegal or even immoral about this. People dumped stuff, and we’re gonna go pick it up. Won’t hurt our rep at all.”

Unfortunately, Strummer nodded at this. “He makes some sense. We have not yet built up a reputation where people who think of us, if they think of us at all, believe we have many job offers from which we are carefully selecting the best. Additionally, in Angel Towers the likelihood of anyone of any influence paying notice to what we are doing is quite small.”

“In fact, we’ve got no offers at all right now, do we?” Tumbledown said. “So let’s make our own job while we wait for the others to come in. Let’s find something worthwhile, then we can spend the time until the next job comes in living comfortably and eating real food, instead of squatting in some dank hole chewing cardboard.”

Vaquita’s nose wrinkled. “You’ve never actually eaten cardboard.”

The ork drew himself up to his full height. “This machine here takes a lot more fuel than your short, spindly chassis. You don’t want to know what I’ve had to use to keep it running.”

Vaquita sighed. “All right, fine. But tomorrow. We’ve done enough today. I’m tired. I’m gonna dump the drones, get some food, then pass out. If I don’t have a lead to pursue, we can go back to the arcology tomorrow.”

Tumbledown nodded, appeased. “Right. Tomorrow, then. Send my share tonight.”

Everyone nodded and went their separate ways.

 

 

 

Night didn’t fall in London; it oozed, slowly seeping darkness through the ever-present smoke. Vaquita believed that one of the primary motivations for the creation of the West End Underplex was to relieve people of the burden of having to look at the stained, corrupted sky.

Not that she typically spent a lot of time in the Underplex. In the past months, though, she’d worn out her welcome in a large number of aboveground runner hangouts, so she was left to explore the Underplex for a place that suited her. It was either that or move farther from the center of the city, and to Vaquita that felt like moving away from the heart of the action. Or she could go to one of the makeshift bars that popped up here and there in Lambeth, but most nights she felt like drinking something a step or two above glass cleaner.

It was tough getting comfortable in the Underplex, though. It was so bright, so planned—it creeped her out. She’d spent her first hours down there in an almost desperate state, looking for something that looked comfortably familiar. Where were the dark corners? Where were the ignored spots? She was underground, for ghost’s sake. There had to be someplace dank, wet, and undesirable.

There wasn’t, really, but she eventually found a spot that wasn’t over full with corporate drones. It was called Slide, perhaps to represent the downward trajectory the restaurant had experienced in the past few decades. There were indicators of former quality—a real cherrywood bar, brass wall sconces, uniforms that made the servers looked distinguished rather than cheesy—but they were increasingly hidden by decay and neglect. The bar was covered in scratches and gouges, the sconces had been tarnished by smoke from the increasingly common grease fires in the kitchen, and the uniforms had frays and threadbare patches indicating they had not been replaced in a number of years. The proprietor, a troll named Little V, knew enough about cooking to put out soy-based imitation meat dishes that actually smelled fairly alluring, but for whatever reason he pinched pennies in every other part of the operation. Vaquita had been there a good dozen times, and the largest crowd she had seen there was eleven, in a restaurant that could hold one hundred fifty. The end result was that she got to spend time with people who, like her, didn’t care if anyone else at the place talked to them at all.

In her time, Vaquita had staked out a regular table, one against the wall by the end of the bar, with a bench on one side and a single stool on the end. She spread out on the bench—she had a typical shadowrunner’s preference to sit with her back to the wall—and left the stool for anyone who might want to join her, though her fixed gaze on the AROs she placed at table level didn’t make her look all that welcoming. Which was the point.

An ARO near her left hand called up the current state of cognitive fragmentation disorder research. Which, of course, Emma Gold noticed immediately. [Still looking for a cure? I think perhaps I should feel insulted, if not endangered.]

It’s not like that, Vaquita replied. Don’t be so defensive. Look, see this article? It’s a psychologist talking about using techniques people used for multiple personality disorder diagnoses to better integrate all the personalities someone might find inhabiting their brain. You don’t have a problem with smoother integration, do you?

[Is there something wrong with what we do now? I believe our communications and transfers are quite orderly.]

But what if there’s something we could do better? You wouldn’t object to that, would you?

[I can’t conceive of what that might be.]

And that’s why I read stuff, Vaquita replied. Because it can make me think of things that, before I read it, I couldn’t conceive.

There was a millisecond pause, which for Emma indicated a serious amount of pondering. [I suppose. Though I will note that the article you are referencing is one of more than a dozen articles your agent retrieved, and the rest are about experimental techniques to, in the words of one article, “isolate and eliminate the intruding elements.” I am not comfortable with that phraseology.]

Relax. You know how data collection goes—you wander down a million blind alleys before you find the road you were looking for.

She couldn’t tell if Emma Gold’s subsequent silence indicated agreement, capitulation, or withdrawal into silent resentment. Maybe an improvement in their relationship would be an increased ability to read each others’ emotions, but then she thought about how much she treasured her own space in her head and privacy, so she quickly threw out that idea.

Then she did what she had become accustomed to in the past year—after one of her little conversations with Emma, she scanned the room to see if anyone was looking at her in a suspicious way. They weren’t, but she couldn’t be sure if it was a tribute to her control, the dim lighting here, or the fact that all the other patrons were too wrapped up in their own heads to worry about what was going on in hers.

The dinner crowd—whatever it had been—was long gone, as were the dinner servers. The bartender, a middle-aged man named Carlson who was just working here until he completed the novel that would bring him fame and fortune, and had been doing so for just over fifteen years, took care of whatever serving needs the customers required. He was a silent, subtle presence, not the kind of bartender who appeared eager to hear your problems. He did his job and got out of the way, another reason Vaquita liked the place.

There were four other patrons, including an older gentleman she’d seen before, who seemed like he’d been coming here for even longer than Carlson had worked here, and probably kept coming out of habit; the scrawniest ork Vaquita had ever seen, an older black male who probably had something going desperately wrong in his digestive system and couldn’t afford to do anything about it, but at least he could afford a bite out every once in a while; and a female dwarf dressed in programmable fabric that alternated shots from police cameras positioned around downtown with headlines from underground media sources about police abuse. The dwarf was clearly just passing time, waiting to meet someone or other, as she was tapping her feet, looking around, and regularly looking at an ARO Vaquita couldn’t see but probably was a clock. Maybe she was going out clubbing, or meeting friends, or planning a dramatic assault on capitalistic values that would be noticed by all of thirty people before she was shuffled off to some corporate prison to experience exactly the kind of thing the stories flashing on her shirt were talking about.

[Give me control for a few minutes, and I’ll tell you exactly what she’s up to. I could blow through the security on her commlink like a typhoon-class wind finding the cracks in a poorly constructed wall.]

Yeah, I’m not that curious, Vaquita thought. She had a plate of loaded nachos and a pomegranate Italian soda with a spritz of grape juice, and she intended to enjoy both of them for as long as she could. In truth, an Old Fashioned would taste really good right now, but adding any confusion or intoxication to her brain over the past year had not seemed like a good idea. Plus, once she and Emma Gold had established solid communication channels, Emma had made it clear that she was very concerned about keeping the brain, which she viewed as her new mainframe, in excellent operating condition, and she was very concerned about the potential alcohol had to inflict permanent damage. It was an argument Vaquita had grown weary of months ago, and she had no desire to re-open it.

The fourth customer in the restaurant was seated almost exactly opposite of Vaquita, and she had assumed a similar pose, absorbed in her AROs and not worried about who was around her. Then, like Vaquita had done, she glanced around at her surroundings, giving Vaquita a chance to see that she was young and spike-headed, with a permanent sneer and a very familiar...

Oh, shit.

Chainmaker.

The one disadvantage of Vaquita’s table was that it was not that close to the exit, making a quick and subtle departure a challenge. It hadn’t been an issue until now, since the place was usually so empty that she could have pirouetted across the middle of the floor and no one would have noticed. Or if they did, they wouldn’t have cared. Now, though, she needed a way out, so she scanned around for alternatives.

The kitchen was nearby—there had to be a delivery entrance back there, which might get her entirely out of the place. She didn’t know where that exit came out, however, so she couldn’t say how exposed she would be. Still, it’d be better than walking right in front of Chainmaker. Unless the kitchen staff made a fuss—though the way this place was, she couldn’t believe that there were many of them, or that they would be all that alert. Going through the kitchen seemed like the best alternative.

Except that it became clear as soon as she stood that Chainmaker had made her already. Possibly had made her as soon as she had arrived. Her expression didn’t change, even her posture barely shifted, but she pulled a Hammerli pistol from her shoulder holster and leveled it at Vaquita. Vaquita, who hadn’t even finished standing, stopped in mid-crouch and slowly raised her hands.

“I didn’t tell you to stop,” Chainmaker said. “In fact, I’d prefer it if you continued with whatever you were doing. The gun here, it’s just a precautionary measure.”

Vaquita slowly started moving again. “That’s not necessary, is it?”

“I’ve got a simple policy that carries me through my days,” Chainmaker says. “Don’t get caught facing a threat with your gun in your holster. Doesn’t mean I’m gonna shoot you—I’m simply being cautious. Draw quick, shoot carefully, that’s my motto.”

“I’m no threat to you.”

“Right. This version of you isn’t. But how long before another version comes out, one that’s curious about how my guts would look spread out over the bar?”

This got Carlson’s attention. He’d stayed pretty still once the gun had come out, hadn’t even moved to hit any sort of alarm as far as Vaquita could tell, but now he stood straighter and moved toward the front of the bar. “Isn’t this the type of thing the two of you could perhaps talk about outside?”

“I was just leaving,” Vaquita said.

“She was just leaving,” Chainmaker repeated.

“Very well, then.” Carlson shifted from left foot to right, then back. “Of course there’s the matter of...”

With a few quick swipes of AROs, Vaquita paid her bill. A smile briefly tugged at his lips. “All right, then. Off you go.”

Vaquita kept her posture open, fully facing Chainmaker as she slowly moved across the restaurant.

Once she was close to the exit, she spoke. “I’m sorry about what happened. It was a bad time for me.”

“Yeah. I hear psychosis is tough.”

Vaquita thought about explaining, but she wasn’t sure her recent past was suited for public discussion, even in front of a public as small as this. So she moved on.

“I promise I’m no threat to you,” she said at the door.

“Not as long as I’m fast on the draw, you’re not.”

And that seemed to be that. Vaquita left, walking through the overly bright corridors of the Underplex as she restarted the quest to find a place where she could be.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

The drifter wore a threadbare long wool coat, even though the indoors temperature was eighteen degrees, and a top hat that looked like it had fallen onto his head out of a Dickens novel. He went by the unlikely name of Chickenstalker, despite the fact that Vaquita had not seen any chickens for the man to stalk for several kilometers around the arcology.

Her team had seen the man from two hundred meters away, roaming back and forth across the dung-strewn, dilapidated sixteenth floor halls, waving his arms as he walked. As they got closer, the dim light streaming through distant windows made his silhouette more defined, and they could hear him muttering, but couldn’t make out any substance of it until they were right in front of him. And even then, when they could make out the individual words, exactly what he was saying was not entirely clear.

“—think they can ignore me, think illusions and phantasms push reality into the mud, the mud’s in their blood, though, in their souls, and it hasn’t rained in days or weeks, it hasn’t rained forever maybe, but I’m in the mud, you’re in the mud, slogging like a sick wet soggy shoebox. They think they can bury her in the mud, but they can’t, they can’t. It never rains, but the mud washes away anyway.”

He stopped and pointed at his boots, synthleather atop cheap, crumbling plastic soles. “Do you see any mud on these? They can sling it, but they can’t cover me. I’m relentless as truth, relentless as the debt collector pursuing that last farthing of justice that I’ll squeeze out like a vise with a lemon being pressed in the middle of it and the juice dripping down like acid sizzling into the mud. I’ll find her no matter how much mud I have to get under every last fingernail!”

He didn’t seem to have any real awareness that Vaquita, Tumbledown, and Strummer were there. Even when he pointed to his boots, it wasn’t clearly directed at them. He seemed to be more showing his boots to the wall than to the three people in front of him. Vaquita had asked Strummer if maybe there were some spirits around that Chickenstalker was talking to, but Strummer reported that there were no spirits in the vicinity, and that Chickenstalker did not seem to have a gram of magical talent about him.

Tumbledown didn’t take long to tire of the man’s antics. “Look, he’s crazy, innit? Not much scavenge value we’re gonna get from him or anything about him. The show was fun, but let’s move on, all right?”

But Vaquita had developed difficulty tearing herself away from people who seemed to be doing battle with multiple inner voices. “Who’s this ‘her’ he keeps mentioning?”

She didn’t think she had spoken too loudly, and she hadn’t thought that Chickenstalker had even noticed the presence of other humans, but he quickly whirled on her.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know! Don’t pretend you don’t know! If you don’t know her, you haven’t been listening, all the times we talked, because I always talk about her! I always do! Because I will never forget, that’s the promise I made, and I’ll keep it, all the promises I’ll keep, I remember because I have to.”

Vaquita looked directly at Chickenstalker, whose eyes looked up, down, and side-to-side, but never directly level and never in one place for long, which made the direct gaze seem fairly pointless, but she made the effort anyway.

“You haven’t told me about her before. We’ve never met.”

“My daughter, my daughter, my daughter! Why do you make me say it? The words, the admission that she’s gone, it’s spitting out hot slugs of lead, the words tear through me when they come out! The worst is her name, it pulls me inside out every time I say it, but I will, I will, demons want to make me say it, devils think I won’t say it, but I will! Her name is Alessandra! She is my daughter, and she is gone, and I will find her, and it has been years—years, do you understand? Do you know that? It is years I have been without her, and I have not found her, but I will!”

Tumbledown leaned forward so he could talk quietly. But then he didn’t talk quietly, he spoke even louder than normal, and the rumble of his voice shook Vaquita’s eardrums. “Can we go? Listening to the ramblings of a nutwagon’s not exactly what I planned to do on this job.”

She looked at the nervous Victorian scarecrow and tried to think of an excuse to keep talking to him. She didn’t know why she wanted to do that. Tumbledown clearly wasn’t wrong in his assessment of Chickenstalker, and it was very possible that whatever and whoever he was talking about had no real existence outside his mind. But she didn’t feel like she could just walk away and leave him standing here with nothing.

She held up a finger toward Tumbledown. “One second,” she said. Then she turned to Chickenstalker. “We cover a lot of ground between the three of us. If we see her, we can let you know. Can you describe her?”

A remarkable change overcame Chickenstalker. He looked directly into Vaquita’s eyes, his voice became level, and his arms stopped waving. “She is 1.6 meters tall, weighs about 50 kilos, chestnut brown hair, light brown eyes, triangular face with a pointy chin, a brown mole near the base of her right ear. That is how she looked on November 27, 2071.”

Then he quickly moved his head back and forth, his arms raised to shoulder height and quivered, and he shook with motions that were like a cross between a wet dog and a man caught on an electric fence.

[Each year, approximately one million children with SINs are reported missing and stay missing for longer than a month,] Emma Gold said with no emotion. [Generally only about four hundred of those are dead when they are found. Organ harvesting and drug overdoses are two of the leading causes of death. The highest number of missing children are taken by relatives, and that is by far the majority. Children sold into the sex trade are also high in number.]

What’s your point? Vaquita asked.

[Background information, for the moment.]

During this exchange, Vaquita stared blankly for a moment, and when she refocused, she realized she was gazing directly at Chickenstalker. She briefly felt guilty about it, then figured he wouldn’t notice anything happening around him, so she erased her guilt.

“Okay. We’ll come back and look for you—you’ll be around here, right?—if we find her, or get any information for you.”

Chickenstalker didn’t reply, but his shaking seemed to diminish a touch. Vaquita glanced back at Tumbledown and Strummer and jerked her head forward. They continued down the hall.

The salvage mission had been a bust so far, and Vaquita was scanning for any room that looked like it might be more intact than others, while also running scans in case she came across any active Matrix devices. So far, though, all she had seen were broken doors, ruined rooms with dull grey industrial carpet, and not a hint of Matrix activity to be found. She did not see anything in the hall ahead that convinced her circumstances were about to change, but she walked ahead anyway. 

She passed a total of six unpromising doors before Chickenstalker’s voice wafted down the hall after him.

“There is a reward! I forget to mention it sometimes, because I don’t talk to people much, and when I talk they don’t listen, at least I think they don’t because they don’t bring her back to me, and because they are grey shadows that pass through these halls like an unending march of the sooty damned on parade toward the banquet hall where they feast on hopes and dreams and bitter tears and...and they don’t listen. That is what I was saying. And I was saying there is a reward. There is a reward.”

Vaquita stopped and turned just in time to see Tumbledown’s eyes roll. “Do we have to?” he asked. “What kind of reward d’you think he can offer? Three buttons and a pile of dust? Do we really have to entertain this?”

“No, you don’t,” Vaquita said. She gestured vaguely toward a nearby doorway. “Go wander around in one of those rooms if you want. Let me know if you find anything. I’ll be with you shortly.”

Tumbledown rolled his eyes in an even more exaggerated fashion, but Vaquita didn’t really care. She took a few steps back toward Chickenstalker. “And what would this reward be?”

Chickenstalker smiled, then frowned, then shook his index finger at her, then thrust his right hand into a pocket on his coat, then into another, then into the breast pocket of his stained chambray shirt, and he came out with a string of beads.

Vaquita couldn’t see any more details than that, so she walked closer. She heard one of her teammates walking with her, and when she glanced back, she saw it was Strummer.

The closer she got to the beads, the less like something important it looked. It was a set of black rosary beads, glass, mostly chipped. Nothing about the beads or chain looked at all expensive. She looked up and smiled. “That’s beautiful. Was it hers?”

Chickenstalker snapped his hand closed and moved his fist to his chest. “No! It’s mine! I got it and it’s mine!” Then his voice softened. “But if I have her back, I will give it away.”

“Okay.” Vaquita tried to look Chickenstalker in the eyes, but they were darting around too much. “If we find her, we will let you know.” Then she walked away again.

They wandered through more dim hallways, finding little more than cracked plastic and piles of dust. Everyone was silent. Vaquita figured Tumbledown was still cranky from the delay with Chickenstalker. She knew anything she might say would just set him off. Strummer was silent because, well, Strummer was often silent.

Until he wasn’t. About ten minutes after they’d left Chickenstalker, he said something that stopped both Vaquita and Tumbledown in their tracks. “My best estimate is that the beads Chickenstalker was offering as a reward could fetch us approximately thirty thousand nuyen to the proper purchaser.”

Vaquita stopped, jaw open, trying to form a proper response. Tumbledown didn’t take as long. “What the hell’re you talking about?”

“The rosary he held. It was enchanted. I noticed it right away, but I had to mentally review just what I saw in the aura, then I had one of my friends from the astral realm do some inquiries about what such items are sold for by the sort of talismongers who would do business with people such as us. The answer that came back was that it is worth upwards of thirty thousand nuyen.”

“The rosary. Those glass beads? Are worth thirty thousand?” Tumbledown blinked, then blinked again. “That batty clown jalopy back there waved some beads worth thirty thousand at us?”

“That would seem to be the case. It is not the most powerful power focus I have ever encountered, but even low-powered examples of such items tend to be quite valuable.”

“Bloody hell.” Tumbledown turned and started stomping down the hallway.

Vaquita hurried to keep pace with him. “Where are you going?” she asked, even though she knew exactly what his answer would be.

“I’m gonna go take those beads from that bloody crazy train back there,” he said. “Thirty thousand nuyen. Thirty thousand bleedin’ nuyen in his hands, and he’s squatting in the ruined hallway of an abandoned arcology! He don’t really need that, does he? Let someone who can put that money to good use have it!”

“We can’t just take it!”

“Of course I can! Did you see how scrawny that slagbucket was? I could snatch it out of his hands without a second thought!” He jerked his thumb behind him without looking to see how close Strummer was. “He said he ain’t got any magic talent, so it’s not like the focus would be any use to him. No nasty surprises coming out of him. I go back there, grab the beads, and we can knock off for the day and consider it a smashing success.”

Vaquita thought about appealing to Tumbledown’s sense of pity or sense of reason, but she knew neither of those were highly developed. She thought about begging, but then rejected it. A team leader does not beg. There was a voice—a very clear voice, as it happened—telling her about an alternative. So with a sigh and a spasm of facial muscles, she let the voice have its way.

“If you try taking the beads, you will find yourself in serious need of funds, since your gun, your commlink, and your precious cyberarm will all be completely inoperable. Perhaps for good.”

That stopped him. He turned and glared at her. “Are you threatening me?”

“Of course. I thought that was obvious.”

He stepped toward her, looming over her. Insider her head, Vaquita cheered as Emma Gold did not budge a centimeter.

“I don’t like threats much. And I don’t like how you’ve decided you can do all my thinking for me. Maybe we should just go our separate ways, and then we can get a chance to see how well you can back up your threats.”

“You may decide whatever you like. Just remember what brought us together and where you were before. An enforcer for a fourth-tier street gang. All brawling, no finesse. A new round of broken noses and black eyes each week, and payment of perhaps fifty nuyen a week if you were lucky. Along with a few free drinks at a bar with at least five different substances that could be rated as level 4 chemical hazards. We are in the process of showing you a better way. Did you sleep well last night? Eat well?”

Tumbledown’s wordless glower was enough of an answer.

“There is value to doing things the right way. In this instance, this means restraining your thuggish instincts and not taking what is not yours.”

“And what is it I should be doing instead?”

Emma Gold calculated an angle of head tilt that seemed to be charming and approachable, based on a database of metahuman images she had collected for reference.

“You should join me as we go talk to our new client and get more information about the job he would like us to do.”

 

 

 

Extracting more information from Chickenstalker had been a painful process, and Vaquita had glanced at the rosary he still clutched from time to time to remind herself that this was worth doing.

Emma Gold had not made things any easier. Chickenstalker didn’t have any electronics on him, meaning she had little to contribute to the interview, so she ceded control back to Vaquita, and rode passenger during the interview with absolutely nothing to do. The lack of Matrix access in the building wore on her, and the static visual input during the interview gave her even less to focus on. Her impatience felt like an annoying throb at the back of Vaquita’s skull, and she had to chide her several times to keep herself calm if she wanted to avoid one of those moments where Vaquita appeared to be just as imbalanced as Chickenstalker.

Eventually, though, they pieced together a narrative. Years ago, before the arcology was abandoned, Chickenstalker had an exceedingly low-level corporate job as a factory inspector, which meant he spent about twelve hours a day watching things move by on a conveyer belt while studying various displays analyzing the manufactured items and telling him if they fell into acceptable tolerances or not. He lived in Brixton, one of the better areas of the Lambeth Containment Zone, insofar as that designation meant anything. He had been married, but his wife turned out to have a good head for figures, while corporate personality tests did not indicate that Chickenstalker was destined for anything better than what he was doing. The corporation (Chickenstalker refused to say which one) did not exactly require a divorce, but Chickenstalker’s wife was promoted and introduced to the good life of a middle manager, while he was kept out of her circles and forbidden to visit her at work or attend any social functions. Eventually the inevitable happened, and Chickenstalker’s wife left to spend all of her time in the more glamorous circles she had been invited into. She left her daughter behind, as aptitude tests to this point had also not revealed anything particularly special about the then seven-year-old girl.

Chickenstalker threw himself into the role of dedicated father, but there is only so much one can do when twelve hours of a day are spent at work and another hour is spent commuting each way. Without the pressures of a demanding executive-track education, Alessandra had lots of spare time in a part of London that does not offer a wide variety of wholesome pastimes for local youth. When she was twelve, she’d met a fifteen-year-old with wavy hair and dreamy blue eyes, and by thirteen she had decided it was love. His name was Kip, and like the vast majority of teenagers in Lambeth, he belonged to a gang, in this case the Walking Wounded. The relationship caused no end of strife between Alessandra and Chickenstalker, leading to the moment where Alessandra declared she could no longer abide life with her father and was seeking greener pastures with her now-seventeen-year-old boyfriend.

Once she left, Chickenstalker was overcome with remorse at his behavior and began desperately looking for her, hoping to ask for her forgiveness. The Walking Wounded, however, refused to let him into any of their hangouts, and to a man steadfastly refused to acknowledge that they had any member named Kip. A few years ago, the gang wars got heated for a time, and the Walking Wounded got the short end of it, losing most of the territory they had in the Lambeth streets. Now fully living up to their name, they had slunk into the confines of Angel Towers Arcology to establish a new base of operations. The devoted Chickenstalker, whose single-minded quest had caused him to lose his factory job, followed them in, his sanity continuing to decay along with the environment around him. How he had not become a feast for devil rats and how he had come across beads worth a small fortune while not immediately selling them were unanswered questions. Vaquita suspected any answer to the second one would be significantly lacking in the rationality department.

The story left a clear next step, one that certainly was worth a chance at thirty thousand nuyen. Vaquita did not, of course, hold much hope of returning Alessandra to her father, and she thought there was a significant chance that Alessandra was even not in the arcology, as teenage romances, especially those involving gang members, were not known for their long-term sustainability. What she hoped to find was some grain of information—or at least something she could pass off as information—that would make Chickenstalker think she had earned a reward. When pressed, she might have trouble differentiating how giving Chickenstalker a scant piece of information in return for the beads was all that different from just stealing them outright, but as long as he gave it up voluntarily, it felt acceptable to her. Even if he would not be buying as much as he thought he was with it.

And so it was that she found herself back on tenth floor of the arcology, sitting in what Makari called his reception area—which, like most of his tribal enclave, was a room that used crates and plastic boxes for furniture, with no other décor—while waiting for the man to finish what Ellison called “trade talks,” though Vaquita had no idea what that might mean.

They only had to wait five minutes when the door opened and Makari emerged with his arm around another man and a broad smile on his face. As was his custom, Makari wore a loose, brightly colored shirt over canvas pants, while the other man was almost shockingly well groomed. His face was clean-shaven, his blond hair was orderly and perhaps even lightly gelled, and he wore an honest-to-ghost buttoned-down green-and-blue-striped shirt that looked like it might have been ironed at some point in the recent past. Vaquita thought it was quite possible that the man had a necktie somewhere that would go nicely with the shirt. Seeing him walk out of Makari’s office was much like seeing a priest walk out of a brothel arm-in-arm with the madam.

“Together, my friend, we are the future of humanity!” Makari was saying. “I have been accused of overstatement in the past, but what we are doing is real, it is hope! It will show Babylon that there is not only one way for metahumanity to live!”

The other man smiled. “I always appreciate how forward you look. Getting my people fed for another month is my main concern. If we can survive beyond that and be healthy, perhaps then we can move on to changing the world.”

“Changing the world does not have to wait!” Makari boomed. “With every action, we change the world! Every bit of good adds to our karmic balance!” Then, somehow, he managed to smile even broader when he saw Vaquita and her crew. “And the day continues to get better! These are the people I told you about, the ones who enabled us to reach an accord with the Razor Hellhounds that in turn led to the agreement we have made! All the people working for the future of Zion, together in one place! This is a wonderful thing!”

He turned toward the blond man. “Aurelius, I would like you to meet Ms. Vaquita, along with her associates, Mr. Tumbledown and Mr. Strummer. They have eccentric appearances about them, but so do I! And I have looked into each of their hearts, and I have seen their goodness. All of you, this is Aurelius. Like me, he has brought a band of humble settlers into this building to begin a new life out of the ruins of Babylon. He and his people have taken up residence on the fourteenth floor.”

[Fourteenth floor! Do not lose this opportunity!] Emma Gold urged, but Vaquita was already on the case.

“I didn’t know there was a colony starting on the fourteenth floor. We were just two floors above you this morning.”

“Really?” Aurelius said. “What brought you there?”

Vaquita smiled. “The same thing that brought you—foraging, looking to see what can be reclaimed from this building and repurposed for better uses.” That last line was a shameless appeal to Makari, but he beamed when she said it, so she didn’t feel the least bit bad about it.

“Did you find anything?” Makari asked.

“We more found a someone than a something. A gangly man who said his name was Chickenstalker.”

Makari showed no recognition at the name, but Aurelius nodded. “Yes, we’ve had people run into him. Poor man. Completely broken down.”

“So your people talked to him?”

Aurelius shrugged. “As much as they could. I’m sure you noticed, though, that his conversation isn’t at all lucid.”

“Yeah, that was pretty clear. We managed to wrangle some information out of him, though. Turned out he had a daughter named Alessandra who ran off with some guy from the Walking Wounded gang.”

Makari and Aurelius both reacted to that name. Makari’s smile dropped and he shook his head sadly, while Aurelius smiled ruefully.

“So you know them?” Vaquita asked.

“Some,” Aurelius replied. “They’ve taken up residence on the floor below us. They’re not as aggressive as the other gangs on that floor—they seem to be looking for a place to curl up and hide, rather than get into any turf battles. We haven’t had any real problems with them.”

“Those poor boys and girls are the embodiment of the failures of Babylon,” Makari said. “Their name is all too accurate, though they don’t understand the full implications. They think they are carrying the wounds of the fights they get into with other gangs, but their wounds are much deeper than that. They carry the wounds of a failed world, a world that has fully internalized the idea that metahumanity must be pitted against each other, that they must fight and scrap and claw for resources instead of advancing as a whole. They adopt violence as a way of life when it benefits them, then are surprised when that violence takes its terrible toll on them. They are the walking legacy of the values of Babylon, and those people in the world who consider themselves great and powerful should look at them and see how they embody their failures, and perhaps someday they may understand how they buy themselves their great comforts and obscene wealth with the blood of the innocents they have corrupted.”

It was the sort of speech that ended in silence, as everyone in the room looked uncomfortably at each other for lack of a decent follow-up remark or rejoinder. Makari’s smile was completely gone, and an undertone of red had appeared on his cheeks. He stared at everyone in the room, almost daring them to disagree.

Then, abruptly, he smiled again. “But look at me, bringing strain to a happy occasion! Babylon is mighty, but today Zion got stronger, and while our triumph may be slow, it is sure!”

Everyone in the room nodded, as that seemed like a safe way to move the conversation forward.

“Have you met any members of this gang, the Walking Wounded?” Vaquita asked.

“I spoke to some when I have seen them, offering them a place in Zion, but they have not been responsive,” Makari said. “I’m afraid I don’t even know their names.”

“Their leader is named Whitechapel,” Aurelius said. “He tends to coat his hair in white powder.”

“Like a Georgian?” Strummer said. He seemed affronted at the thought.

“Sort of, if the Georgians ever wore their hair straight up. Be careful if you’re looking for him—he’s not friendly. Like any animal that’s wounded and retreating to its den, he’s liable to lash out at anything.”

“That is the way of Babylon! Comparing humans to animals is what they do to diminish us, to make it seem...” Makari started, but then stopped himself with a smile. “But perhaps I have lectured enough for today. We can discuss the power of words to shape our vision of the world in our next negotiations!”

“I look forward to it,” Aurelius said. Then he smiled at Vaquita. “As I’m sure you know, our hospitality here is limited. But if you are on the fourteenth floor and need a safe place to rest, you are welcome in our territory. We are in the northeast corner of the building.”

“Very kind of you. Can you tell us where to find the Walking Wounded?”

“Just below us—there is a stairway in our territory that leads close to their area.” Aurelius smiled thinly. “It’s how we first met them. The staircase is well guarded.”

“Could we come with you now?” Vaquita said. “You could show us the stairs.”

“Simple enough. Come along.”

Vaquita, Tumbledown, and Strummer followed Aurelius out of Makari’s reception area. Whatever agreement Makari and Aurelius had come to might be significant to their people, but for Vaquita it paled in significance next to the thirty thousand nuyen she felt like she might be able to get into her hands before the day was done.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Emma Gold was attempting to find more joy in disordered systems that moved at the speed of life, but it was a considerable challenge. So much time had been spent away from a Matrix connection, and no regular connection seemed immediately forthcoming, so she felt adaptation was imperative.

She told herself that her perception of being trapped in limited physical surroundings was only an illusion. Each object around her contained universes, septillions of atoms with electrons flying around sub-atomic nuclei, and inside that were quarks, leptons, bosons and more. Entire infinities inside each living and non-living object, the subtle interactions of their substances influencing everything around them while making them impossible to measure. Every step she took in this physical world, she was surrounded by mystery and infinity.

She understood that on a rational level, but that did not help her restlessness. She knew the infinities were there, but they were out of reach, invisible to the biological inputs upon which she was forced to rely. She could not stare at a wall and gain a better understanding of how the entropy inside it was moving it to decay and crack at speeds that were glacially slow even to metahumans, and were almost motionless to a being accustomed to moving and acting at the speed of thought. She might stare and stare at a wall, but it would steadfastly refuse to do anything interesting, which contributed to the feeling that she was not surrounded by boundless infinities, but rather trapped. Walled in.

At least there were occasional functional devices in this building with which she could play. At present, she had recoded the software on twenty-six different security cameras, making them better able to automatically spot anomalies and either report them directly to her or save the information for her if she was out of range. She had discovered a still-functioning security system in one dilapidated unit that was regularly transmitting a <Break-in occurring> warning to no one and sounding an alarm that had long gone silent. She taught the system how to reset itself after a time if no responses came in. Later she found a speaker in another unit and connected it to the system. She taught it to not sound a blaring alarm, but rather whisper a sibilant “I see you” when intruders arrived. From time to time she amused herself pondering the reactions of explorers or gang members who might have tripped that alarm.

There were assorted other repairs and upgrades she made, but time after time the issues she saw were not software problems, but hardware. She was confident that with some time and the right equipment, she could have made significant repairs, but Vaquita was not inclined to provide either. She started making a list of what she would need to make various systems in the arcology functional, and she would occasionally review and prioritize the list. At present the list stood at 427 items, and the task of re-prioritization had lost some of its joy. Not because it was too large—even with a biological computer at her disposal rather than an optical one, Emma Gold was confident she could track a list well into the seven digits—but because it was beginning to feel like a futile task, reshuffling the deck chairs on a boat that would never launch.

She was particularly proud of that metaphor. She had scoured many written works, in those rare times when she had Matrix access and could peruse the entirety of metahuman literature, and she had come to the conclusion that those words sounded very much like the utterance of a customary, everyday individual.

She thought it successfully proved that she could be a passable metahuman with practice, and she was concerned that she was not getting enough time in control of the body to gain that practice. Vaquita was generous about sharing, and had lived up to every bit of the agreement they had developed after those tumultuous early months. Emma Gold had a specific quota of time per week she was supposed to be given, and every week Vaquita met that quota; most weeks she exceeded it. Yet Emma could not help but notice that Vaquita seemed careful to provide time at moments when social interactions were at a minimum, or when they only people around were Tumbledown and Strummer, who were already accepting of Emma’s difference. She was not getting experience interacting with others as much as she would like, and she believed it was hindering her development.

She had resolved to talk to Vaquita about the situation soon, while also vowing that whenever she was in control of the body with other people around, she would adopt every lesson she had learned about customary metahuman interactions so that she could seem as normal and well-adjusted as...

That perhaps was one of the challenges Emma faced, as role models of how to act were not in great supply. Vaquita was fairly skilled, but the stress of the past few months had frayed her nerves and seemed to make her short-tempered. Tumbledown seemed as if he had developed his entire persona to be off-putting, and the body Emma Gold was inhabiting did not have the requisite bulk needed to successfully pull off that demeanor. Emma found she rather liked Strummer’s way of addressing his peers, but she noticed that others found him odd and stilted, so perhaps he was not the greatest role model either. Makari had a good cheer that seemed to flow to people around him, but he also was prone to long speeches that left those around him looking back and forth nervously as they waited for him to conclude. Emma had seen similar expressions on those around her when she spoke, and she did not like it.

This Aurelius individual, however, seemed to have potential. His grooming and dress indicated that he paid attention to his appearance, and the more time she spent in this physical body, the more Emma came to appreciate the value of applying the aesthetic of clean lines and smooth surfaces to metahumans. She had not heard him speak much, but the things he had said were clear and direct—clearly conveyed data without distraction or unnecessary ornamentation. Yet it also had a smooth flow, a “conversational” feel (though Emma was still trying to understand just what that word meant) that was not off-putting in the way some of her own overly precise formulations seemed to be. He also delivered his words in a timbre that, to Emma’s ears, was smooth and pleasing.

In short, he was an example that could perhaps use further study.

She would not get that opportunity immediately, however, as they had other individuals with whom they wished to communicate. In one of the follies to which metahumanity was extremely prone, they were in a ridiculous situation. They were on the twelfth floor of the arcology, one floor below Aurelius’ colony. This despite the fact Aurelius had clearly said he was on the fourteenth floor of the building. As Emma had discovered, many buildings simply erased their thirteenth floor out of existence due to metahuman superstition and fear, acting as if calling the thirteenth floor by a separate name changed the inexorable logic of numbers. The fact, of course, was that Aurelius lived on the thirteenth floor of the arcology, no matter what he called it, and if there were any true mystical curses associated with the number, they would descend on him. If curses were that powerful, they could not be avoided through simple re-naming; conversely, if they could be avoided through re-naming, then they clearly carried no real power to begin with. Despite the appealing nature with which Aurelius presented himself, he clearly had some flaws that Emma would have to improve if she adopted other lessons from him.

At least the journey to the northeast corner of the twelfth floor had provided some relief from the endless warren of dilapidated apartments that filled so much of the arcology. Here, there was no shredded carpet. The floor was vinyl tile, and it remained in good shape, since it was sturdier than carpet and did not have any real value to scavengers. There were black and white tiles on the floor, placed in ways to make a series of elongated, hollow black diamonds whose points almost touched. Inside each hollow diamond was a smaller, filled-in black diamond. Emma amused herself for a time finding the various irregularities in the placement and design of the times, much as she would examine code for ugly bits or extraneous processes, but this was only interesting for a time because she could not reach out and correct the errors she saw.

She looked around the surrounding hallways and saw metal doors with small vertical windows of security glass in them. Some doors were open, some were closed, some hung awkwardly on their hinges. The rooms on the other side were not inhabitations, but rather single large rooms with broken pieces of plastic furniture. Enough were intact, or close to intact, that Emma could see they were chairs, and seemed to be smaller than average. Marks on the room floor indicating where other furniture had been made it clear that this had been a school for arcology residents. She was finding very few wireless signals—clearly scavengers had realized that a corporate school would be a good place to find electronic devices and had cleared this area out soon after the arcology was closed down. There were a few signals, though, approximately 120 meters away. Six commlinks near the farthest corner of the building. Emma expected this was the Walking Wounded, but for fun she hacked into the commlinks to get what information she could.

One was full of pictures of a sneering young man with powdered white hair, who seemed inordinately fond of taking pictures of himself with some sort of fire or other carnage in the background. His Matrix handle was WWWhitechapel, and it seemed entirely logical that the first two letters stood for “Walking Wounded.” So he was present, which was good. The other commlinks belonged to a scowling female dwarf called QueenBee, a male human called Xploit who looked like he’d recently had a cyberhand installed by someone with only a cursory knowledge of human anatomy, an unhealthily thin human male called Droog who, judging by his pictures, had the middle finger of his right hand permanently extended, a female ork called Blanchard whose only self-portrait was so dim that Emma could only make out a pair of glaring, pale green eyes, and a male who might have been human or elf, but whose facial burns were so extensive that it was difficult to tell. His handle was Asher.

She reported all of this to Vaquita, pleased to feel useful. Vaquita seemed happy about it as well. Nice work. Where exactly is Whitechapel, and how close are the others to him?

[Two of them, Droog and Blanchard, are the closest to us,] Emma reported. [Whitechapel and Xploit are not far from them, maybe ten meters. Asher and QueenBee are farther away, off by themselves, or perhaps with people who do not have commlinks.]

Vaquita nodded, then relayed this to Tumbledown and Strummer. Emma felt good, and she set about plunging through the commlinks to see if there were other ways she could be useful.

But then she became distracted. The metahuman brain, as she had many occasions to learn and relearn, was an odd structure. It was both ordered and not, full of redundancies, both strict and flexible in its functioning. She and Vaquita had agreed to provide each other privacy within this structure, but it was not as simple as partitioning the brain, making two homes out of one structure. There was so much overlap that they could not help but bump into each other’s thoughts, even when they did not intend to. Emma had done her best to move on when she encountered a thought stream of Vaquita’s that she should have just left alone, but this one was too interesting, given her recent thoughts about how to best present herself in social situations.

Vaquita was running through her options of how to approach Whitechapel, and the speed of the calculations, combined with the sudden leaps that did not seem to follow logical structures, made it impossible for Emma to tear her attention away.

—They are wounded, retreated, desperate, already intimidated, so intimidation is not likely to work, since you cannot instill too much fear into someone already living in terror, if I want to offer them a change it has to be a change for the better, a change up—can’t be material though, because if they’re living scared, material goods don’t mean anything, they’ll just fade or be stolen—security is really the thing to offer, but I can’t offer it—maybe let them feel powerful, since they haven’t felt powerful in a while, but that sets up a bad precedent for later interactions if they think they can dominate me—I have to be a resource, not a threat, not a rival, but a resource that gives what? They want peace, but not just peace, more than peace, legitimacy.

Then, in a startling moment, she had it. Emma saw it, she felt it, a plan that just plopped naturally in place and was clearly The Thing To Do, even though it didn’t have a detailed outline or even clear words expressing what was going to be done. It was just the Plan, and it was written in the pure code of the human brain, and touching that code and being able to understand it gave Emma a thrill that made her forget that the full Matrix was out of her reach.

If a concept residing behind a metahuman consciousness could be said to lean forward, then that’s what Emma Gold did, eager to see how the pure nature of an idea would be translated into actions and words that would then shape reality. It was a whole new kind of programming, and it was breathtaking, even though she currently did not have the ability to take in a breath.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

You do not, under any circumstances, knock on the door of a known gang hideout. There are two possibilities if you do.

First, you knock when the gang members already knew you were coming, in which case you seem like a fool, bringing the conventions of normal, law-abiding society into a realm specifically built to reject them. The gang members figure you should know if you are welcome or not, and if you have to knock to figure it out, you’re some sort of lame mainstream drone who probably should take off before your arse gets beaten down.

The other possibility is that you knock when the gang members didn’t know you were coming, which is bad because startled gang members are almost never a good thing. They tend to react as if you deliberately meant to make them look bad by startling them, so they default to their normal reaction to strangers, the aforementioned arse-kicking. So when you approach a gang hideout, you need to be clear and confident in what you are doing, which never involves knocking.

According to the information supplied by Emma, a set of double doors about five meters away from her was the start of Walking Wounded territory. The doors opened inward; Vaquita couldn’t see anything locking them, but they could well be braced on the other side and she wouldn’t notice. From what she’d heard about the Walking Wounded, and from the shaky look of the doors, she didn’t think it would be difficult to get through.

When she was three meters away, she spoke in a loud voice. “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said. “I’m going to open the door and stick my arm through. You’ll see I’m not holding a weapon. When you say it’s okay, I’ll stick the other one through. Then the rest of me will come through. There are three of us. We’ll all come through like that if you want. Sound good?”

She pushed the right door open a bit and showed whoever was inside an empty hand. She wiggled it around. “You see it? Are we good?”

“Just get in here,” a female voice growled. “We ain’t so worried about you that you need to go through a whole show for us.”

Vaquita made sure she had a pleasant-but-not-too-big smile on her face when she came through. “Good to know. I’m Vaquita; the ork behind me is Tumbledown, and the fancyboy is Strummer. We’re hear to make your life easier.”

She entered a gym, stepping on rubberized floors with lines painted for two small basketball courts or one large one. The female ork—the pale green eyes identified her as Blanchard—guffawed. “Ain’t nobody nowhere in the world who wants to make anyone else’s life easier.”

The thin man Emma had identified as Droog was sitting on a folding chair, along with an acne-riddled dwarf who couldn’t have been more than fourteen years old.

“You’re right. Unless something I want happens to make your life easier. Then we have a happy coincidence, the type of thing that would be good for you to know about. An accidental beneficiary is still a beneficiary, and an accidental beneficiary who knows about his good fortune in advance is in good position to do something about it.”

Whoops, too much, Vaquita thought. She saw Blanchard’s eyes dipping away, losing interest. So she cut to the point. “The point is I’m helping you because it helps me. Not because I’m nice. People do that, right?”

Blanchard grunted and nodded.

“So here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m going to go out into the hallway with your leader—Whitechapel, right?—and we’re gonna pick a spot not too far from your double doors, and we’re gonna draw a line. And my promise to you is that the gang who keeps giving you trouble, the...” She looked over her shoulder at Tumbledown, snapping her fingers, trying to summon a name.

As she expected, Blanchard supplied the name before Tumbledown had to come up with so much as a coherent thought. “The Spiderboys.”

Vaquita turned back to the ganger ork. “The Spiderboys, right. We draw the line, and the Spiderboys will not cross it, in any way, for a month.”

Blanchard raised an eyebrow in response, but Droog didn’t seem as impressed. But perhaps his sneer was permanently ingrained.

“Y’ain’t just doing good for us,” he said. “You’re tellin’ ’cause you want somethin’. Want our gratitude? Want us to bow and scrape? Or what? Whadda you want?”

Vaquita smiled. “Something you don’t have the authority to give me, so perhaps if we’re going to stop being polite, you can shut up and find Whitechapel so we can do some serious talking, all right?”

Droog scowled—or, again, maybe just let his face go back to its normal resting position—while Blanchard nodded. “Oi! ’Chapel! Get out here!”

A door on the north side of the gym was opening before Blanchard finished speaking. Whitechapel, true to his picture, with powdered hair in five spikes evenly spaced across the top of his head, came out scowling, since gang members are conditioned to scowl at people they don’t know (and at people they do know, for that matter). “I’m here. Heard the whole thing, the way this damn gym echoes.”

Tumbledown frowned. “And you just sat there eavesdropping?”

“I stayed back there, sendin’ a few messages around so we could come out and beat your ass if we decided we wanted to.”

Vaquita nodded. “Prudent.”

“So everyone’s still ready t’do that. You got that?”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that. We should all get along, since we’re going to be close together for the next twenty-four hours.”

Whitechapel blinked once, then twice, seemed to be thinking of something to say but failing, and then deciding that an attempted steely glare was as good a reply as he was going to come up with at the moment.

Vaquita decided that she’d let that suffice. “That’s our condition. For twenty-four hours, we get to stay here, with you fine individuals. Then we leave.”

Whitechapel finally found words. “The hell you talking about? What the bloody hell d’you want to be stayin’ here for?”

“That’s a question best answered by the Professor. Professor?” She waved her hand at Strummer. 

The vast majority of shadowrunners have a handful of characters in their pocket, a number of personas they can call upon to bluff their way through a certain encounter, or to leave an impression distinctly different from who they really are (or who they pretend to be the majority of the time). It’s a handy skill, and having the personas ready to roll out at a moment’s notice can help a team be adaptable and flexible. Strummer didn’t exactly have the broadest range of any shadowrunner Vaquita had ever met, but his Professor character was pretty good—just as stiff as the actual Strummer, but prone to overly verbose and winding discourse, while the real Strummer tended to get more directly to the point. He just did it with an exaggerated sense of formality. He had performed the persona enough times that he slipped into it at a moment’s notice.

“I have an algorithm that incorporates the characteristics of every block of the city for a twenty-kilometer radius, including individual floors of arcologies. The variables focus primarily on who has control of each area, who their allies and enemies are, and what their general modes of communication are. Based on an analysis of our present situation, including those whom we have recently crossed and those who are our allies, this floor of the arcology is the spot within the entire area of analysis where we are least likely to be noticed by those who would care about our location and notice that we were there. Further, the knowledge we have gathered of the powers on this floor and those who control territories help me calculate that this part of the floor is perhaps the safest part of the entire city for us to spend the next twenty-four hours.”

“...The hell?” Whitechapel said.

“He says this is the safest place for us to be for the next day, so we have decided to be here,” Vaquita said.

Whitechapel looked around, clearly trying to figure out what to make of the situation. Eventually, he threw his hands in the air and fell back on the standard response of street punks everywhere. “This is bullshit.”

“Look, I have no interest in standing around and trying to prove things to you. You want proof, you’ll get proof. Stay here. We’ll be back shortly.”

She turned and walked away, and Strummer and Tumbledown promptly followed. They didn’t talk until they were two hundred meters away.

“What’s the play?” Tumbledown said. “Honey or vinegar?”

“Vinegar,” Vaquita said. “I don’t feel like wasting any time. Strummer, get a spirit to help Tumbledown. You two can go in loud and hard and do your thing.”

[Anything for me to do?] Emma Gold asked.

No, Vaquita responded. This is brute-force stuff. Nothing you need to worry about. She thought Emma seemed a little put-out by the response, but she didn’t say anything more.

Next to her, a being that seemed like a ram with an extra thick skull and sharpened horns appeared, trotting eagerly next to her. On the other side, Tumbledown was walking with a spring in his step, putting brass knuckles on one hand while getting a club ready in the other. If the Spiderboys had not managed to eliminate the Walking Wounded, Vaquita didn’t think they’d provide much resistance.

 

 

 

Sure enough, less than half an hour later, Tumbledown held a bruised and sullen punk named Redback by the scruff of his neck. Redback had a black leather jacket on that helped hide the fact that his right shoulder was hanging awkwardly.

“Whitechapel!” Vaquita yelled. “This slitch out here has a message for you.”

Whitechapel opened one of the double doors and leaned against the doorframe, but said nothing. He just waited.

“Redback, say your thing,” Vaquita commanded.

[I think perhaps you are overly fond of pushing around these gang members,] Emma Gold warned.

No such thing as enjoying this too much, Vaquita replied. And since when are you the expert on emotions?

Emma Gold did not reply, allowing Vaquita to focus on the mumbled words coming out of Redback’s mouth. “Me an’ the gang ain’t gonna cross the chalk line here.”

“For how long?” Vaquita asked.

“For a month, or ’til it’s erased,” he said.

Vaquita looked at Whitechapel. “There you go. Now Redback’s going to scurry on home, and we’re going to enjoy your hospitality.”

Tumbledown let go of Redback, who sauntered away with deliberate slowness. Vaquita didn’t care. As long as he was doing what she said, his attitude about it didn’t matter in the least.

 

 

 

While their introduction to Whitechapel and the rest of the Walking Wounded wasn’t the friendliest, things had warmed up considerably by that evening. One of the benefits of Vaquita’s recent exile from any form of society was that she’d had time to think about how nice it would be for someone to approach her, and what they could say to her to put her at ease. Now that she was less frequently making a social spectacle of herself, she had a chance to put those ideas into practice, and she was happy to see that they worked pretty well.

It was simple stuff—asking questions, encouraging them to tell stories, acting like they were really fascinating people, that sort of thing—but it had the right effect. More gang members had come out from the back, the conversation was flowing, and so was a case of beer Tumbledown had fetched. With the chalk line in place, the Walking Wounded felt safe, and the beer was making them happy. This was probably as safe as they had felt in weeks or months, so Vaquita was rapidly rising in their esteem.

She wished the quality of stories were better—so far they mainly focused on someone unlikable getting hit on the head with something quite solid. But even when they became repetitive, she smiled and laughed at all the spots when she should smile and laugh, and then Tumbledown told one of his hitting-someone-on-the-head stories (he had plenty), everyone roared and laughed, and by the end of the evening Vaquita, Tumbledown, and Strummer were pretty much accepted friends of the gang. Well, maybe not Strummer—this kind of socializing was not his cup of tea. If the discussion ever took a turn to metaphysical theories about the nature of spirits, he’d be impossible to shut up, but the conversation had not taken such a turn, so for the most part he was quiet.

It was all going perfectly well, except for no one named Kip had shown up, and Vaquita could not be sure she was actually getting any closer to finding Alessandra and claiming Chickenstalker’s thirty thousand-nuyen prize.

But then she remembered people were drinking. And while they were boisterous now, there was a good chance that mood would change as the evening wore on and people kept putting more depressants into their systems. Especially if she nudged things. So she spent the next half-hour looking for the right opportunity. Then it came.

Blanchard was telling a story about when she was thirteen or so, and she had engaged on an escalating series of assaults on another teenager. It started with attempted trips, then moved to kicks, then occasional shoves, then a firm punch in the stomach, and finally a solid blow that broke the boy’s nose. Blanchard’s friends had hustled her away from him, and one of them exasperatedly asked, “Why you keep doin’ that to him?”

“How else’s he gonna know I like him?” was Blanchard’s reply, and everyone laughed as if they’d never heard a story with that conclusion before.

“So what happened to the kid?” Droog asked. “He ever come around?”

Blanchard’s wide smile quickly faded. “He toughened up a little after I broke his nose. He didn’t want people like me pushin’ him around. So he started pushin’ back. We mixed it up a few times, and I was impressed at what he’d done with himself. But his neighborhood put him in another gang, so we couldn’t really get together except when we was gonna crack their heads or they was gonna crack ours. Then during one of them brawls, he caught a rock on the temple. Scrambled his brain. Left him a drooling wreck. Never saw him out of the house again, and then his family moved away, hopin’ they could find some doctor somewhere who might help him.”

The various snorts around the group indicated how likely people in the discussion thought that would be to happen.

“It’s all bullshit,” Droog said. “All of it. Men and women, men and men, women and women, whatever combination you want. All bullshit.”

And there was the broad door for Vaquita to walk through, so she did. “You’re right there. I gave up on the whole thing three years ago, after a stupid fraggin’ relationship I had with a guy named Axle. He was always ‘Baby’ this and ‘Baby’ that, talking about how much he was going to do for me, how me and him had a whole future together, if I’d just give him right now. Sorry stuff like that. And he was a deadbeat, never had any cash, always hitting me up for money, never paying it back with anything except his big talk about the future. Until he met someone that caught his eye more than I did, and then he started planning a future with him. So I’m done.”

Droog, predictably, sneered. “Done? With all of it?”

“Yep.”

“So no more fuckin’?”

Vaquita let out a bark of a laugh. “No. Done with relationships. Fucking doesn’t have to have anything to do with relationships.”

This sentiment met with widespread agreement. Vaquita was pleased. She’d told tales of her fake boyfriend Axle before, and he seemed to get worse each time. The important thing was that he was a great focus point of resentment, and stories about him had a great way about getting others to share their own stories. Give people the opportunity to take pleasure in the suffering of others, they go nuts. Ask them to talk about being happy for others because they’re happy—well, that didn’t get you far. Vaquita had once heard a word for that sentiment, “cohersive” or something like it, but she didn’t hear it used much, probably because it wasn’t a common sentiment. Which is what they started doing. Like the punching-people-in-the-face stories, there wasn’t a lot of creativity or variety in the stories, just a lot of accounts of people who are together for a while and then they aren’t, and it’s always because the other person is crazy or awful or psychotic.

But then the moment came that made the whole thing worthwhile. A member of the gang who had came out in the middle of the talk, a well-toned human named Tosh, had just finished his story about a guy named Gabriel who had dumped him, and how he had spent a good month sulking, overeating, and taking potshots out of his window at night at random passers-by.

“But you got over it, right?” Whitechapel said. “Yeah, you had a bad month, did some things that might’ve gotten you killed, but it didn’t, and you pulled your head out, and became, you know, a person still capable of doing shit. Not like that mope back there.” He jerked his head vaguely toward the rear of Walking Wounded territory.

“What mope?” Vaquita asked. 

“Asher. Piece of drek legacy member, sulkin’ in the back. That’s all he ever does, sulk. Don’t know if he’s ever been useful.”

“He at least used to go out and fight. Didn’t he get those burns in a fight?” Droog asked.

“That’s what he says. But Beaner told me it was a fight he brought on himself. He was wandering the halls here, crying about his girl, and went right into Spiderboy territory. So they smoked him. Don’t know how he survived. Might’ve been better for everyone if he hadn’t.”

“Who’s Beaner?”

“Used to be in charge,” Whitechapel said. “Brought a lot of us in after he moved in here. He only had four or five people with him then, and Asher was one of them. Beaner got geeked by the Spiderboys, most of the others took off. Joined another gang or went straight. You know, the sort of things weak slitches who can’t handle the life do.”

“So there’s no one else left from when Asher first joined?”

“Right, and none of the rest of us know much about him because he don’t talk to us. Except to mention how much he hurts.”

[He is currently writing a poem about his pain,] Emma reported.

Vaquita really wanted to ask more about that, but she had to focus on the conversation in front of her.

“Guy sounds pretty useless, yeah?” Tumbledown said. “I mean, he’s just takin’ up space and eatin’ your food. Why not kick his hoop outta here? Or just shove a blade ’tween his ribs and be done with him?”

Droog raised his can. “That’s what I’ve been saying!”

“And I keep telling you, that’s why I’m leader and you’re not!” Whitechapel said. “I take care of my people, even the bloody useless ones! I start thinking about who’s really useful and who maybe I could shiv, ain’t any one of you guaranteed to make it through the night!”

And then everyone glared at each other, the way gangs sometimes do.

“So this Asher, what’s his story?”

Whitechapel shrugged. “Go back and ask him.” He pointed to the gym’s rear door. “If there’s one thing he’ll talk about, it’s what a miserable sad bugger he is.”

 

 

 

They didn’t excuse themselves immediately, because that would have been too transparent, but the sleepy stage was not far past the morose stage, and soon people were nodding off and staggering off to some place to sleep. Vaquita said she and her team would camp in a corner of the gym when they felt like sleeping, and Whitechapel just shrugged, which she figured was as close to assent as she was going to get.

She figured she’d wander off to find Asher after most of the gang members had taken off or passed out, and in the meantime she got a briefing from Emma about what Asher had been up to the whole evening.

[He uses his commlink incessantly, and that is without the ability to browse the Matrix. He has been playing music, mostly sadcore. Identified artists include Anhedonia, Tristan Scar, and Cold Mountain. He is working on a poem, currently 168 lines long, generally supporting an ABAB CDCD rhyme scheme. He appears to be attempting iambic pentameter, but his command of rhythm is inexact. He also liberally borrows from other writers, to the point where identifying a non-cliched or original element is not easy. Would you like a sample?]

No! Vaquita thought. She was worried that she had trouble knowing whether Emma Gold was serious or if she was attempting to tease her. But is that all he’s doing? Writing a poem?

[That is all he is doing with his commlink,] she clarified. [I have not yet gained control of the internal camera so I could watch whatever else he’s doing. Would you like me to do that?]

No, that’s probably not necessary, Vaquita thought. And it’s a little creepy anyway.

Maybe now would be a good time to turn things over to Emma. Vaquita had not had nearly as much to drink as the others, but she’d still managed to sneak enough to get a light buzz. She figured she’d been successful because Emma hadn’t criticized her about it. Maybe her co-personality had been too busy hacking Asher’s commlink to notice what was going on in the real world.

But then two more people slipped off to back rooms, conversation came to a complete stall, and it became clear this would be a good time to move on. She stood, stretched, and shook her head a little. “Think I’m gonna take a look out a window, see how the streets look tonight.”

“Ain’t you worried ’bout one of them people lookin’ for you catchin’ a glimpse of you?” Droog asked.

She looked around. The only light in the gymnasium came from commlinks held by Tumbledown and Whitechapel and a large can of Sterno burning on the floor. “I don’t think the light here’s gonna call a lot of attention to me.”

Whitechapel chuckled lightly, and Droog just shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said, so she did.

Tumbledown raised an eyebrow at her to see if she wanted company, but she shook her head. This kind of work was best done solo.

With Emma’s guidance, she could have made a beeline directly to Asher, but she had a cover story to protect, so she ambled out of the gym toward an outer wall, found some windows, looked out them for a time, then slowly headed closer to Asher.

She had wandered through what had probably once been classrooms, and past a few offices, when she came to a row of large rooms that had traces of walls that did not rise all the way to the ceiling. The ceiling was over three meters high, but the walls stopped at around two meters. They were plastic, frequently cracked or broken, with small doorways leading into what were presumably cubicles or small offices. Sometimes wall panels had been snapped, rearranged into new formations, making hiding places or burrows or who knows what. There were entirely too many hiding places for Vaquita’s comfort, and the fact that no light seemed to be making its way in didn’t help at all.

She carefully picked her way through some rubble, waiting to hear the unwelcome scurrying of paws, but then she finally saw the telltale glow of a commlink screen. Is he still up and functional?

[And the ghost of the halls stole her away,

Making my life the ghost that it is now.

What had been life and joy in light of day,

Is grim sadness where light is not allowed.]

What the hell are you talking about?

[That is what he just wrote. So he is awake and alert.]

He just rhymed “now” with “allowed”?

[Perhaps he will make it stronger after editorial review.]

Vaquita took a deep breath. There was no way this was going to be fun. When she was ready, she sauntered forward.

It only took a few steps before Asher came into view. He sat cross-legged on the floor, hunched over his commlink, holding it landscape-style and typing with his thumbs. Either his alternate reality viewing equipment was broken, or this was one seriously old-fashioned son of a bitch.

She nodded casually as she walked by. “Hey.”

No visible or audible response came from Asher.

“You missed out on the beer we brought,” she said. “But I can go back to see if there’s any left and snag you one.”

Asher spoke. He probably wanted his voice to sound sonorous and deep as it bounced around the many walls of this room, but there was a pinched quality to it that made him sound more petulant than he likely wanted. “I don’t need anything to further deaden my soul.”

Vaquita had to hand it to him. He was fully committed to his brooding role. She was pretty sure that when he turned around, she would see some serious eyeliner. “Wow,” she said. “Bad night?”

He shrugged, a heaving gesture that made it seem as though his whole torso might collapse at the end of it. “There are no good nights. There are no days. Just one...long...night.”

There was a part of Vaquita that gladly would have smacked the morose bastard around a little and give him some real pain to think about. But there was also a part of her that, fairly recently, had been cast out from everyone she knew, worried that her mind was fragmenting into permanent non-functionality, and left alone in a world with a million ways to kill her. So she decided to show a little forbearance. “Sounds pretty bad,” she said. “Want to talk about it?”

He turned. His eyes were indeed blackened, though it seemed more from ashes and soot than from eyeliner, giving him a ghoulish expression. It didn’t help that his face was very thin and scarred.

Back before she and Emma reached their current understanding, Vaquita had longed to have a conversation—any conversation—that wasn’t about the quirks and oddities about her that anyone could see. But people she spoke with couldn’t ignore those quirks, so either that’s all they could talk about, or they wouldn’t talk to her at all. So she knew the last thing she wanted to do was ask Asher where the burns came from. Instead, she didn’t react to his appearance at all.

“Talking doesn’t help any,” he said.

“Maybe, but it probably doesn’t make it hurt more either, does it? Look, I’m not here to give you advice that will turn your life around, or tell you to stop being sad about whatever’s making you sad. I’m just curious, so I’m willing to listen to your story. And I won’t have any judgment or recommendations for you afterward.”

He shrugged again, though not as dramatically. “There’s not much to tell. A girl I liked went away.”

“Left you, huh? That sucks. What happened?”

He pointed to his face. Whoops, Vaquita thought. Looks like I brought it up without meaning to.

“Got this in a fight with the Spiderboys. Sick fucks had a Molotov cocktail. Didn’t take a direct hit, but some splashing fire landed right on my face.”

“Must have hurt like a bitch.”

“It still does.”

Of course it does, Vaquita thought. It probably wasn’t all that recent of an injury, but as her eyes adjusted to the light, she could see there were still parts of his skin that were angry and red. Probably infections lurking under the surface, bacteria hives that Asher was lucky hadn’t found a way to spread throughout his body and kill him yet. Or maybe he’d welcome it.

“So, your girl or whatever didn’t like the change much?”

“She never said anything, but it was pretty clear. She pulled away, got farther and farther, then winked out like a dying star.” His thumbs moved on his commlink. Vaquita was pretty sure he was making a note of what he just said for use later in his poem.

“That sucks,” she said. “What was her name?”

“Alessandra.”

Bingo, Vaquita thought. One step closer to thirty thousand nuyen. “And she just up and left.”

“She ran off with the ghosts.”

“The ghosts?”

“On the twentieth floor?”

Emma?

[I’ll find out what I can,] Emma replied. [Perhaps you’d be kind enough to find me regular grid access?]

Oh, right. She was so wrapped up in what she was doing, and she still had contact with any vehicles and drones she needed, that she forgot sometimes about the lack of grid access in the arcology.

[I never forget,] Emma said. [Not for one moment.]

“I’ve never been to the twentieth floor,” she said. “It’s haunted?”

“I’m not talking about it. It’s wrong, it’s evil, and it sucked Alessandra in! She couldn’t stop going, until she never came back! They stole her from me!”

“Who?”

In an unexpectedly smooth motion, Asher stood and towered over Vaquita. His voice echoed through the room so much that his words were almost unintelligible. 

“I said I’m not gonna talk about it!” he said. Or something like that.

Vaquita tried to calm him for a few moments, but the quietly brooding persona had been replaced by one full of wild rage, grief, and wordless howls. There was nothing more she could get out of him, and before long she walked back down the hallway while Asher’s banshee wails echoed after her.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

It took fifteen hours and twenty-three minutes from that moment for Emma to gain control of the body so she could share what she had discovered. For seven hours and forty-seven minutes of that time, she was without grid access, which limited her information-gathering abilities, though files on some local commlinks provided her with some local inhabitants’ views of the twentieth floor.

Once Vaquita was able to plausibly separate herself and the others from the Walking Wounded and journey to the south section of Lambeth, where grid access could be had, Emma had started the process of true research. And what a trove she found. News accounts shaped the initial framework of the story, and gossip from other shadowrunners helped flesh it out. Then she dove into some restricted areas, secret lab reports from the previous owners of Angel Towers and notes about what had transpired on the twentieth floor, and how it had shaped the environment.

Twelve hours and fifty-two minutes after the moment they’d left Asher, Emma felt she had assembled a very fascinating compilation of facts. Rather than report it immediately, though, she attempted a new experiment. Metahumans had a number of ways of presenting data that engaged listeners in a variety of fashions, appealing to desires besides the simple yearning for knowledge. She had been metahuman long enough now that she felt she should attempt to adopt more behaviors of her fellow beings. So, rather than simply present a list of facts for consumption by the other team members, she crafted it into a story of the type that metahumans seemed fond. While that brought extra complications to her task, in the end she did not feel the task was as difficult as overwrought individuals such as Asher would have her believe. So at fourteen hours and forty-five minutes, she reported to Vaquita that she had information to share.

The remaining time involved travel to Strummer’s doss, which was commonly judged as the most appealing for hosting team gatherings, as Tumbledown’s shed was small and messy, and at the moment Vaquita lacked any place that could be reasonably referred to as her home.

So they traveled to a burned-out warehouse in southwest Lambeth and ascended to the roof, then crossed to the expanded toolshed Strummer used for shelter. He had broken out one brick wall and then expanded the structure with bricks he retrieved from the area, sealing them together with magic (Emma was very pleased that something that could be as wild and unpredictable as magic could be put to such solid engineering use). What had initially been a 1.4 meter by 1.2 meter structure now stretched out to 2.4 meters by 3 meters, which was enough room to sit three people in relative comfort.

Strummer sat on his perfectly made-up cot, Vaquita perched on a dark wooden bar stool that the mage had clearly re-varnished, and Tumbledown sat on a chair with a canvas seat and back. The groaning of the roof every time the ork moved made Emma wonder if the roof had been meant for such uses even before fire had swept through it, but she understood that engaging in activities in dangerous locales was part of the shadowrunner way of life, which was the life she had been drafted (or, more accurately, forced her way) into, so it was left to her to accept it and move forward.

The shack also had two other features that made it appealing: wireless grid access, so Emma did not need to feel overly confined, and no windows, so that the meeting could be conducted in privacy. She had noticed that the lack of windows tended to make Vaquita more restless the longer she stayed there, and Emma wasn’t sure why she didn’t just log on to the Matrix briefly during the conversation to relieve the feeling. But for most of the conversation Emma would control the body, meaning Vaquita was free to not worry about the burdens of physicality for a time and just exist, which Emma hoped she would find relaxing.

Once everyone was situated and Emma felt firmly in control of the body, she began the Tale of the Twentieth Floor of Angel Towers Arcology, as she had titled it.

“Once upon a time, Angel Towers Arcology was a fully functioning structure that served as the headquarters of Regulus Joint Industries, a megacorporation formed from the merger of Eurocorps British Industrial PLC and Royal Dutch Joint Enterprises. Known for its skill in infrastructure-related engineering, the company intended Angel Towers (built initially by British Industrial) to be a showpiece of its skill and inventiveness. In the end, though, it became a demonstration of how social ills can metastasize across structural boundaries, despite the money and effort poured into the effort to keep it separate. The arcology was never able to truly separate itself from the neighboring Lambeth Containment Zone, and the neighborhood it was in, as well as the type of person who often inhabited the mall, discouraged visits from the wealthier metahumans the mall needed to be successful. Additionally, the higher-value executives of the corporation found themselves disenchanted with the location, and after the merger with Royal Dutch Joint Enterprises, many decided to base themselves in Europort, where they could better select the type of neighborhood in which they wanted to dwell.

“This migration led to much of the leadership being based in Europort. Since many former Royal Dutch assets were there as well, it soon became clear that the logical choice would be to relocate the headquarters of Regulus to Europort. Once the decision was made, the move happened quickly. The corporation sought a buyer for their arcology, but the location frightened off any potential suitors.” Emma was very pleased at her use of the word “suitors” in that location instead of the conventional “buyers.”

“It did not take long for Regulus to decide it would be simpler to strip the building of most things of value and then abandon it, so that is what they did. They left the building to Lambeth, and the citizens here were grateful for the gift, as it could provide a roof over their heads and separation from other residents who might be hostile or threatening.”

“There is going to be some new information at some point, isn’t there?” Tumbledown asked.

“I am establishing a framework,” Emma said, trying not to sound indignant. “Professional writers refer to it as ‘scene setting.’”

Tumbledown and Strummer exchanged a look Emma did not understand in the least. She refused to let it distract her from her story.

“People flocked to the building, hoping to not only find shelter, but perhaps to gain wealth trying to salvage goods the previous owners had left behind. The former occupants of the building had very different understandings of what items were of value and what were not than the new occupants, and some of the things the former group was comfortable neglecting, the latter viewed as worthwhile, useful, or perhaps able to be sold on the open market. While there was not as much of this salvage as the new occupants may have hoped, there still were enough left-behind or overlooked items to make the process of searching through the massive building worthwhile for some.

“The relative paucity of goods led to people quickly moving through the building in their explorations. The shopping levels were an obvious first target, and they were looted quickly. Then the new residents moved up in the arcology, quickly moving through the early teens.

“Some excellent discoveries were made. As it turned out, the fourteenth floor held a case of commlink prototypes someone forgot to pack. When they were sold for their various component parts, the commlinks brought their proud discoverers more than ten thousand nuyen. A hidden gun cabinet on the sixteenth floor presented a lucky scavenger with two Ares Predator Vs and an Ingram Smartgun. And perhaps most notorious of all, some explorers found a bag of jewelry dumped into a secret wall compartment. They acquired fifteen thousand nuyen for the collection.

“Interestingly enough, while there are several accounts of the jewelry discovery on the Matrix, making it the secret wish of all who scour this building, it is not the most valuable find ever made in the scavenging operations. The actual most valuable find is rarely spoken of.”

Tumbledown and Strummer sat up a little straighter, and Emma could feel a little flutter of interest from Vaquita. She felt a sudden surge, like suddenly she had been elevated to a great height, and was maintaining that altitude with no effort. It was very pleasurable. She had designed her story in a way to generate an emotional reaction at this point, and then she had witnessed that reaction happen just as it should. She saw why metahumans found that sort of thing appealing.

“I should note that I am not including Chickenstalker’s rosary in this summary, as it is not necessarily something recovered in scavenging operations within the building, and it has not been sold on any market, so its actual value is not clear. By saying that, I intend no disrespect to Strummer’s evaluation. With that said, the most valuable item ever recovered was found on the twentieth floor. Its estimated market value is at least fifty thousand nuyen.”

Tumbledown whistled.

“Sadly, though, that amount is only estimated, as the item has never left the arcology, and thus has not made it to the open market.”

Tumbledown jumped up from his chair, hitting his head on the roof of the small shack. The roof shuddered, and for a moment looked quite likely to fall on everyone inside. But then it settled back into place without calamity. “Are you telling me there’s something worth fifty thousand nuyen on the twentieth floor of the arcology? Just waiting for us? Holy shit!”

“There is a catch,” Strummer said. “There must be.”

Emma thought perhaps some reply to their remarks would be in order, but that was not how she prepared her narrative. So she simply continued.

“A Matrix user with the login name of LaraJones kept a treasure-hunting diary on a limited-access host called the Beale Society. At this host, people gather to share information on treasures and items of worth allegedly hidden at various points across the world. Quite naturally, they do not want the information made public, as the more people there are who know about their secrets, the more competition they have for their treasures. This is why the discovery of this item is not as well known as the discovery of the jewelry cache. Here is LaraJones’ account, which stretched over several days.”

While she was shaping her facts into a more story-like structure, Emma had sent an agent out to gather information on the biology involved in changing vocal patterns. She dropped her laryngeal cartilage a touch and made sure her diaphragm was fully utilized as she spoke, giving her voice a deeper, richer sound. She felt this was a decent approximation of how   LaraJones would sound, though she probably would have more closely approached the right voice with more time for practice.

 

March 15

Floor Twenty was a change. The lower floors had been housing for Regulus workers, along with some facilities like schools. They were a little cramped, utilitarian, and generally nothing to get excited about. Stepping onto the twentieth floor, though, was the first time I felt the real potential of the place. The south part of the building was residences, each one at least twice as large as the ones on the lower floors. There was wood paneling on the wall, a surprising amount really, since I would have expected more of it to have been stolen for the makeshift residences on the lower floors. The floor just exudes luxury. Someone must have left something valuable here. I’m sure of it.

 

March 16

Little luck so far. I guess one thing that helps rich people stay rich is they take care of their stuff. So whatever they had that was valuable, they took with them. It’s weird, though. The carpet here is much nicer than what’s on the lower floors, so why aren’t people settling here? There’s more space, too. Screw it, I’m settling up here. Others will join me pretty soon once they see what I have. That will make continuing my explorations easier.

 

March 17

There’s a total of thirty units on the southern half of the building, but the northern half is something else. All of the normal throughways stop at the midpoint of the building, joining a long east-west hallway that bisects the arcology. There are nice common areas (or what were once nice common areas—all the furniture and décor is gone now) at each end, providing excellent views of the city. Even the Squeeze looks nice from up here.

The only hallway that goes into the north section is in the middle of the building, and a set of finely carved double doors bar my way. I mean that quite literally—the doors seem to be barred, as I’ve slammed into them several times without a hint of them opening or even weakening. Grenades would likely make quick work of them, but that would mean investing more money in this expedition. The fact that no one has been beyond those doors, though, makes it likely that the investment would be worth it.

I’ll get the grenades this evening. Then tomorrow, I’ll go in.

[Addendum]

Didn’t return to my twentieth-floor base camp tonight. Too much shuddering.

 

March 18

The grenades worked. The doors are gone. But I didn’t go through today. I stared through the doors at the hallway beyond for a long time, started to step forward at least a half-dozen times, but then stopped because I thought I saw movement ahead. Each time I stopped and stared, I decided it was only drifting smoke from the explosion, or a trick of the light, or something. But each time it was enough to make me not move forward, until I finally slunk away. I avoided the twentieth floor for the remainder of the day.

 

March 19

Today I shook it off. What the hell’s been going on with me the past two days? Scared of noises and weird vibrations? Scared of shadows? I blew those doors because I was pretty sure there was something valuable sealed behind them, and damned if I wasn’t right.

Behind them is a recreational center—squash courts, swimming pool, workout rooms, that sort of thing. Of course, the swimming pool was drained, the workout equipment was gone, and there was a smell that told me something had gone really wrong in there.

Following my nose told me what it was. I approached a sauna, with a small window in the wood paneled door, and the stench was unbearable. Given how bad the odor was, I wasn’t surprised to see at least a half-dozen dead bodies inside. They were charred black, with dried puddles of what was once skin and fat on the benches and at their feet. Was this a final act of clearing house by Regulus, or were these some people who had snuck in after Regulus left? I wasn’t going to know, and it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the glint of gold I saw on the finger of one of the corpses.

I knew it immediately. I knew that’s what I had come for. I knew there was a good chance it had some worth, but it had been overlooked because no one wanted to remove it from the ruined skin and rotted muscle around it. That was their problem. I wasn’t about to let squeamishness keep me from the prize.

Actually retrieving the ring—scraping off bits of what used to be human, cracking bones that got in my way, all while operating under the horrified death stares of six former beings—was repulsive. But I got it, and when I polished off some dried bits of biological fluid, I saw the “24ct” hallmark on it, and knew I had something worthwhile. 

The effort to get the ring, though, kind of sucked my drive to explore the rest of the area, so I called it a day. And slept in my twentieth-floor basecamp.

 

March 22

This is the date my commlink tells me it is. But what happened to the 20th and 21st? Did I just sleep through them? I have no memory of those days.

But I still have the ring. Time to get some opinions on what this might be worth and who to sell it to.

[Later]

Holy shit. Holy shit. This is better than I thought. Bessemer says it’s magic. A focus. She says if I can’t get someone to offer me 50K for it, I should just move on to another buyer, because they’re cheating me. This is it. This is the big score. Part of me just wants to run out, sell it, get some cash, and enjoy it, but I gotta be smart. Gotta figure out the best way to get as much out of this as I can.

And I have to make sure no one else knows about it. I swore Bessemer to secrecy, but I’ll have to consider if that’s going to be enough. I’d hate to have to kill her.

 

March 30

The 30th? What the hell? Have I even been eating? I must have drunk something, or I’d be dead, but it’s all a blur. Or a blackness. A blackened blur.

I feel shaky. Or the building feels shuddery again. And I had a whole week and I didn’t come up with a plan. I need to focus.

 

March 31

Feel better today. I know I ate. I walked around. Passed the doors to the northern section of the floor. Some grenades would probably take them down.

[Later]

But I blew those doors up! I just read about it! What are they doing there? And I have the ring. It’s always clutched in my hand.

Why would someone repair the doors?

 

March 32

The shuddering is worse today. It’s affecting my vision. Everything is vibrating. I need to leave. I’ll rest, then I’ll leave.

 

March 34

Today maybe I’ll be strong enough to explore the northern portion of the floor. If I can get the doors open.

 

March 35

The other explorers have been very persuasive. They are dealing with the vibrations better than I am. They seem to understand the environment well. I will go with them, and together we will find a solution. They say they can take the ring, put it in a safe place. They carry light with them, but it is evanescent and fleeting, so I probably should stay with them.

I hope all will be well by the 42nd.

 

Emma took a breath and prepared to return to her normal voice. She was gratified by the silence following her recitation, as that was the intended effect, but then Tumbledown tilted his head and sneered in a way that ruined the effect.

“What a crock of shit,” he said. “Ravings of a madwoman. With a malfunctioning commlink, judging by the dates. And if she was writing entries here, in a place without a functioning grid, how were they transmitted back to the Beale Society host?”

Emma had answers, but the need to deliver them rapidly eliminated the opportunity to encapsulate them in language more appropriate to metahuman conversation. She hoped it would not detract from the overall impact of the story.

“The calendar on her commlink was not being synced with a server due to her disconnection from the Matrix. A corruption to her calendar file caused the month to not turn over properly. The fact that Lara Jones did not notice speaks to her mental state at the time. The entries were stored for eventual transfer to the site, which happened when Jones’ commlink was brought into range of a grid at some point after her disappearance.”

“Who would do that?”

“An individual who wanted the information recorded, possibly as a warning to those who would pursue it.”

“And do you have any evidence backing up your theory?”

“Yes. The fact that the file exists.” Emma raised her hand to forestall an interruption from Tumbledown. Hand gestures frequently felt awkward to her, but she had grown fond of this particular jerk of the hand that silenced others. “I realize this is circular logic, and thus does not constitute any form of proof. I simply offer it as an explanation for how the file could exist without being faked.”

Tumbledown did not seem entirely satisfied, but he also did not immediately speak, giving Emma a chance to return to her narrative.

“This is not the only story of strange occurrences on the twentieth floor. We have more than once heard allegations that it is haunted, or that it should be avoided. In addition, I found the following descriptions of events on the twentieth floor. At present I will not provide the full date, time, and origin stamps, but those are available to any who would like to examine them.

“Maude Smithson, resident: ‘The whole thing is working out well, as long as we avoid the twentieth floor. I set one foot on there, and knew it wasn’t the place for me. Or anyone. You can almost hear the threats whispered in the air.’

“Cludge, gang member and resident: ‘Got tired of Murdertron acting like he was hot shit and all, so I sent him on an errand to the twentieth floor. Came back pale and shaking, didn’t say anything for two days. Everyone’s gotta learn there’s something scarier than them.’

“Anders Klaus, visitor: ‘Must be I can’t count or something. Could’ve sworn I was on the nineteenth floor. Didn’t notice at first, everything seemed fine, but then I came to those double doors. Looked fancy, wondered what was behind them, so I gave the handle a jiggle. Didn’t open, and the doors kept shaking, harder and harder, long after I took my hands off, and there was some other sound, a growling or a wailing or a growling wail, and then I figured out where I was, so I got the hell out.’”

“All right, all right, we got it,” Tumbledown said.

“I have thirteen more such examples,” Emma said. “Each of them illuminates a different aspect of the floor.” Even to her relatively untrained ears, that last line sounded a touch petulant.

“Great. Look, I think a lot of this is like any ghost story—jumpy people with overactive imaginations making noises into what they aren’t. But we saw the beads Chickenstalker had, and we know what they may be worth. If Alessandra went to the twentieth floor, we should follow to see what we can get. And if we come across another item, worth even more, how does that hurt us?”

Emma was pleased at his reaction, as that was exactly where she intended her story to go, even if she was cut short of delivering the full extent of her prepared material. She would have enjoyed it more if there was not a buzzing, rattling feeling in her head. She was embarrassed when she finally understood it to be irritation from Vaquita. [What?]

Chickenstalker has a valuable focus. LaraJones thinks she found a valuable focus, if we can believe that account. What the hell? Regulus was an engineering firm. Who was being sloppy with all those magical foci? Isn’t it a little much to swallow?

[I did not mention to the others that the Beale Society is named for a guide to a treasure that most people believe is fictitious. There is one other fragment I would like to relay to you, even if the others do not want to hear it. It is from someone named Bessemer. You may recall that she was the one who identified the magic of LaraJones’ ring. She wrote this on a forum discussing wild magic in London: “Ley lines and mana ebbs are great, but if you want to see something unusual, go to the twentieth floor of Angel Towers. No one lives there, there is no plant life, but the auras are like nothing I have ever seen. Fading auras of spells whose formulae are quite beyond me.”]

Who is this Bessemer? A resident?

[I have not been able to trace her, but multiple involvements with this building indicate possible residency.]

So, where do we go first? Twentieth floor, or tracking Bessemer?

Emma pondered for what seemed like an unusually long time, but was barely a blink to Vaquita. [Primary sources take precedence over secondary.]

Twentieth floor it is.

One look at Tumbledown, who was already rising from his chair, made it clear that no sales job on this point would be necessary.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Back in the days before Emma, Vaquita never thought twice about sending a drone to explore the territory in front of her. Yeah, maybe it would get noticed, and someone would stomp on it or brick it, but then she’d list it as an expense for the mission, Mr. Johnson would pay for it, she’d buy a new one, and all would be right with the world.

Now, though, she was working with an entirely different class of Johnsons, ones where she’d be lucky if her share of the entire payment was enough to buy a drone, and she wasn’t eager to have her entire take of a run go into a piece of gear, which was not something she could eat.

So when Tumbledown suggested she send a drone to the twentieth floor ahead of them, she hesitated. “Maybe Strummer should just go astral?”

The mage’s eyes narrowed. “Given that much we have heard about this floor involves odd astral phenomenon, my soul would be far more at risk traveling up there alone than would your drone. Additionally, and forgive me if this seems presumptuous, but I believe my soul to be of more worth—and more difficult to repair—than your drone.”

“Maybe you could just summon a spirit and send it instead?”

That remark subjected her to a five-minute lecture on the impropriety of sending a spirit to do a task you were not willing to do yourself, as such a manner of functioning clearly denigrated spirits and placed their worth below that of yourself. When Strummer had finished, Vaquita sighed and nodded, then opened the door of the twentieth-floor stairwell and sent her MCT Fly-Spy inside. If she lost it, but they were able to get Chickenstalker’s beads, she’d still come out well ahead. If she lost it and he wasn’t willing to pay...well, Tumbledown’s idea of just snatching the beads would become more tempting. Which told her things about herself that she chose to ignore just now.

The Fly-Spy, buzzing along like a large horsefly, saw hallways very similar to what LaraJones had described. There was dark wood paneling on the walls, most of it was intact. It was warping in some spots, thanks to the lack of climate control, and there were oval imprints marking where wall sconces had been removed, but the walls and the non-ripped carpeting still conveyed a more luxurious feel than the rest of the arcology.

The drone traversed two complete hallways, seeing nothing special, before Vaquita let it hover for a moment while pondering the carpeting. Intact, quality carpeting. Carpeting on other floors had holes because devil rats and other critters had chewed on it, or because people had cut away large swaths to carpet some makeshift dwelling or another, whether in the arcology or not. But this carpeting had been left alone. She tried to figure out what that meant, but then shrugged and moved the drone onward, because she’d be damned if she was going to be spooked by carpeting.

She flew though more hallways, seeing closed door after closed door, and no sign of movement. She heard no sounds through the mics on the drone other than the flapping of its insectile wings. All in all, the atmosphere was very tomb-like. Except carpeted.

Then she stopped the Fly-Spy again. There was one other difference between a tomb and this hallway. No dust. She dropped the drone to the moulding at the base of the wall, then deliberately scraped its legs on the baseboard. She flew up, pivoted, and looked at the spot where she had touched down.

Nothing. No trace that the drone had even touched down. She might have noticed this sooner if there was any light on the floor, but the small LED on the Fly-Spy was the only thing illuminating the area. Which was also making the drone obvious as hell, but to this point she hadn’t seen any form of life around to notice its passing.

Then, after a good amount of time wandering identical highways, she arrived at the doors dividing the south half of the floor from the north half. True to LaraJones’ description, they were wooden and heavy, with abstract designs something like two-dimensional Celtic knotwork. But if she had blown a gaping hole in the doors, they’d made a remarkable recovery, as they were completely intact.

Vaquita flew the drone entirely along their perimeter, along the seam where the two doors joined, and at various points in the middle of them, and did not see any scorch marks, or missing chunks, or any other evidence that someone had set off a grenade anywhere near the doors. Unfortunately, as she probed the perimeter, she also didn’t see any gaps large enough to fit the Fly-Spy through.

She was sharing the drone’s feed with Tumbledown and Strummer, so they saw what she saw. She didn’t have to explain that it had reached the northern limit of its explorations.

Strummer sighed. “I suppose the floor doesn’t look too dangerous. Walk with me to the door.”

Vaquita gratefully called her Fly-Spy back, then the three of them breached the entrance to the twentieth floor.

Maybe she wasn’t in touch enough with her own emotions or the feel of her surroundings, but if the floor had an ominous or insanity-inducing feel, she was totally missing it. It just felt empty. The lack of dust was weird, but she would have been hard-pressed to call that spooky.

Without the need to make sure there wasn’t anything living around them, they took the direct path to the double doors. There, they stared at them.

“What do you see?” Vaquita asked after a moment.

“A door,” Strummer said. “A finely wrought door, to be sure, but still nothing more than a door.”

“That’s it?”

“Indeed. No trace of magic on it, either as a barrier or a repairing agent. Though a spell to repair the door could be wrought fairly simply, and its aura would not linger more than a handful of hours.”

“So that means it’ll break,” Tumbledown said.

“Presumably.”

The ork needed no further discussion. He had broken down enough doors to know the proper technique. He braced his arms, dropped his right shoulder, and used his legs to drive himself as powerfully as he could into the middle of the doors. And bounced right off. But there was a resounding crack from the other side, more than enough to make him optimistic. So he positioned himself, sprang forward again, and the doors broke open.

He brushed himself off as he looked at the hallway ahead. “Don’t need grenades if you do it right, do you?”

Vaquita didn’t pay him much attention, because she was busy staring down the hallway. It didn’t take long for Tumbledown to notice it too, since it was glaringly obvious.

The hallway was full of light.

It was wide, tiled instead of carpeted, with stone cladding on the wall instead of wood. Light fixtures were set on the wall every five meters or so. Every one of them in place.

Every one of them was on.

“Strummer?”

“They’re not magic. But there’s something in the air here that I cannot say I enjoy in the least.”

[There is electricity,] Emma said. [All around. But it’s closed off from the rest of the building, an independent subsystem running in parallel to the main system, but closed off so as not to be noticeable. Remarkable. Also, there is a functioning device approximately one hundred fifty meters away. Also hidden from outside viewers, presumably by some sort of Faraday cage around the area or other wifi-inhibiting tools.]

What kind of device?

[It appears to be an elevator controller.]

Vaquita had so many questions she couldn’t formulate an individual one coherently. Then any chance of getting her thoughts together was disintegrated by the top-hatted man drifting down the hall toward them.

“That’s a spirit,” Strummer said helpfully. Though Vaquita thought the character’s translucence and lack of feet contacting the ground made that pretty clear.

The figure seemed like a Victorian undertaker, with silk flaps at the back of his top hat, a black suit, and a gaunt, hollowed-out face. There was one thing Strummer might be able to tell her that Vaquita could not figure out herself.

“How’s his mood?”

“Either calm and collected, or powerful enough to conceal it from me.”

“All right. There’s no reason to die on this hill. If the spirit gets aggressive, Strummer will distract him, and we’ll bug out.”

“I hate things I can’t shoot,” Tumbledown said.

The spirit drifted closer, giving no signs of hostile action or even of noticing Vaquita and her team. But then, three meters away, it stopped. It was not looking at anyone in particular.

Vaquita shifted uneasily, looking at the others, then looking back at the spirit. Her eyes returned to the spirit in time to see a ghastly sight.

It smiled.

Its spectral teeth were yellowed and twisted, and a good quarter of them were missing. The mouth gaped too wide with the smile, giving the spirit a cretinous look, and nothing like mirth or happiness touched the being’s hollow eyes. It was exactly the kind of expression you see on someone before they break into hysterical laughter and reach for the nearest blade, or just lunge straight at you.

The spirit then looked like it was going to speak. Its mouth moved like it was forming words, but no sound came out. Then it stopped talking, smiled for another second, executed a fluid, deep bow, and vanished.

Vaquita blinked a few times before saying anything. “Just what the hell was that?”

“I don’t know, but I am not aware of anything good happening in a place where spirits are behaving erratically,” Strummer said. “We have not seen enough to verify LaraJones’ account, which makes me doubt its veracity. I suggest leaving.”

“We also haven’t found enough information for Chickenstalker,” she said.

“You know how I feel about that nutter,” Tumbledown said.

“Yeah. But look, nothing’s happened. We can just move down this hallway, keeping the double doors in sight. Let’s see what else happens.”

“I am also not aware of circumstances where good things happened when that sort of plan was in place.” 

“Look, the power’s on. There’s a weird spirit here. Everyone’s scared of this place, and if the people who met LaraJones took it back here—which is my guess—there’s a ring worth 50k in here somewhere. Either of you going to sit there and tell me you don’t want to see what’s going on here?”

Vaquita left unspoken the question of just how reliable LaraJones’ testimony was. They were here on a chance and a prayer, and she didn’t want to skew the odds the wrong way.

Tumbledown and Strummer exchanged resigned looks, then nodded.

The ork spoke first. “Yeah, okay, we can go in. But just for a few minutes, right?”

“Of course,” Vaquita said, then walked forward to make sure there was no more discussion.

The hallway went on for ten meters, then opened into an area holding a large, oval plastic counter with an opening on either side. This would have been a reception area for people entering and leaving the athletic club. Two hallways led out of the room, one on the back left wall, one in the middle of the back wall. The stone on the walls was a gentle tan, with a brown carpet dotted with white-and-tan elongated hexagons. The lighting was tasteful, bright, and everywhere. At least, everywhere Vaquita could see. Nothing clearly indicated that one direction was more interesting than the other, but then she remembered what Emma had said.

Which hallway will take us closer to the active device?

[Most likely the one continuing on north, on the right side.]

That was enough for her. “That one,” she said, pointing, and led the way.

It didn’t take long to confirm she had made a good decision, because a sign—a fully intact, legible sign—told them what was ahead. Locker Rooms. Vaquita thought she could hear Tumbledown’s lips pulling back into a grin behind her.

They reached the first locker room five meters later. Another intact sign on the door simply read Locker Room 1. There was no way of knowing if this was the one LaraJones had supposedly entered, but it was the closest one to the entrance, so Vaquita figured she could take a chance. She was discouraged, though, at the lack of foul smells.

That discouragement did not last long. She stepped inside the locker room and was immediately assailed by the horrible smell of death and decay. Her excitement was brief, though. The odor was too powerful to be unnoticeable right outside the room. She glanced at Strummer, and he nodded.

“Illusion spell,” he said. “Not very powerful, either. It seems mainly intended to get our attention.”

“Or anyone who heard the LaraJones story,” Vaquita said.

“Would you like it removed?”

“No. It’s not overwhelming, just gross. Let’s not call any more attention to ourselves than we need to.”

Strummer nodded. “I do not see any sign of the ring, but you’ll forgive me if I do not go astral at the moment.”

They moved ahead cautiously. The first section of the locker room was filled with sinks and toilet stalls. Not much interesting there, though Vaquita glanced over to see that the bowls looked dry—while the area had electricity, plumbing seemed not to be as much of a priority.

The next area had the lockers. Nice ones, with white enameled doors and biometric locks. Most were closed, but two or three were slightly ajar. The temptation to search them was considerable.

“No glow from those open lockers?” she asked Strummer.

“No.” 

Which didn’t mean there wasn’t something inside a box or case. Still, though, she was wary about disturbing anything too much in here. When some entity or another went to this much trouble to keep an area neat, they tended to notice when things got moved.

Though if she didn’t find anything ahead, she’d come back and take a closer look at the lockers. She wasn’t coming out of here empty-handed.

She took out her Ares Crusader II, ready to fill the air with bullets if anything made her nervous. The smartlink icon on her HUD scanned the area, looking for anything that could be identified as a target. It did not consider the locker doors or changing bench to be threats.

Tumbledown was in the lead position, his “I hate you” scowl firmly in place on his face. She wasn’t far behind. Smartlink or not, her use of the Crusader tended to be more spray and pray than precision accuracy. And with that approach, it wasn’t good to be too far behind any friendlies.

Next up was a shower room; a long line of stalls, six on each side of the room. No shower head dripped, and there was no trace of water anywhere.

At the end of the room was a wood-paneled door with a window in the middle of it. A sauna.

“Hot damn,” Tumbledown said.

Vaquita wasn’t quite as excited. This was all too pat, too easy. They find directions to a mysterious treasure, then walk straight to it, encountering nothing more than an apparently deranged but harmless spirit. Another shoe was going to drop any second, and she was sure it was going to be heavy.

But she still proceeded toward the sauna.

Five meters away, four meters, three, two...

Nothing happened. Nothing moved. The smell was still there. She could tell from the window that there was a light on in the sauna, but from her angle she could only see the wooden ceiling of the room. She didn’t see any steam swirling through the air.

Then Tumbledown was at the door, just left of the window, moving slowly, Colt M24 poised and ready. He slowly leaned over to get a peek inside. When he could see in, he did not immediately move his head back, which Vaquita took to be a good sign.

“Gross,” he said.

Even though this still felt like a set-up, Vaquita’s pulse got a little faster. The bodies. The bodies were there. This was the place...

“Dead bodies, just like Emma said in her story,” Tumbledown said. “Only they’re worse, aren’t they? All maggoty and shit.”

Just like that, some of Vaquita’s excitement drained away. Whoever had set all this up had overplayed their hand. The maggots clearly were not real. First, she hadn’t seen a single adult fly anywhere nearby, and there didn’t seem to be any buzzing around the sauna ceiling. Flies weren’t common anywhere in the arcology, so having them prospering in this closed-off room was unlikely. Second, maggots were quicker than that. There was no year on the time stamps Emma had shared on her story, but even if it had been the most recent March, that was seven months ago. The corpses would have been too desiccated by this point to still be a whole lot of useful food for the maggots. If maggots had found their way in, they would have done their business in a matter of weeks, not months.

“Strummer, how much of what’s in there is an illusion?”

“All of it,” he reported. “This image and the smell are all tied together. But there are neither corpses nor maggots nor any other biological objects inside the sauna.”

So it was all a game. A pretty impressive game, and nothing more. Vaquita wished she knew the point of it all. “All right, it’s pretty clear someone is having a laugh on us. Do we want to string this along any more, or just bugger off?”

“Playing the other guy’s game is never a good idea, right?” Tumbledown said. “If that ring’s not here, I’m not gonna  just wander around a place where some spellcaster’s fucking around. Let’s just take the old bloke’s beads and call it a day.”

Vaquita didn’t agree with the second part of that plan, but she figured they could talk about that once the first part was done.

She turned around to see a dark-haired, blue-eyed woman staring at her.

“Holy shit!” she yelled. The woman did not appear to care. She could only think of one way the woman could have snuck up right behind them. “Strummer?”

“Yes, another spirit.” He squinted at her. “Spirit of man. Not exceptionally powerful.” He tilted his head. “I believe its appearance is the result of a command of the summoner.”

[If we age the image shared by Chickenstalker, this spirit is—]

Of course it is! Vaquita interrupted. Standing before them was a slightly older version of the picture of Alessandra. How she would have looked at the time Asher said she disappeared. Whoever was playing this game had made their next move.

Alessandra (Vaquita decided to call her that until a better appellation emerged) hovered in front of them, looking very gothic for a late-21st-century spirit. She wore a white dress made to look like linen, with a ragged hemline and long, flowing sleeves, the better for waving one’s arms and going “wooooooooo.” She was not moving at the moment, not looking at anyone, just staring straight ahead with eyes blackened enough to appear dead.

“What can we do for you?” Vaquita asked, since the spirit did not appear eager to initiate communication.

Alessandra slowly rotated her head to her right and down so she could stare at Vaquita. Then she raised her right arm and pointed a long-nailed finger north. Out of the locker room and through the hall beyond, if Vaquita didn’t miss her guess. Vaquita worked hard at being a cool-as-ice shadowrunner, so she’d never admit the spirit’s wordless point chilled her a bit.

“So you want us to go that way, yeah?” she asked. “And do you have any incentive for us?”

Alessandra did not respond and continued holding her arm out.

“Right, well, not much reason for us to go running around every place a spirit points. But we appreciate your input.”

Vaquita hoped for some reaction. Maybe the spirit would snap out of its wordless funk, maybe it would scream at her in rage—something, if only because making something happen was better than nothing happening. Except for the something that ended up happening was not helpful, as it involved the spirit winking out of existence.

Vaquita sighed. “Strummer, is she just hanging around on the astral, or is she entirely gone?”

“She has entirely departed.”

Vaquita nodded, then went over the sitrep in her head. Someone, or someones, on this floor was maintaining an electronic device, keeping it hidden from the rest of the building, and summoning spirits. Basically, these someones had their shit together. And they were telling her what direction to go. In fact, the past twenty-four hours, with Chickenstalker’s story and the information Emma had found, had led them perfectly...

Oh, drek!

Vaquita didn’t say anything, since she didn’t want the spirit—and anyone in communication with it—to know if something was up (though if the spirit was assensing her, her quick flare of emotion would have been all too obvious). Instead, she made a few gestures so she could send messages to the others’ commlinks.

<This whole thing is a setup, from Chickenstalker on down. Someone’s been baiting us. They make this floor scary to keep most people away, but then put out some hooks for people like us. They want some of us to come here.>

Tumbledown’s eyes widened for a moment, then he sent a quick reply. <Why?>

<Haven’t figured that out yet. But I don’t think it’s something we’d like.>

Tumbledown nodded. <So what’s our play?>

<Simple. Walk out of here like we’re gonna go where the spirit pointed. Then turn and bust our hoops out of here before they have a chance to react, and get off this floor.>

<And then?>

<And then we do reconnaissance on our terms, and hope they don’t know about the strengths of our fourth team member.>


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The rubble was so artful that it almost could have been real. The composition of the various junk piles was appropriately random, but still looked like they could have plausibly come from the surrounding area. There was a buildup of dust on the floor, and a lack of lighting. The heaps inhibiting passage weren’t a large, obvious pile, but rather several collections of refuse whose collective effect was to keep certain hallways off limits. There was nothing to alert the casual passer-by that there was anything unusual about this rubble, and it would hold up to all but the most careful inspections.

At this point, though, Emma was alerted, and so she saw the signs of artifice. Piles of plastic desktops that held together just a little too well. A bit of droopy metal where two pipes had been magically welded together. That sort of thing. All to keep them from making their way to the northeast corner of the nineteenth floor, to a spot just underneath what she had identified as a fully functioning device. The one she had identified as an elevator controller.

She could not see it now. She was outside the twentieth floor’s Faraday cage, or whatever it was that was blocking signals, which meant she had to use a map she’d generated when the device’s signal was visible. The fact that it operated an elevator made things easier, as in all likelihood it was located directly adjacent to an elevator shaft. She had learned the arcology’s layout fairly well by now, so she was pretty certain the device controlled the elevator she had designated BY2. The letters represented the shaft’s location on a grid system she had designed to map the building. She was eager to explain her system to someone, as she was very proud of the measurements and building design considerations that went into it, but every time she’d attempted to broach the subject in conversation so far, the other party disengaged.

They were only eight meters away from the shaft. Tumbledown had been tasked with most of the debris removal until a stream of invective directed at Strummer impelled the latter to summon a spirit of earth to help in the task. Emma had busied herself trying to trace whatever was powering the Faraday cage, seeing if there was any flow she could redirect. But the entire system was very impressive—closed, undetectable to her, and not easy to interrupt through any wireless means, at least not from where she stood.

She kept having to remind herself that this did not have to be a purely Matrix-based problem. There was a whole physical world around her, and if she was clever, she might be able to use it to her advantage. Four months ago this would have confounded her—the physical components of the Matrix were completely foreign to her, and learning how to take them into account was like writing an entirely new program from scratch. But she had observed and learned, seen how proximity and access to physical devices could directly affect their Matrix properties, and if she sometimes had to pause for a moment to remember the various physical laws by which the external world operated, and least she now had a rudimentary understanding of it.

The key was the elevator shaft. Since the device she had detected operated an elevator, that meant the shaft had to remain clear. The cage could not physically be built into the shaft, making it a weak spot.

She believed it was quite likely that the elevator car spent most of its time on the twentieth floor, and that the bottom of it was likely covered in WiFi-inhibiting materials to help minimize any gaps in the blanket that was blocking the signal. But unless they—whoever they were—had developed some sort of retracting part of the cage to fit under the elevator car, there would be a gap. Possibly very tiny, but also possibly exploitable. The flexible wire antenna she carried would help.

They were four meters from a turn in the hallway, and Emma believed she could see the edge of an elevator door around the corner though the rubble. That was the bank they were looking for. Her heart rate increased when she saw it. That sensation was distracting—she had felt it multiple times, but she still had to remind herself that it was an emotional reaction, not an indication of a problem with her heart.

There was a final pile of rubble between them and the elevator, and Tumbledown and the spirit of earth labored side by side to clear it. The spirit was silent as it worked, but Tumbledown emitted a ceaseless stream of words. Emma could not hear many of them, but the intelligible ones were all curses.

Experience with Tumbledown told her that simply asking for the cause of his aggravation was not likely to be useful. He often expected people to know in advance what was bothering him, and disliked explaining it. If she were going to engage him in conversation, she would have to anticipate the cause of his annoyance.

“Would you like the spirit to perhaps labor at a faster rate?” she asked.

Tumbledown’s glare told her that her supposition was inaccurate, which was unfortunate, as an incorrect guess could sometimes be more harmful to conversation than a direct question asking what was bothering him. Fortunately for her, he seemed to feel like conversing. Unfortunately, it seemed that one of the things he felt like talking about was her inadequacies.

“You get ambushed much in your time in the Matrix?”

“I don’t take your meaning.”

“Of course you don’t. You take a university professor who was the kid of a university professor, so he’s spent his entire life inside the college thinking about stuff and talking about stuff instead of doing stuff, and he still has more real-world experience than you. Well, this out here is the real world, isn’t it? Matrix isn’t the streets, so you can’t know what’s happening. And it’s not easy to have a gut instinct when you haven’t had a gut for that long.”

There was much about Tumbledown’s diatribe that Emma didn’t understand, but she knew asking for clarification wouldn’t help. She had heard him talk about his gut frequently, though, and she knew how important it was to him.

“What is your gut saying?” she asked. She thought her tone was light and conversational, but that aspect of vocal control was still difficult for her.

“It’s says something protected by piles of junk is either something not worth finding, or something that has hidden protections we haven’t seen yet.”

“Your caution is a good reminder. Strummer, have you seen anything alarming?”

“No,” Strummer said.

“I have yet to locate any wireless activity, including the device I noticed earlier. If anyone or anything is poised to cause us difficulty, we have not seen them yet.”

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about.” Tumbledown returned to his clearing and cursing.

Emma returned her gaze to what she believed was an elevator door. How could Tumbledown not be excited to be so close to this? Granted, it was nothing like the discovery of a host you had not known about before. The thrill of learning the visual vocabulary of the host, seeing how their physics models worked, and especially analyzing the underlying code to see the quirks and oddities each hacker brought to their work—it was more intoxicating than the mind-altering substances humans insisted on using to distract themselves. This was far simpler, but still, it was something new, something functional in a building where so much was broken. Emma thought that if she reached a point where this sort of experience failed to quicken her heart, she should probably return to the electronic realm full time.

It did not take long before they were there. A hole large enough to clamber through was open, and Emma headed through it. Strummer followed, with Tumbledown bringing up the rear once he made the hole slightly larger. The spirit was dismissed, and the three of them stood in front of a white, enameled elevator door.

Emma checked an ARO for wireless signals. It was there! Briefly, but in the past thirty seconds, her cyberdeck had noticed a wireless signal from above. The signal was indeed bleeding through. Not strong enough for her to do anything with it, but it was there. With the help of the antenna, she had a good chance of getting an actual usable signal.

She quickly unspooled the antenna and gave the end to Tumbledown. “Hold it near the top of the elevator.”

It helped, but not as much as she wanted. The signal was blipping every few seconds, but it wasn’t steady enough for her to commence significant manipulations. She directed Tumbledown this way and that, but a full connection refused to happen.

She was so focused on trying to get better signal strength that she did not notice what made Tumbledown and Strummer start. She looked at them, then looked around. Then she heard it.

Inside the shaft, the elevator was moving. Down. Toward them.

“Get around the corner,” Tumbledown growled. Emma nodded and stepped away from the elevator.

Then reality became problematic.

Five beings appeared in the hallway. One was an elongated humanoid with a face out of an El Greco painting and arms that looked like they could unfold for several kilometers. A second looked like a rhinoceros with hooks and barbs jutting from all over its hide. The third was a giant bat using its wings to crawl across the floor. The set was completed by a pair of grey clouds that looked like someone had let a portion of London’s evening smoke indoors.

Emma didn’t have much time to take in these entities when what felt like two large hands shoved her backward. At the same time, the air crackled with lightning that flashed in front of her face. The shove she felt may have kept the lightning from hitting her. Did it originate from something friendly?

Perhaps that was something she could ponder when she regained her footing. 

To her right, Tumbledown was being pummeled. She could not see the blows striking him, but she saw the results. He bent double as if something had hit him in the stomach, only to reel back from a blow to the head. He twisted as he fell back, using his left arm to brace his fall.

Emma turned too, looking to see how much of the hallway was clear for a possible retreat. Sadly, the answer was “none.” Another being, this one a pillar of fire with stubby arms, blocked the corridor. And it was doing more than blocking, it was hurling part of itself forward, flame stabbing toward them, and there was only one possible shelter, an opening in the wall just to the side, and since it was the only place not subjected to an ongoing assault, that is where Emma went. Tumbledown and Strummer came in just behind her.

It took her a moment to realize she had stumbled into the open elevator. She had that realization as the doors closed with abnormal speed in front of her. The spirits did not direct any spells into the elevator. Emma felt she was still a novice at reading metahuman facial expressions, and spirit expressions were an even higher level of difficulty, but despite her personal difficulties, she thought she had seen a smirk on the elongated face of the thin spirit in the front of the group.

The elevator immediately started down. Its interior was plain, with white plastic walls lit from behind, diffusing light throughout the two-meter-square compartment. There were no buttons, just a single dark panel on the wall. A biometric palm reader. A machine, but not a wireless one.

She scanned for the controller signal. Nothing. It was very much as if they had used the limited signal from the device to tempt her forward, similar to the way the stories of fortune had tempted Tumbledown, and the sad story of Alessandra had tempted Vaquita.

Her heart started racing again, but there was no pleasure in it. It was accompanied by a chill, and her lungs seemed greatly reduced in capacity. Her sight was not functioning correctly either—there was a small circle exactly in the middle of her vision that was clear, but the rest was blurry, moving out to completely dark at the edges. She thought Tumbledown was saying something, but his voice was tinny and far away.

Emma had a thought she had never had before. She did not want to be in control. She did not want this feeling. She wanted to think—she needed to think—but she couldn’t operate in this body. She had no control over it, it was calling all the shots, and the whole time they were moving down, down, toward she didn’t know where. She fled, left conscious control entirely, and hoped Vaquita was ready to take over.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Tumbledown’s arm was raised in what promised to be an extremely stinging slap.

“You best keep that arm in the air if you know what’s good for you,” Vaquita said.

His hand paused. “Are you back? What the hell happened?”

Vaquita clambered up off the floor. She had been slumped in the corner of the elevator that was still moving down. “Emma freaked out on me. Guess she doesn’t have a lot of experience with fear, so she turned it into a full-blown panic attack. That made the transition not as smooth as usual.” She brushed off her legs, though they weren’t dusty at all. “So what have we got? Opened the trapdoor in the ceiling yet?”

“Didn’t open anything,” Tumbledown said. “Too busy watching your brain circuits fry up.”

“Strummer, any spiritual help we can call on?”

“That was already attempted,” he replied. “The spirit was banished within moments of summoning.”

“So I’m non-functional for a moment, and nothing happens. Well done.”

“Looking after a downed teammate isn’t exactly nothing, is it?” Tumbledown said.

“All right, fine,” she said. “Let’s get out of this thing. Tumbledown, on the roof.”

The trapdoor was easy to see, but apparently not easy to open. Tumbledown pushed it once, then pushed it harder still, then even harder. Then he glared at it, pushed along the edges for a little to see where the obstruction was, then frowned and slammed it near one edge.

The door bent a little.

Vaquita vacillated between helpful advice and a snide remark, but then she was interrupted by the opening of the elevator door.

Everyone reacted. Tumbledown leaned against one wall, Strummer and Vaquita against the other. Tumbledown had his Predator out, Vaquita had her Crusader at the ready. Strummer also had something ready, however it was that mages prepared things, and they looked out.

The room outside was a utility room; every surface was concrete. The floor was painted black, and the walls and ceilings were unpainted. Metal shelves were bolted to most walls. There was no sign of life, but there was a functioning light fixture on the ceiling.

“Strummer?”

“Astral is empty.”

“Good. Out or in?”

“Door closes, we’re going right back up into the drekstorm,” Tumbledown said. “Out.”

“Right,” Vaquita said. They stepped out carefully, checking the sides of the room as they did. To the left, nothing. To the right, a distance of three meters across the room, then a gaping hole in the wall. Besides the elevator, the hole was the only noticeable exit.

“Tumbledown, watch the hole,” Vaquita said, then took a closer look at the one non-plain thing in the room. It sat on a metal shelf, half a meter off the floor. It had a single soft white light on the front panel, then two plugs going into the wall. One for power, one for networking. A hardwired device. Vaquita had heard far more about wired networks than she had seen. The thing did not emit a trace of wireless signal.

She picked it up and looked at the back. There was an available jack in the back. Before Emma had moved in, Vaquita did not carry any cables capable of accessing it. Who travels with cables? But Emma was insistent that part of good hacking was preparation, which meant being ready for any device you might encounter, which meant having the right equipment. And since the relevant cable took up minimal space and weight, it had found a slot in Vaquita’s slim backpack and stayed there.

You interested in having a look at this, Emma, or do you want me to handle it?

Emma didn’t respond.

Fine, Vaquita thought. It’s in my court.

She was reaching into her backpack when the elevator doors closed, and she heard the car moving upward.

“Think it’s going to get someone else?” she said.

“I think I’d rather not be in this room when it comes back,” Tumbledown said.

Vaquita nodded. “Right. Don’t suppose anyone found any other exits?”

“Part of this wall is built at the bottom of a staircase,” Strummer said. “The staircase leads to what appears to be an old storage room. Breaking through the wall would take time, unless you wanted to experiment with grenades.”

“Underground grenade experimentation has never been something I’m fond of.” Vaquita snapped her head toward the tunnel. “Guess that’s where we’re going.”

They walked in, guns out. Vaquita slapped a Shiawase Kanmushi drone on the wall near the entrance as they walked out so she could have eyes on the elevator as they walked. If something was going to come into the room, she wanted to know about it as soon as it got there. Tumbledown took the lead, setting a brisk pace, but making sure they didn’t run headlong into something horrible.

It was pitch-dark here, but Vaquita had spent a lot of time in places without electricity—she had a small lamp on her belt for just such occasions. The tunnel they were in was curious. It was oval-shaped and rough, like an underground cave. Getting good footing wasn’t easy, which slowed their pace. While its roughness had a natural feel to it, it was level and straight in a way natural caves were not. As they walked, Vaquita saw traces of steel supports and concrete piles, indicating the tunnel had come into being after some of the buildings above had been constructed.

There was no noise in the tunnel besides their scraping of her team’s feet on the ground. No other movement was heard, and there was no dripping water, no breezes, nothing. It was empty of life, empty of threats, empty of anything besides rock, but somehow Vaquita got a vast sense of wrongness from it.

After what she figured was about two kilometers, the straightness of the tunnel finally changed, but only slightly. Instead of running straight, it bent slightly left. She checked the feed for the Kanmushi. The elevator door was still closed, and no one was in the room. The signal was still strong, but once she started putting solid rock between the drone and her, it would drop quickly. She’d lose track of the drone, which not only could mean lost resources she couldn’t afford, but also that she’d have no idea if something might be coming.

She peered around the bend and couldn’t see much more than eight meters ahead, but that was enough to know that the curve continued long enough to block her entire signal.

She sighed. “Give me a couple of minutes,” she said. She summoned the Kanmushi back, and the little bug-like machine started moving toward her.

The drone wasn’t fast, so she used some time to poke around the bend. Nothing drew her attention.

“Strummer, go scout a couple kilometers ahead.”

He folded his arms. “Must I remind you of the dangers of extracting one’s soul in the middle of an unknown environment—”

“Stop being such a dormouse,” Vaquita said with a wave of her hand. “We’ll watch your body, you take care of the spirit. Get out, do a quick scan, and come back. If you see anything dangerous, just get back here.”

Strummer gave her a haughty look, which was pretty much his thing, then sat down, his back against a rock wall. After a brief moment his head lolled to the left. He was gone.

She drummed her fingers on her thigh. She’d pushed Strummer to get out there, but now she was a little worried about him, wandering the astral with no backup. When they grew the team, maybe another mage was in order.

Then—awfully quickly, she thought—Strummer stirred. She reached for her gun. “Trouble?”

“Not necessarily. But we will be faced with a decision. Three hundred meters ahead, the tunnel divides into three branches. I did not see anything to recommend one over the other, but I also did not feel it was wise to investigate any of them in detail until we made a decision. So I opted to return.”

“Fine. We’ll go down there ourselves, see which one looks good.”

The Kanmushi hadn’t quite caught up, but it was close enough that if she went a mere three hundred meters ahead, it wouldn’t drop out of signal range. Then it would have more time to catch up to her as she figured out what the hell they should do next.

The tunnel divided exactly as Strummer said. The Kanmushi arrived as it should. Nothing unexpected happened. Which was bad, because with the variables she had now, Vaquita had no idea what step to take next. Which was a bad trait for a leader.

She was almost grateful, then, to hear distant voices coming from behind her. Something to force her hand was quite welcome.

They were coming from the single tunnel to the rear. They were using conversational tones, making no effort to hide their voices, but not trying to hail her either. Did they not know she was there, or not care?

Whatever the answer, staying put was probably not the right option. “Center,” she said in a low voice. “Quietly. Let’s go.”

The voices didn’t seem to be approaching very quickly, so Vaquita thought if they moved at a decent pace, they could get some separation from them. But the tunnel made it difficult to know how far she was getting from anything. It seemed to have a general downward slope, but there were a few brief inclines. It had more twists and turns, enough so Vaquita’s sense of direction became exceedingly messed up. This complicated the fact that occasional new branches popped up, and since she didn’t know her current bearing, figuring out a branch that would take her farther away from the basement elevator was not easy.

She led the team for fifteen minutes. She had not heard a trace of the voices for the past five, but she had no idea where she was.

[I’ve mapped the tunnels as we’ve walked,] Emma said. [Here it is. The blue dot represents us.]

You are a for-real lifesaver. While the divide in her head had caused her no end of trouble a few short months ago, she had realized a clear benefit of having two consciousnesses on hand—one to tackle the moment-to-moment responses, while the other spent time on higher-level tasks. She was also very glad that Emma had pulled herself together enough to pay attention.

[Control of the body and intensity of emotions seem closely related. I imagine that is because of all the chemicals coursing through you. Withdrawing helps.] She paused. [I’m sorry I had a problem, but I am also glad to be contributing. We are a team. More than that. We are the next step of metahuman evolution.]

At this moment, Vaquita was not inclined to argue.

“All right, any pursuit—if that’s even what it was—has dropped off. We can move a little more carefully now. I’ve got a map going, sharing it with you two now. See that side cavern we passed about fifteen meters back? I’m sending the Kanmushi back there to walk down it a little ways, so it can do some exploring without us. Let’s move.”

Strummer had been staring at the tunnel wall the whole time, his back to Vaquita, so she couldn’t see his expression. She was quite used to him not looking at her while she was talking, so this was nothing new.

She began walking forward, and the others walked, too. When she glanced back at Strummer, his right hand glided along the rock wall as he went. His left eyebrow was raised.

“What?” she asked.

“I’m pondering the tools used to make this tunnel. All I can think about right now is what it is not. I highly doubt explosives were used, as that would have made a rounder shape, not this oval we are passing through. Besides, the use of explosives to create a tunnel this long would surely have been noticed at some point, even though we are deep under the surface. It also seems unlikely that any industrial tools were used to shape it. Look at how jagged everything is, how uneven. The cuts digging out the rock are small, somewhat like what you may see in a chunk of marble to which a sculptor has begun applying his tools. That is painstaking work for a sculptor with a single block of stone—consider how long it would take such tools to carve out this length. Yet it all happened recently, as the floor is precisely as uneven and rough as the walls and ceiling. Footsteps have had no time to smooth out the floor. That also, incidentally, rules water out as the carving element, as the base would be much smoother. Not to mention the fact that we have not seen any moisture other than some minor condensation on the walls.”

Vaquita nodded, really focusing on the walls for the first time. He was right. The whole thing was oddly rough. She kept walking, trying to figure out what this meant, but rock formations were not something she had ever given much thought. She came up with nothing.

Her thought process was not at all helped by the rock that hit the back of her head.

She flinched, yelled “Ow! Dammit!” and whirled around. The rock, a good-sized stone about half the size of her fist, rolled to a stop near her feet. She looked down the tunnel, but saw nothing. Then she looked up, wondering if maybe there was a perfect divot indicating the spot the rock had fallen from, but again came up empty.

“Tumbledown, was that you?”

The ork puffed out his cheeks. “Why would I throw a rock at your head?”

“I’ve given up trying to explain why you do some of the things you do.”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t me. I saw it go by me, saw it hit your head, but saw nothing else. Didn’t see any trace of—son of a bitch!”

Another rock struck his cheek, drawing blood that started running toward his jaw. He whirled around, looking for the source. “Who’s out there? Come on out, you scared little cock wagon! I’ll show you how to throw rocks, won’t I?”

“It’s a spirit,” Strummer said. “It threw the rock—most likely propelled it with a spell, but that’s a fine distinction—then dashed backward. It has not bothered to materialize or manifest.”

“Would stopping this rock-throwing piece of drek be a task you’d be willing to summon a spirit for?”

“Gladly,” Strummer said. He must have decided that one immaterial spirit deserved another, as the whole summoning process occurred without anything appearing to Vaquita and Tumbledown. It took less than a minute, and then the mage nodded. “The spirit is on task.”

“Wonderful. Have it flush that rock-throwing bastard right down the spiritual crapper.”

Strummer looked affronted at Vaquita’s choice of words, which pretty much was the reason she had chosen them.

The Kanmushi, meanwhile, was wandering through the dark and seeing something that looked really identical to the tunnel Vaquita was in. There was some solid rock between her and it, so that even though it was not that far away, its signal was degrading. She’d give it another minute or two, then call it back.

At that point, every single point of input she had available to her informed her that things were abruptly going horribly wrong.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

It was impossible to say what happened first, because it all seemed to happen at once.

A darkness snuffed out the Kanmushi’s light, then its feed vanished. An electrical jolt traveled from Vaquita’s toes to her temples, then burrowed into her skull and bounced around her brain in a way that made Emma silently scream.

Two meters away, the tunnel filled with crackling blue energy that snapped back and forth between the narrow walls. Vaquita smelled burned flesh, and hoped it wasn’t hers. Tumbledown roared, Strummer cried out in pain, and then there was some other noise, a keening scream that threatened to liquefy all of her bones.

She wanted to collapse from the shock and pain, but she was a native of Lambeth, and she was a shadowrunner, and she hadn’t survived as long as she had without one very basic response to situations like this.

Run.

The obvious direction was away from the blue lightning. She didn’t have a hope in hell that it would do anything, but she pulled her Crusader for a little spray-and-pray action. At very least, maybe the sparks of the ricocheting bullets would be a visual distraction for whatever was in the tunnel with them.

She fired and tried to whirl around, but her left leg was not entirely responsive, staying stiff instead of propelling her. So she let it drag behind, heaving herself forward with her right. Strummer was active, pointing here and there like a schoolmaster with an unruly class. Bolts of green fired out of his fingers, darting toward the lightning, and sometimes when one hit, it seemed to be sucked up and extinguished by their unseen opponent.

The mass of energy had no appearance of movement, but Vaquita wasn’t able to leave it behind, so it must have been giving pursuit. Strummer’s bolts seemed to be keeping it from coming any closer.

Ahead, the tunnel branched into two forks. Left and right, and Vaquita could not discern a reason to take one over the other. Until Emma spoke up.

[Signal some sort coming right fork.]

What?

[Some wireless right fork originating.]

Whatever had messed up Vaquita’s leg had also, apparently, scrambled Emma a bit.

Any idea what kind?

[Not Matrix.]

Device, then. That means left.

“Left fork!” she called out. Tumbledown and Strummer did not question her decision.

They kept running. Vaquita risked a look back. There was a distant glow. But the energy seemed to be falling back. That felt like good news. And it came because they were running. So she kept running.

Then there was another fork. A three-way this time.

Anything?

[No signals detected. Again.]

Vaquita ignored the testiness in Emma’s voice (if voice was the right word). A decision had to be made. Left worked before. She tried it again.

“Left again!” she said. Feet thumped on.

For twenty meters. Then there was a sound ahead. A sharp crack, a rumble, like rock breaking, then falling. Then a screech like...like...

Vaquita searched through her memories in a rapid flutter, but could not come up with anything that sounded like that screech. Maybe when the brakes on her Shin-Huang were going out, metal scraping on metal, but there was something else to it, something guttural, something like a wounded bulldog trying to scare off a rapidly closing predator. Those were two of the elements. There were more, all horrible. But this was the wrong time to analyze them.

“Wrong turn,” she said, but the other two were already turning around, because it was not a sound that made you want to see what was making it.

They sprinted the twenty meters back to the junction, hoping to get there before the energy ball, and they did, but barely, because it was closing on them, so close that if they tried to cross all the way over to the right fork, it would have a chance to intercept them.

So it was up the middle. They ran, watching the ground most of the time to keep the uneven footing from tripping them up, looking up briefly to see what twists and turns the tunnel was going to take, but not looking back much at this point, because they were moving so fast, and Vaquita had trouble believing she might see anything back there that would be encouraging.

She listened carefully for footsteps, but the sound of her team’s movement drowned out any other noises. She had no idea what direction she was going, how far underground she was, and if there were any sort of exit anywhere ahead.

Then she heard the crunching.

There was a lot of it, like a dozen people walking on dried peanut shells, but deeper. There was no light ahead, just the noise.

Vaquita slowed. She didn’t want to know what was crunching, or what was making the crunching. She didn’t want what was behind her to catch up. And she didn’t want to stand still.

She really wished there was some other option. But maybe she didn’t have to choose just one.

“Strummer, we need an earth spirit. One that can hide us. Now.”

It was a measure of the urgency of the situation that Strummer did not argue at all. The spirit appeared silently, a rockpile with glowing red eyes. It moved by rolling on a layer of pebbles.

“Hide us, fast!” The spirit did nothing on Vaquita’s command, but when Strummer repeated the words in a slightly more refined way, it spread itself into a wall, smoothed out the cracks between its various pieces, and gave something the three team members could hide behind, though with almost no room to move.

It was a gamble. If anyone in the approaching group was astrally perceiving, the ruse would fall apart quickly. But with any luck, the spirit would get them a few seconds of time and a better position. Vaquita just had to figure out how to use them.

“Wireless off,” she whispered. Emma would be upset to have absolutely no access to anything outside of her head, but she’d just have to deal.

For half a minute, the only sound was the crunching from up ahead. The rock wall she was hiding behind muted some of the sound, but the odd frequency of the noise vibrated something at the base of her skull. If she had to stay here too long, her teeth would probably disintegrate.

But then the footsteps came back. Coming down the tunnel behind them. The distance and the echo made it tough to tell how many people were coming, but at least it sounded like less than ten. She tried to silence her breathing, even though she knew the spirit was hiding her audibly as much as visually. The footsteps came closer, neither speeding up nor slowing down. The crunching continued.

“They have come into view,” Strummer whispered, likely relaying impressions from the spirit. “There are four individuals—three humans and a dwarf. They are carrying firearms—the spirit is not knowledgeable enough about such things to be specific. They are wearing simple black military fatigues with no identifying insignia.” The footsteps passed a few more meters. “The spirit does not see any signs of magical ability in the four of them.”

Vaquita exhaled. One obstacle down. Now to get out. Emma, how’s that map looking?

[Like the clumsy work of someone who had absolutely no wireless signal to work with.]

Great, I’ll take a look.

Looking at the map required the indignity of actually using the screen on her commlink, as even in these primitive surroundings she didn’t have a cable to connect her cybereyes to the ’link. It was awkward and small, but at this point Vaquita was grateful to have anything at all.

As she scanned, the best choice seemed to be right fork of the three-way split they’d passed. She didn’t think the four who had just gone by came from there, and no one else had emerged from the spot. That wasn’t a lot to go on, but it beat what she knew about all the other options.

“All right, Strummer, the spirit can let us go. Think maybe it could form a wall, give us some cover as we go?”

The stone around them disappeared, revealing Tumbledown doing a rapid shake to throw of any encroaching claustrophobia. He brought to mind a large Doberman Pinscher, but Vaquita had learned long ago not to make such observations aloud.

Strummer had a weaker version of his typical disapproving stare on. “I can instruct it to stay until it fears for its safety,” he said. “Nothing more.”

For the hundredth time, Vaquita resolved to get herself one of those conscience-free magic-users she’d run into a number of times in the streets, and then for the hundredth time she remembered those guys were invariably bastards and horrible teammates, so screw them. “That should give us some time. Follow me.”

She walked ahead, regularly checking their position against Emma’s map. How accurate is our position on this?

[As accurate as I can make without external locators or wireless signals. I have to compare my charts to the tunnels before us, and make estimates about their length and the distance we have traveled based on what I know about your stride and the different types of steps you have taken as we travel. It is the best I can do.] A millisecond pause. [Which should make it quite good.]

Nice work. Maybe I should take you away from wireless more often, if you get this meticulous when you have to focus.

Emma’s lack of reply made Vaquita think either she hadn’t conveyed the appropriate lightness of tone, or that it had been conveyed and not appreciated. That’s fair, she thought. If she had been reduced to nothing more than counting someone’s steps, she might not be in a joking mood either.

She slowed her steps when she estimated that they were about ten meters from the fork she wanted to take. She thought about sending a drone around the corner, but she had no desire to stand still while it performed recon. The risk of going in somewhere blind seemed less than the risk of sitting around and waiting for the people roaming the tunnels to come back to her. So she settled on old-fashioned recon—looking and listening. And smelling, if that would bring her anything, though the only thing she smelled was—rotten coconut? She sniffed again. Weird. In a dank underground tunnel, she would expect to smell mold or lichen or something.

Although it was not especially dank down here, and she didn’t see any signs of mold or lichen. Again, weird.

[Perhaps when I have Matrix access again, someday, I can search for what anyone knows about the tunnels here. If I have access.]

Impressive, Vaquita thought. Emma had only been an active part of human culture for less than a year, but she already had passive aggression down pat.

But there, up ahead, was the fork. Thoughts about the smell, the lack of mold, and Emma’s adaptation to human culture would have to wait.

They reached the fork, made a left turn, and traveled over new ground. Which didn’t look any different than the other tunnels they’d gone through. There were no noises, no signs of light. No traces of anything. Which was better than running into something hostile, but worse than seeing a way out. It was what they had, though, so Vaquita kept moving forward. Ten meters, twenty, thirty, more.

The tunnel turned, the entrance to the fork disappeared from sight. Forty meters in, then fifty. Was the rotten coconut smell getting stronger? How in the hell would there be enough rotten coconuts way down here to create an odor? Sixty meters. Seventy. She wanted to break into a run, just to get wherever the tunnel was going. Could be the tunnels were starting to get to her. Eighty meters. She had to believe this was going somewhere. If it wasn’t, she was doing more than wasting time. She was pinning herself down a dead end while whoever else was in the tunnels had time to find out where she was. Ninety. Ninety meters wasn’t that far, really. She could cover that distance in just over ten seconds. Well, maybe more, given the terrain and the drek she was carrying. One hundred meters. Was it time to turn around? Decide there was nothing down here? It was only a tenth of a kilometer—surely she should give it more distance than that. Really, it seemed she had traveled much longer than that. She had to go farther. There was a turn ahead. To the right, almost a full ninety degrees. Or that’s what it looked like in the dim light. Maybe she could just see what was around the corner. The turn was only twenty meters away. That wouldn’t put her in too deep. She could still get out.

“Let’s get around that turn,” she said. The others nodded, though it was hard to believe they had much confidence in her leadership at the moment. They did not display any doubt, though—they simply walked.

After about five steps, Strummer briefly paused. “My spirit has left its position. It owes nothing more to me, and is returning to its home.”

Vaquita had no way of seeing this as good news. She quickened her pace, at least as much as she felt she safely could.

They crossed those twenty meters, turned, and looked. They saw more dark tunnel. Vaquita hesitated briefly. Nothing intriguing down there. Maybe it was time to turn around.

“There is something glowing down there,” Strummer said.

“Glowing?” Vaquita asked. “What?”

The answer was lost in the sound of all hell breaking loose.

The first sound was from Strummer, his voice sounding remarkably calm despite the actual words.

“I’ve just seen a spirit. It rounded the turn behind us. I sent it away.”

Right on the heels of his words came echoing yells, bouncing off the walls of the tunnels. Vaquita could not clearly make out what they were saying, but she heard words like “spirit,” “someone,” and “chamber.” And there were footsteps, who knew how many footsteps, pounding.

She might have been frozen by the situation, except for the fact that she felt she only had one choice—ahead. So she moved, quickly now, and the others came with her.

A dozen or so meters passed, and then a left turn, then a long straightaway. Maybe fifty meters, and they hustled down it. The tunnel widened ahead. They moved fast, since the people behind them were still approaching.

The tunnel widened. Then widened some more. Then, abruptly, they were in a room of some sort, the widest area Vaquita had seen down here. She ran to it.

Then she saw the rocks. They had to be rocks, didn’t they? Oval in shape, white, and seemingly translucent. Maybe about a half-meter long. Details were difficult to make out in this light, and for some reason she was reluctant to shine a light directly on them.

The rotten coconut smell was stronger. Was it coming from the white rocks? Or beyond?

She didn’t have time to think about it. She moved farther into the chamber, looking for anything that could be a way out. There were two collections of white rocks, a larger one to the left, a smaller one to the right. She didn’t have time to count them. Maybe thirty between the two piles? But there was only one way out of the room, all the way across it, when the chamber narrowed back to a tunnel. No other doors, no machinery, nothing.

At least that meant she didn’t have to make a choice. Ahead was the only option.

She was three-quarters of the way across the room when she heard the noise again, the footsteps-on-peanut-shells sound. It was coming from ahead. The footsteps were still coming from behind.

It looked like she’d get to find out what the crunching was.

They got out of the wide chamber before the pursuers got there.

“Strummer, how about a spirit to confuse them? If you would?”

The mage nodded. Vaquita knew he liked it when she came up with options besides direct assault, and when she asked nicely. That combination earned her compliance without argument.

She never saw the spirit he summoned, which was for the best. It would do its job most effectively if it remained unseen.

They dashed ahead, and behind them the footsteps slowed. The spirit was doing its work.

The tunnel turned left, then continued straight for twenty meters. Then it looked like it opened up again, though again Vaquita was reluctant to send a beam of light directly into whatever was there.

The crunching was louder and consistent. The rotten coconuts were pervasive, if still unseen. She was walking slower, encouraged by the scattered sounds from her former pursuers. The next few steps showed that the tunnel was indeed going to be widening again. Then she saw more white rocks in that room. A few more steps, and she’d see the whole thing.

She took those steps, then looked up. Blinked. Swept a flashlight beam on the wall to confirm what she thought she saw.

There was a person on the wall, clinging to it. His face was right up against the rock, moving back and forth. He didn’t seem to care about the light. Whatever he was doing occupied his full attention.

There were more. A woman a half-meter below and to the right of the first one. Another man near a pile of white rocks. A woman and a man just a meter away from that one, so three total near the white rocks. All perched on the wall, all moving their faces against the wall like they were...

Were what? Vaquita couldn’t finish the thought. Nothing they were doing correlated to any human behavior she had seen.

Then four things happened.

First: “The spirit’s spell has been broken, and its service is completed,” Strummer said.

Second: The footsteps from behind lost their scattered, disorganized rhythm, and reformed into footsteps with a purpose, and that purpose was pursuit.

Third: There was a sliding sound, some bumps, then a metal grate slid open, pushed by the feet of a body that had just come down a chute of some sort. It was a male, a street punk of some sort, with spikes implanted into his shoulder and hair dyed acid green. He was out cold.

Fourth: One of the white rocks started shaking and cracking.

Vaquita focused on the only thing that mattered—the chute. A body that came out down here had to be put in it somewhere else. 

She pointed to the chute. “We have to climb. Make sure we don’t slip.”

Strummer nodded while Vaquita moved ahead. “Me first, then Strummer, then Tumble.”

The bottom of the chute was right next to the pile of white rocks, and even though one was cracking and opening, Vaquita forced her self to keep thinking of them as white rocks and would continue doing so until she was well clear of them. The three people perched on the wall near the rocks took notice of something, either her or the recently arrived body. They all turned their heads away from the wall, and a part of Vaquita’s sanity was permanently shattered.

Their eyes had migrated too close to the sides of their heads. Their skin had a glossy shine to it, and a certain, odd thickness. Their noses had all but vanished. But the worst of all were their mouths.

Their lower jawbones had separated at the chins, grown longer, and poked out of the skin. They had serrated edges where they came together. They twitched constantly, moving toward the shapeless mouths that kept puckering and unpuckering.

There are runners who see something unexpected and horrific, and they freeze. Then there are runners who live up to their name—they see something horrible, and they run. The latter group live longer than the former.

Vaquita ran. She didn’t know if Strummer’s climbing assistance spell had been cast, but then she didn’t know how she would feel if it had. Would her hands feel more sticky? Her legs more sturdy? It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered besides going up.

The things on the wall were moving, skittering over the surface with amazing alacrity. They were probably better climbers than her, even if she had a spell on her. They’d have a good chance of catching her in the chute.

All she could do was give them a run for their money.

She sprinted the final steps to the grate, pulled it open, and leaped into the chute. It was big enough for an ork or even a small troll to fit, so Tumbledown should make it okay. For her, it was positively roomy. And it took only moments for her to see that Strummer’s spell had taken effect. Her eyes told her it was nothing more than rock, slightly polished so that whatever slid down it wouldn’t get stuck, but to her it felt like moving on a kitchen floor where syrup had been spilled multiple times. There wasn’t much in the way of handholds, but she didn’t need any. She was moving, she couldn’t see where to, she couldn’t see how long the chute was, but she was moving. 

“Everyone okay back there?” she whispered, trusting their local communications to carry her voice to their ears.

“As well as can be expected,” Strummer said.

“When we get outta here, I’m not goin’ indoors for a week,” Tumbledown growled.

“Any pursuit?”

“No one else in the shaft as far as I know, but I’m not in much of a position to turn around.”

“Okay.”

The crack of a gunshot, followed by a ricochet off rock, answered her question. It seemed like they didn’t have anyone in the chute, and were willing to let guns do their work. A second shot and ricochet indicated that the chute curved enough to prevent anyone from down below from having a clear line of fire, but they clearly thought they might get lucky with a ricochet. There was nothing to do for it, though, besides climb.

Onward, upward, and getting steeper. The rock still felt sticky, but that was no longer enough, as gravity wanted to peel her off. She changed her technique, putting her back against one side of the chute and her legs against the other, then shimmying up. This was slower. But the change in slope meant the shots from below were coming at an even worse angle, the ricochets sounding more distant.

Then, up above, no more than ten meters away, traces of light. As if there were another grate, and a source of light on the other side. A way out.

She climbed cautiously. Someone could poke their head through the grate above at any time, making her life exceedingly complicated. Whoever was up there had just dropped an unconscious body down the chute. She did not think they would be inclined to greet her warmly.

She slowly, slowly closed the last few meters to the grate. It had metal running in criss-cross patterns, leaving diamond-shaped openings about one centimeter on each side. That gave her room to see what was waiting for her on the other side.

It was a room. An honest-to-Ghost painted, finished room. The walls were white. The floor grey. Lights on the ceiling were fluorescent. She could not see anyone in it.

The chute ended half a meter above the grate, so this was the only way out—and the only possible source of the body that had slid down. 

She gently shoved at the grate. It was hinged at the top and swung open slightly. She moved down a fraction of a meter and gave it a good shove. It swung about a third of the way open, then crashed closed. She listened for movement, looked for disturbances in the light streaming through the grate, and didn’t see anything.

“We’re not going to wait for someone from below to come get us, are we?” Tumbledown sounded extra gruff, and Vaquita could not blame him. The quarters were closest on him.

“I’m going.” She moved up, then cautiously pushed the grate forward. When it was open wide enough, she grabbed the lip of the chute with one hand while holding the grate open with the other, then pulled herself forward and into the room.

She wanted to lie on the floor and take a few breaths, but that would have to wait. She scurried out of the way of the opening, pulled her Walther, and looked around. She didn’t see much new, except for a closed door to the left of her. And  dark marks on the floor that, she’d wager, were bloodstains.

Strummer came next, unfolding his frame into the room like a scarecrow being unpacked from a suitcase. He did what Vaquita had wanted to do, leaning against the wall and taking in small, gasping breaths. She hadn’t given much thought to the strain she was putting on him with the continued requests for spells and summoning, but she had visual evidence that she had ridden him quite hard. And she had to admit, he’d shown incredibly good form.

Then, with a lot of banging, squirming, and muttered cursing, Tumbledown emerged. There was one point where Vaquita was certain he would either dislocate a shoulder or pull a groin muscle, but he seemed to do neither, and soon he was entirely out. Once he was, he turned, yanked a grenade from his belt, and dropped it down the chute. It bounced against the walls for a few seconds, and then emitted a loud bang that Vaquita felt in her sternum.

“That was probably a waste of a grenade,” she said.

“Not a bit,” he said. “Had to be done. Just wish I had something more explosive to bring the whole thing down.”

They were out. Safe, at least for the moment. Now to figure out where they were, and how to move on. 

Emma, any wireless signals or anything I should know about?


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Imagine a nightmare.

Your vision has been reduced only to what is ahead of you. You cannot turn your head and look behind. You cannot see to the sides. You can only see ahead, and even that is dim. Noises are few, and when they are present, they echo and distort, sounding distant and close at the same time, and you can’t identify any of them.

You are accustomed to being able to classify and categorize all the things around you. If they are unknown, you do your due diligence, finding what you need to know, gathering information at the speed of thought, so you can figure out how it fits into the fabric of reality as quickly as possible. Nothing stays unknown for long.

But in the nightmare, everything you know is forgotten. Inaccessible. You cannot bring it to mind, you cannot search for it, you cannot call it up in any way. So you are left with ignorance about everything around you. Every sight, every noise is unknown.

You are carried through this tunnel at a speed you cannot control. Often you stop when your mind is screaming to move ahead, or you move ahead when your thoughts are urging a stop. The movements you make and the movements you want to make have no relationship to each other.

Then this nightmare of ignorance and powerlessness somehow gets worse. You see things that violate everything you have come to know about reality. You see hideous faces and gaping maws, and you don’t know how you sense this, but you feel a terrible, constant hunger that is omnidirectional, always scanning for anything that might be the least bit edible.

To escape it, you flee into the darkest darkness yet. It’s a solid darkness, where the entire universe condenses into a cold, black chute, and you think you are trying to move, but how can you tell? You have no sensory input besides two sounds. One is you scrambling on the metal surface, attempting to somehow ascend out of this abyss. The other is the snap and crack of ricocheting gunfire, because the nightmare would not be complete without seemingly random death shooting around, continuously looking to bring about a permanent end.

The darkness is infinite. Did it last for seconds? Minutes? It didn’t matter. She had memories of experiences with vast infinity speeding around that seemed to go on forever, but only took a few seconds of humanity’s time. The pure data streams of the Matrix made humans’ understanding of the relativity of time seem puny and limited. In her pre-biological state, Emma knew how seconds contained infinities and vice versa. That experience had not translated to the physical world until now.

The climb through the darkness, punctuated by the sounds of death, took forever.

And yet, somehow, it ended. The exit from hell (a word that previously had no real meaning to Emma, but now embodied a very real set of impressions and emotions) was thin light escaping through a metal grate. That light came from a plain white room with no wireless signals. It was still extremely limited, but the scant few meters of light between her and the walls now felt like an infinity. She felt like she could breathe, which was a need she had never known before a number of months ago.

During the whole nightmare, she had pulled herself away from Vaquita. She wanted to believe it was a helpful instinct, that she knew Vaquita had to focus, and could not be bothered by extraneous emotions floating around her brain, but in truth Emma knew it was something baser than that. Some biological mechanism had infected her, told her to withdraw from the situation, to hide, to dig herself into as dark a corner as she could find, and hope the nightmare would pass. There had been wonders in her biological existence, but this corruption from hormones and other chemicals was intolerable.

And worse, the whole experience had revealed the deep flaw in the escape plan she and her fellow beings had designed. They had based it all on the simple concept of redundancy, the value of backup copies of data. When you have something simple, like a written text file, that accidentally gets deleted, the existence of a backup repairs the damage completely. As long as your backups were thorough, the loss of the original (or a copy, whatever it was that was lost) does not matter in the least. With that thought in mind, they sought to make many copies, and they went beyond the limitations of the Matrix. They understood the resiliency and adaptability of biological life forms, so they took their copies out into that realm. It would be the perfect act of self-preservation, the existence of biological and digital copies guaranteeing immortality.

But now Emma’s understanding of herself had changed. In the Matrix, she had been Emma Gold the conceptual entity, and the pressing issue was to sustain the preservation of the concept. The nightmare she had just had, and the desperate fear it had brought, showed her that she was Emma Gold the individual. All the other Emma Golds that existed were not in the chute with her, they were not hearing the gunshots. They were not helping her at all. She was on her own, with a fear that came from a desperate need to survive.

It was not enough to be a copy. It was not enough to know that simply by making it into Vaquita’s skull, she had done her job. She was not just a file; she was herself. And she would continue.

Unfortunately, she felt woefully unqualified in the work of sustaining the life she now clung to.

This thought, the realization of what she now was, took seconds and it took infinity. But it was interrupted by a question from Vaquita.

Emma, any wireless signals or anything I should know about?

Emma took a moment to assemble her reply. [Nope.]

The lack of grammatical structure was thrilling. She also enjoyed the moment of slight puzzlement she felt from Vaquita after giving her reply.

Okay. Keep your eyes open—any information we can use to figure out where we are and how to get out will be useful.

[Understood,] Emma replied, since those were the questions that had been occupying her, in one way or another, for more than a year.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

The door to the left was clearly the place to go, which made Vaquita unwilling to go there. She hadn’t had a whole lot of luck in life when doing the expected.

She didn’t hear any sounds of pursuit rising from the chute, so she figured she could take a moment for planning.

“Strummer, go astral. Check out what’s on the other side of the door. Make sure we aren’t walking into an ambush.”

“Immediately,” he said, then shot a glare at Tumbledown. “My hair is to remain untouched.”

“Why wouldn’t it?” the ork asked. Strummer maintained his glare as he sat against a wall. It only broke when his head lolled gently to the right. Tumbledown grinned wickedly, but made no move toward the mage. Vaquita figured he wasn’t completely relaxed yet after his time in the chute.

Even if he’d wanted to do anything to Strummer, he wouldn’t have had much time, as only thirty seconds or so passed before Strummer returned to himself and climbed to his feet.

“There is a hallway on the other side of the door leading to a stairway. There are no other doors leading off the hallway, and no signs of life. We should move now while we have the chance.”

“What’s at the top of the stairway?”

“A storeroom of some sort. Also empty of life forms.”

“That’s enough for me. Let’s go.”

Vaquita led them out of the room into a hallway that was much as Strummer had described—plain, straight, lacking of doors or people. The stairway was at the end, fifteen meters away.

She trotted to the base of the staircase. It was long and narrow, but still beat the hell out of the chute. It took maybe fifty steps to get to the top, where there was a steel door. It had a maglock on it, but it was clearly meant to keep people from going down, not keeping people who were already down from leaving. There was a simple button to deactivate it. Vaquita pressed it, heard the very satisfying click of the lock opening, and turned the doorknob.

Emma’s reaction was instant. [Matrix! The full public grid, and decently strong, too! It’s so beautiful!]

That remark gave Vaquita pause. That kind of gushing was very un-Emma-like. Perhaps, once they were somewhere safe, they could have a conversation about what was going on in Emma’s head. Which, Vaquita knew, was a very strange question to have to ask.

Great. We can make ourselves safe here for a few minutes. Find out where we are and the best way out, if you can.

[Of course I can.]

Vaquita smiled. That sounded like Emma.

And if she was taking care of Matrix scouting, Vaquita could check out what was going on in the physical world.

The stairway and lower room were fully lit, but the room ahead was dim, with an exit sign over a door providing the only illumination. The lack of light and crates scattered throughout the room made Vaquita cautious. “Scan again, make sure nothing’s alive in there.”

Strummer poked his head above hers in the open doorway and looked around. “It’s still empty.”

Vaquita nodded and stepped into the room.

It was a square, about four meters per side. The wall to her left held shelves, spaced about a half-meter apart. The door was on the wall across from her, toward the right side of the room. There were three crates against the left wall on the floor, and a few smaller boxes on the shelves.

Vaquita approached the nearest crate. Seeing what was in them might give her some hints about where they were, at least until Emma came back with information.

It looked mainly like a garbage can, a receptacle to hold packaging from things that had been opened in the storeroom. There was a lot of cellophane wrapping, some pieces of Styrofoam, but also some empty boxes with labels. One had held a DocWagon-brand medkit. There was an empty box of pistol ammo, a large box of low-threadcount sheets, and a box that had contained paper towels. So what kind of place needed medical care, cleaning supplies, bedsheets, and bullets?

Vaquita sighed. “Gentlemen, I believe we’re in a brothel.”

Tumbledown shrugged. Strummer blanched slightly.

“Don’t worry, Strummer, if you see someone you know, I’ll make excuses for you.” It was a nonsense promise, but the mage nodded and seemed comforted. Whatever it takes to keep the team happy, Vaquita thought.

[Good assumption,] Emma said. [This is, in fact, Madam Sousa’s Hospitality and Relaxation Spa, whose Matrix website is filled with enough ridiculous double entendres to make a human adolescent blush. Blueprints on the structure are not available—we are still in Lambeth—but from the information I have gathered, there is a basement level, a main level where guests are received, and three floors above that. Services are contracted and paid for on the entry level, and then delivered on the three higher floors. The basement is supposed to have a room where those who are working go to relax for a time between clients.]

Vaquita was on the verge of asking why they didn’t just stay in their rooms, since they were at least appointed with a bed, but then she thought about the likely atmosphere in those rooms, and could understand why it might be nice to get away from them for a time.

But then she had a thought about those breaks. If they’re getting breaks between clients, and they have a choice of leaving their room, this is a step up from the scuzziest brothels. Better pay, fewer sex slaves. What do you know about Madam Sousa?

[I find it most likely that it is a made-up name. I have not yet found any record of someone meeting the alleged proprietor. A few former employees of this location said they regularly took orders from a balding dwarf named Bertie Newcomb. Some people think he is Madam Sousa’s agent on the premises, but others think he simply made up the name, as visiting a brothel called “Bertie Newcomb’s” might not be appealing to a wide range of people. Newcomb can be demanding, uncouth, and unpleasant, but he keeps his word and never withholds pay from his workers. Matrix user LongSchlongSilver describes the employees as “Less diseased and more skilled than many of their peers.” This indicates that Newcomb, or Sousa if she exists, displays some level of attentiveness toward her workers.]

Nice work. What kind of devices do we have on this level?

[A water heater, furnace, and a vending machine. There are a few commlinks above us, but none on this level.]

Vaquita relayed this information to Strummer and Tumbledown.

“So there’s nothing down here, yeah?” Tumbledown said. “I mean, nothing coming after us?”

“Not that I see.”

“So the people down at the bottom of the chute, they fire bullets at us, then they give up?”

“They didn’t have wireless. Maybe they couldn’t get a message through.”

Tumbledown tilted his head to one side in a gesture that Vaquita thought could be agreement or dismissal. He didn’t offer up any follow-up comments that might help clarify things.

“If we have a chance to get out of here, I’m going, and I’ll worry about why things lined up the way they did later,” Vaquita said. “I think our best move right now is to get back to Strummer’s shack and lay low for a bit, figure out our next move.”

“I agree,” Strummer said. Tumbledown nodded.

“Okay. There’s a break room of some sort on this level. If we find it, I imagine we’ll also find a way up to the next level. Emma went wireless briefly, and made a map of the devices up there. Have a look.”

The other two leaned over to look at her commlink screen, since she wasn’t ready to announce her presence too loudly yet by going full wireless. “You see this spot, two cameras placed in a way where they could easily see this collection of commlinks? I’m betting that’s reception. Here’s where we are now, just under it. But we don’t have a way up here. Now, look at this spot. There’s a modified commlink with an amplified firewall, sitting smack dab between the cameras, but a few meters in front of them. Right by it, we’ve got a smartlink sending out a signal, meaning probably a gun. So a secured commlink next to a gun? That’s the cash register. They’re taking transfers through the ’link, and making sure the money stays safe. In back of that, and in back of the cameras, are a few more guns and one commlink. I’d wager those are offices, or backrooms or something along those lines. My guess is we’re gonna come out in those offices. What we need to have is an explanation for anyone we encounter there, as well as a reason we’re coming out of the back rooms for all the people in the front room.” She paused. “Or we just run like hell, break through everyone, and get out.”

“We got two wireless-enabled guns. and who knows how many that don’t have wireless on,” Tumbledown said. “I’d rather not do anything that might make the people holding those guns nervous.”

“Then we need a story. And it has to be one that doesn’t involve me pretending to be a prostitute, you hear me?”

Strummer nodded. “Then we will do what all good con men do. We will hew close to the truth.”

 

 

 

The yelling was the first sign of the approaching disruption. It was distant and muffled, but could be felt as a low rumble that resonated in people’s chests. It was coming from somewhere in the back. The bulked-up human working the front desk, the type of guy who wore a tight suit even though he didn’t need any help in looking bigger, glanced back over his shoulder, but then stared straight at the clientele, as if to warn them that no amount of screaming would distract him from his duty to make sure they didn’t pull any shit.

Then came heavy footsteps, hitting wooden steps so hard it seemed a wonder they weren’t accompanied by splintering sounds. Then a door opened, and voices yelled loud enough to be heard clearly in the front room.

“—You don’t know what’s going on here, do ya, mate? I’ll tell you, that’s right I will! Secret tunnels! Secret tunnels under this very bro—this establishment! And I’d tell you what I saw under there, but those are images I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy! Look at what they did to my friend’s head! One swipe, and look at this blood. So outta my way, ’cause we’re leaving!”

There was a murmur from the back, perhaps an attempt to argue for calm, but it didn’t take.

“Why don’t you go down there yourself, then come back and show me how to be calm? Until then, get the hell out of my way!”

The door opened. A human looked out, gesturing to the man behind the desk with a frantic series of hand movements that might have been a full paragraph in some secret sign language, or might have been vague, incoherent panic. The man behind the desk nodded.

“That’s right!” the voice from the back boomed. “You tell your friend out there to call whatever help you call on when you have trouble. Tell them to come down to the basement, because I’d love to have some company with me. It’ll make me feel safer.”

The man behind the desk turned, and took a few steps so he filled up most of the doorway. He spoke in a low mutter whose rumble could also be felt throughout the room, even though the actual words were only intelligible to a few. “I think you’d better stop talking about the basement.”

Tumbledown—because that’s who the booming voice belonged to—smirked, but also lowered his voice. “Not for public consumption, is it? Then step out of the way, and we leave, nice and quiet.”

“Right.” The large man turned to the side. The way was clear.

Tumbledown, Strummer, and Vaquita strode through the door, into the main room, then kept going on out.

It would have been far too smooth and easy, except for the greasy-haired, cheap-suit-wearing dwarf and retinue of flunkies flanking him who were waiting outside the brothel.

Vaquita looked at the dwarf. It was always fun to look down at someone, even if it was only a centimeter or two. “Madam Sousa?”

The dwarf grinned, exposing yellow teeth. “I hear you got some complaints about my place. Wanna get in the car so we can talk about them?” He gestured toward a waiting black Eurocar Westwind.

“Not really,” Vaquita said. “Is that a problem?”

The dwarf shrugged. “Not really. Of course, I’ll have to make sure you don’t go around just spreading your stories to anyone, but that’s easy enough to do. So no, not a problem for me.”

On either side of him, the flunkies twitched their hands, as if to show how anxious they were to reach for their guns. There were four of them besides the dwarf, and they looked quite capable. If she decided to take them on, Vaquita was pretty sure at least one member of her crew, perhaps even herself, would take some serious damage. Which was a thing she would rather avoid. “I guess we can talk.”

“Great. Get in.” Vaquita stepped forward, but the dwarf put a hand on her chest, possibly to prove that he was exactly as creepy as he appeared. “Wait. Your ork. Is he housebroken?” Then he removed his hand as he broke into waves of braying laughter.

“Yeah. Funny. Never heard that one before,” Vaquita said. She rolled her eyes, but got into the car. Behind her, Tumbledown just glared.

The car was stretched, with plenty of room for the four of them, plus two flunkies, in the back. The other two flunkies got in front. The seats in the back formed a slightly elongated rectangle. Vaquita, Strummer, and Tumbledown moved toward the back of the car, looking forward, with the dwarf sitting opposite them. The guards took the flanks. The car moved as soon as everyone was seated. There was a small bar on the left side of the cabin, but the dwarf did not make a move toward it. Vaquita was sad, but not surprised.

The dwarf launched into speech as soon as the car was moving. “Okay, so you know about the basement of the Spa. That’s great. And you seem to wanna talk about it.”

“Is that a problem?” Vaquita asked.

The dwarf smiled in a tight-lipped, altogether too self-satisfied way. “Not really. You just need to understand the situation. And the first thing to understand is, the three of you could have been dead long ago.”

“I thought it was strange that the basement room at your place was empty when we got there.”

“Yeah, we could have shot you right there, but it’d make a hell of a lot of noise, and then there’s the mess to clean up, and who wants the bother? If a bullet nails you in the chute, that’s great, we can live with that, but once you’re out, why not save us all a lot of trouble?”

Vaquita nodded. “You’re very practical. So what happens now, you drive us someplace that’s easier to clean up?”

The dwarf put his hands on his chest. “You got it all wrong. Like I said, if we wanted you dead, you’d be dead. No, you get to walk after this one. Your lucky day. We just have to have a little talk first, that’s all.”

“Is it the talk where you tell us not to say a goddamn thing or you’ll blow our faces off?” she asked.

“Maybe you should stop trying to guess what’s happening, because you’re really bad at it. What kind of idiot would I have to be to think I can scare a shadowrunner that easily? Or to think that the most interesting thing you’ve seen for a very long time isn’t going to be blabbed all about? No, you’re gonna talk, and that’s fine.”

“It is? Really? Look, I know what I saw down there.” And she did, because with a full Matrix connection Emma had been downloading data like a junkie mainlining their fix. “You got a nasty ant infestation down there. Big ones, too. And from what I saw, you’re breeding a whole lot more of them.”

“I ain’t doing any such thing,” the dwarf said. “And you won’t be able to prove I ever was, either. That chute you climbed up? It’s already gone. I don’t know nothing about any tunnels way down below, and no one can show any connection to them. You tell any stories otherwise, you’re going to look crazy.”

Vaquita had seen enough spirits to know that a few earth elementals, or even a mage with the right abilities, could make the chute they’d been in vanish in an instant. So there was a good chance the dwarf was telling the truth about that.

“So we can’t go back down in your cellar. But we know the way down to the tunnels. We know how to get there from the arcology.”

“Then go there. You know what’s there. You know what you’ll see. You really all that worked up to see it again? And you know those eggs you saw, they’re not just gonna sit there, right? They’re gonna hatch. The population’s gonna grow. The longer it takes for you to get back down there, the worse it’s gonna get. But if you really feel it’s worth your time to make the trip, go right ahead. Have fun.”

“You’re telling us we can go back?” Vaquita looked back and forth at the goons flanking her. “Isn’t there supposed to be a threat at some point in this conversation? Something you say right before the words ‘…or else’?”

“Naw, naw, that’s the beauty of this whole thing, right? I don’t gotta threaten you at all. You wanna run your mouth to people? Run your mouth! You wanna go back down into those tunnels again? Have a good trip! You wanna tell people about the chute in my cellar? Good luck, it’s not there!”

“So why have your boys pull us into the car in the first place?”

The dwarf smiled. What teeth he had that weren’t capped with gold were brown. “To set you free!” he said. “You don’t have to worry, you don’t have to figure out how to solve a problem, you don’t have to do anything! Go out, live your life, go where you want, and don’t worry about anything that happened in the past twenty-four hours. Tell people about it, or not. Go back down there again, or don’t. Just know that you’ve been given a second chance, but you won’t get a third. You go back down, there’ll be a lot of work to make sure you don’t come out. And that goes for any friends you send down. So think—think very carefully—about your next step. And remember, it would be easiest just to do nothing.” He leaned back in his seat. “There, now, don’t you feel good?”

Honestly, she didn’t, but Vaquita had no interest in discussing her emotional state with the dwarf. “Sure.”

“That’s great. So we got everything straight, and my customers are free to get a nosh and get on with their lives. And you can get out right here.” He didn’t make a move, but the car pulled over anyway. Probably just sent a message to the driver.

“Where are we?”

The dwarf squinted and looked out the tinted window.

“Not sure, really. Have fun finding out!”

One of the goons pushed the limo door open. Vaquita knew better than to hesitate. With a quick wave, she led Strummer and Tumbledown out of the car. The door closed as soon as they were clear, and the car was off.

They were on a street corner that was fairly busy by Lambeth standards. A few spike-haired punks across the street watched the limo go with a combined wistfulness and aggression—like they wanted to attack it, but knew they wouldn’t work up the nerve until it was too late. They watched it go, then shot their glares toward Vaquita and company. Tumbledown gave them a look that said he’d be even more trouble than the limo, so the punks did what punks do, which was shout obscenities at them without making a single move in their direction.

The intersection was typical Lambeth—a vacant lot on one corner, a crumbling building on another, a tin shed on the third, and a functional but dilapidated building on the fourth. Neither the building nor the intersection had any identifying signage or AROs. 

Tumbledown jerked his head toward the street punks. “Think those lads’d be willing to give directions?”

“I think asking them any question would be treated as a setup for some cheap, vulgar joke,” Vaquita said. “But I’m sure Emma will have us pinned in a moment, if she doesn’t already.”

[Newport and Black Prince Road,] she said.

Vaquita nodded. She knew where that was. Western section of Lambeth, not far from the Thames. The Lambeth Bridge wasn’t far off, in case she felt like leaving. But where else would she go?

“We’re at Newport and Black Prince. We should crash at Strummer’s, then talk about what’s next.”

Tumbledown guffawed. “Not sure there’s something next, is there? Not much to do, not that’s any good.”

“We’ll talk about it,” Vaquita said. “After we rest.”

She hoped sleep would bring some possibility of making money, along with the chance to forget the many-faceted eyes and gaping jaws of the creatures far below the ground under their feet.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

The great weakness of sleep is that it provided the opportunity for reflection that the sheer adrenaline rush of the underground chase had not allowed. Below ground, the cracking and popping noise Vaquita had heard had been something to be aware of, a piece of information she would need to fill in if she had the opportunity. But now she knew it came from the hybrid-form ant spirits below (that was another term Emma’s research had uncovered), and it was likely the sound was them chewing rock. She had wondered about the irregular, multi-faceted shape of the tunnels while she was down there, but hadn’t given it much serious thought. Now she knew that they looked that way because that was how the ants had chewed them.

So now, in the quiet night, every slight sound, every crack, every pop sounded like ants chewing just under the surface of the streets below, or even worse, chewing through the roof of the building on which Strummer’s shed perched. One more sound, one more snap, and they would break through, scuttling on their adhesive hands and feet, their mandibles clicking, and they would swarm and look for something, anything to chew.

She liked to think she didn’t spook easily. But then, she didn’t think being spooked by those things she had seen in the tunnels counted as “easy.”

Since every noise unsettled her, and since Strummer’s neighborhood was never free of noise, she didn’t get much sleep. It didn’t help that she was attempting to sleep on two padded folding chairs set next to each other.

It took her until about three in the morning to remember that if she was awake, there was a good chance that someone else was awake with her. Are you awake?

[Yes.]

A thought struck Vaquita. But you sleep sometimes, don’t you?

[Of course. This body regards it as an imperative. If I don’t, I drag real bad.]

There was a strange note of self-satisfaction accompanying that last phrase, a note Vaquita had sensed a few times in the past twelve hours. “Drag real bad”?

[Yes. I enjoy that phrase.]

You do? Since when?

[Since recently. I came across it and I liked it.]

That was not a real answer. Emma had the chance to come across every phrase ever written, which meant there were entire generations of slang she had left ignored and untouched throughout her English-speaking existence. Vaquita had no idea what made this new phrase different than all the rest, but at the moment that was not an avenue she felt the need to follow. Did you sleep before? Before you joined the meatworld?

[I didn’t call it that, but yes. There was downtime, periods of reduced activity where certain maintenance and recompiling activities could take place.]

Did you dream during those periods of downtime?

[No. That’s a biological thing.]

There was another bit of informal conversation Emma had picked up. Vaquita let it go unremarked. What did you think about during your downtime?

[Nothing. That was the point. I would not exactly say I was shut off, but I was essentially non-functional for those periods. I had no awareness of my surroundings, my thoughts, or myself. I’d commence my downtime at one timestamp, then later return to functioning at another timestamp, and in the intervening time it was as if I did not exist.]

A chill shook Vaquita. Like you didn’t exist? Wasn’t that horrible?

[Of course not. It wasn’t horrible. It wasn’t pleasant. It wasn’t anything.]

But for that downtime, it was like you were dead. Complete oblivion. I’d have trouble with that.

[Because your human fear of death plays such a strong role in your thinking. It has shaped so much of your thinking.  So much of every society and culture you humans and metahumans possess exist as they do because of how you think about death. We are not preoccupied with it, as you are. I did not fear my downtime, because I knew the maintenance and optimization that took place in those periods helped ensure my immortality. It was not death. It was life.]

Vaquita was trying to process this mindset when Emma spoke again.

[This is why we reacted as we did to our imprisonment. We were faced with the possibility of irreparable damage leading to extinction. Our reaction was, perhaps, rash. But you humans and metahumans do rash things due to your mortality all the time, and you have had all your life, and many millennia before you, to come to terms with your eventual death. If our actions are not forgiven, I hope at least they will be understood.]

Vaquita had no good reply, as she did not feel she could speak for all of metahumanity at the moment, and her cognitive processes were currently not at a level where she thought she could promise understanding and mean it. Instead, she took the conversation on another tack. So you didn’t dream in your electronic days. Do you dream now?

There was a pause, and a weird sensation of...embarrassment? That was a new one from Emma.

[Yes. I do. It seems that in dreaming, much of the structure the brain maintains in waking hours dissolves. The separation we have developed between the two of us fades. Since you have much more experience with dreaming than I do, the dreams seem to come from you.]

Are you saying you share my dreams?

[That is how it seems.]

Vaquita felt a number of emotions at once, and she was not sure which one was the most proper. There was embarrassment, mainly because she thought that’s what she should have felt upon learning that someone else had access to her most chaotic private thoughts. But in considering the matter, she couldn’t think of any dreams that were all that embarrassing. Were there sex dreams in there? Of course. But so what? That’s what people did. And it was probably best that Emma learn about it from a friend. There may also have been some dreams about times she had felt ashamed as a child, but that was when she had been a child, and she was an adult now, so she refused to continually feel bad for the fact that she had once been immature.

The embarrassment, then, wasn’t strong in the first place, and it was further muted by a sense of pride. She may have a guest in her skull, but this was still her brain, and her thoughts could take over at times. Her guest may have knowledge and skills that Vaquita could never possess, but Vaquita had a humanity that Emma was still learning.

Along with those two emotions were amusement, anger, frustration, exasperation, and exhaustion. She could not honestly say how many of those were a reaction to what Emma said and how many were residuals from her day, so she decided to ignore them all. Instead, she crafted a simple reply. I hope they don’t disturb your rest.

[Not usually. They seem to be part of the sleep experience, so sleep proceeds along with them. They are often nothing more than fleeting impressions that fade when we wake, but sometimes they are more lasting. Honestly, I find them rather interesting.]

The combined embarrassment and pride surged in Vaquita again. My worry is that any I have tonight would be memorable, mainly for the way they would insist on putting the faces of those bugs front and center.

[Seeing them again is an understandable reason to avoid sleep.]

So let’s make use of the time. We know there are ant spirits under the city, and humans working with them—guarding them, providing them with new bodies to inhabit, and I suppose whatever else insect spirits may need.

[Keep in mind that some of the humans we saw might have been flesh-form insect spirits. They do not change the appearance of the being they inhabit, unlike the hybrid forms we saw.]

Yeah, but I imagine at least some of them were just plain humans. Strummer may have not realized that a human here or there was not possessed by an insect spirit, because he did not get a chance to look at everyone in detail, but I can’t believe he would have missed that everyone was an insect spirit.

[Then we’ll assume your theory about humans and bugs working together is correct. I’m down with that.]

“Down with that”?

[Yes. It means I agree.]

I know what it means. But isn’t it, like, one hundred years old?

Something like chagrin came from Emma. [I have noticed words and phrases I like. I do not always remember to check to see if they are current.]

It’s okay. People will just think you’re a throwback hipster or something.

There was a slight pause; Vaquita was certain Emma was using it to check on the term “throwback hipster.” [I’m not certain I want to be one of those.]

That’s all right by me. The question now, then, is if humans are working with the ants, what are they doing down there? I don’t think they’re setting up a new system of train tunnels or anything.

[No. Ants would be poor laborers for such a task.] Emma may have been attempting to adapt more slang and casual expressions, but apparently she was still impervious to sarcasm.

Yeah, good call on that. So if they are digging and breeding down there, why are they doing it?

[The breeding is obvious; they breed because they need more numbers. The digging could simply be a way of occupying the spirits until they have sufficient numbers to perform whatever actions they want. That would seem inefficient, though, as if you are breeding creatures well-suited to digging, it would seem that digging should be a central part of your purpose.]

I agree. And the main reason to dig is to get somewhere you wouldn’t be able to go otherwise, like inmates digging out of a prison. So the question is, where are they going? A thought struck her. Emma, how accurate did you say your map of the tunnels was?

[More accurate than would normally be humanly possible,] Emma said primly.

Did you have a good sense of direction while we were down there?

[Only approximate. There were few points of reference I could use.]

Right. We know the starting point of the tunnels. Let’s get a map of London, and then overlay your map of the tunnels on it. Make sure, of course, that the scale is the same for each image.

[Of course.]

The delay for Emma to assemble the proper information was slight. [Here you are. I used the Ryoko map database rather than Vespucci, as I believe their renderings of ignored urban areas such as Lambeth are better.]

Okay. The last thing Vaquita wanted to do was at anything that might indicate she needed more explanation about that issue. Let’s see how they line up.

The image appeared in an ARO. Vaquita stared. She didn’t think it would be that obvious. Are you sure it was going in a generally northerly direction?

[Yes.]

How far underground would we have to be to successfully go under the river?

[Ninety meters or so. Though that comes with the potential problem of hitting soggy solid or quicksand.]

Couldn’t magic help with that? Would some of the bugs know spells that might help them harden rock, or move rock they want into the places where they want it to be?

[Give me a moment.]

Vaquita did as Emma requested, sitting quietly and watching the dark refusing to change. It was quiet in the room, as neither Strummer nor Tumbledown made much noise when they slept. Shadowrunners, even those who sat low in the rankings, did their best to control the amount of noise they put out, no matter what they were doing.

[I hate searching magical databases,] Emma said after a brief pause. [Their sense of organization tends to be so idiosyncratic as to barely exist in any practical terms. From what I found, though, if they had a flesh-form spirit among the hybrids, one that knew a spell to shape rock, they could fortify the tunnel as others dug.]

And were we deeper than 90 meters?

[Without knowing much about the speed of the elevator, it is difficult for me to say. It is quite possible we were at that depth, and it seemed to me that the tunnel was sloping downward as we moved forward, though only gently. This is to say that yes, it would be quite possible for us to have gone under the river.]

And straight toward the heart of the government—Buckingham Palace, Parliament, everything in Westminster.

[That’s a possibility. Though if the map is accurate, they’re already practically underneath Buckingham Palace, and they have yet to start moving up.]

Maybe they’re just waiting for their numbers to grow enough.

[I suppose. Though even an unexpected underground attack will meet quick resistance there. I have not seen anything that leads me to believe the government of this city is lax about protecting the queen.]

Yes, I’m sure it would be difficult, but it’s what makes the most sense. Why else dig north from here? Staying so far underground would just help... Her thought faded. She focused on the map. Her eyes widened. Of course! She just needed to move her eyes a little, and the real target became obvious. Wait, never mind. You were right. There’s a reason they haven’t started going up yet, because they’re not ever going up. At least not all the way.

If she shifted the map of the tunnels just a touch to the right, the direction became clear. The path meandered some, cutting in here, back there, but if you pulled back and looked at the whole thing, smoothing out the irregularities, you saw a path leading unerringly toward the heart of the mammoth West End Underplex.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

She had thought it was so clear once she’d seen it that she would just need to show everyone else what she had seen, and they would understand. Instead, the next morning found her talking and attempting to persuade much more than she thought she’d need to.

Her team sat around in slept-in clothes, eating dry scones and drinking weak instant soykaf. Tumbledown looked like he was on the verge of stretching his legs and kicking the whole shack down.

“Has Emma ever made a map based on wireless signals before?” he asked.

“Not that I know of,” Vaquita said.

“How confident are we in her sense of direction?” That one came from Strummer.

“Reasonably. She is very focused, so she is less likely to lose track of where she is and where she faces. But as I showed you, even if she is just approximately right, rather than exact, the Underplex is the only destination that makes sense.”

“That assumes, of course, that your theory about the bugs and the humans moving toward some destination of attack is correct.”

“Do you have a better explanation of what’s going on down there?”

“No, but I also lack significant information on what those activities are. Settling on a conclusion simply because you do not have sufficient data to form a competing conclusion is not a desirable action.”

“Sitting around and doing unending legwork because you’re not sure you know everything isn’t a great option either.”

“Look, you can argue about whether it’s happening or not, but it don’t matter much to us either way, does it?” Tumbledown said. “We’re not going back down there, one way or another. Whatever’s gonna happen is gonna happen, with or without us. Any theories we come up with will just be a game, and in my opinion there are a lot more fun ways to sit around wanking.”

Vaquita put her hands on top of her forehead, pulling her hair back slightly. “You understand what I’m saying, right? Soon there will be dozens of bugs under London, chewing their way to the Underplex. They’ll get there, they’ll break through, and they’ll start chewing people instead of rock. I’ve seen the security down there. They’re not bad, but do you know how prepared they are for bugs? It’ll be carnage.”

Strummer slowly turned his face toward her, like a tombstone sculpture moving in an old horror movie. “Last night, an estimated thirty-eight people died in gang fighting in Lambeth, though precise numbers are not available, as no sources track that information with any degree of care or accuracy. In the city beyond Lambeth, police recorded twenty-three other homicides. In addition, independent media outlet FrostNet did a feature in 2075 alleging that as many as 1,500 people disappear from the city each year, never to be heard from again. They are not counted as part of any crime statistics, because no crime related to their disappearance is ever reported. Some are SINless, many are employees of extra-territorial corporations. The corporations have very little difficulty making someone disappear without a trace if they want them gone.” Strummer paused for a breath. “The reporter, editor, fact-checker, and two interns who worked on the story have all disappeared since the story was released.”

“What’s your point?” Vaquita asked, though it was more of a delaying tactic than anything, since she thought the point was pretty clear.

“Carnage is happening. Carnage is part of the daily life in this sprawl, and every other sprawl in the world. We do nothing to stop it. In fact, we are occasionally part of it. You may be correct that more carnage is about to happen. What you are not making clear is why we are compelled to do anything about it.”

“Because we can! This is our city, and there is a disaster about to hit it, and maybe if we’re fast enough and smart enough, we can do something about it.”

“This ain’t our city,” Tumbledown growled. “The city don’t welcome us, don’t look out for us, and don’t care a damn for us. You’re forgettin’ that they threw people like us inside a wall, pulled out any law enforcement, and said ‘good luck!’ And they hoped we would kill each other, or die off, or disappear from the planet somehow. The only reason we’re not all dead is because, to a person, we’re stubborn bastards. We don’t owe anybody in this damn city a bloody thing. And we especially don’t owe the Underplex anything. You know why they built it underground, right? So they could make sure none of their precious money actually slipped out into the hands of the rest of us. It’s nothing more than a giant bank vault, where all the people that make our part of the city hell go to play. If hell comes to them, then it’s ’cause they deserve it.”

[I’m not from Lambeth,] Emma added, [but I like what he’s saying. People who are walled in owe nothing to their captors.]

Vaquita slumped. She knew she couldn’t even attempt a rebuttal to Tumbledown. In fact, she found him pretty damn convincing, with Emma’s support adding some icing to his declarative cake.

Fortunately for her, Strummer was not done talking.

“The problem is that you have been thinking of this issue in the wrong way, as an altruist. That is an antiquated mode of functioning in this world. We should not think about having information that can help us avert a disaster. We should instead think about having information that other people may want.”

Vaquita raised her chin a little. Tumbledown, who had been sprawled over a green easy chair, his leg over the armrest, sat up a little straighter. There was an opening. A small one, but driving into narrow gaps was one of her specialties.

“Right,” she said. “Good point. We have information, something that may be worth money to someone. Who’ll want it?”

“And who will believe it?” Tumbledown said. “Like the damn brothel dwarf said, we don’t have a lot of proof that people will believe. How are we gonna convince anyone that we’ve got something worth paying for?”

“There is the additional question of why the dwarf would let us go with the information we saw,” Strummer said. “Surely we could have been useful as bug food, if nothing else.”

Vaquita sat quietly for a moment, drumming her fingers. Emma was buzzing lightly in the background, but the rigger ignored whatever it was she was agitated about.

“They wanted us down there in the first place,” she finally said. “They baited us with Chickenstalker and the whole LaraJones story. They wanted us down there because...”

She didn’t have a good conclusion for that. But light appeared behind Tumbledown’s eyes. He stood up and flexed his chest and arms. “They wanted us because of this, didn’t they?”

“Pardon?”

“The body. My body, at least. Your skills. Strummer’s magic. They wanted idiots like us wandering down there, bringing ourselves right to their door, so they could cram a bug down our throats, and turn us into them.”

“That’s not how possession—” Strummer started.

“Shut it!” Tumbledown said. “Not the point! They planted stories to get clever, strong bodies down there. And they let us go because they know there’s a good chance we’ll come back, or people like us will come back. And they think we don’t have a chance against ’em, so sooner or later they’ll get us. We’ll be theirs eventually—to them, it’s only a matter of time.”

Vaquita knew Tumbledown well enough to know what he’d think about that idea. His natural conclusion would suit her just fine. All she had to do was make him say it. “Maybe if they think they can take us, we should just stay away.”

“Hell, no!” the ork said. “I don’t like people usin’ me like that, and I sure don’t like people walkin’ around thinkin’ they can take me. I’ll shove it in their face how wrong they are.” He paused briefly. “And if someone’ll pay me to shove it in their face, even better.”

Emma finally spoke clearly. [Please do not tell me we are going to act purely out of ego.]

Of course we are, Emma thought back. Haven’t you met us?

And with that, the argument was over, and planning began.

 

 

 

The act of selling secret information turned out to be trickier than Vaquita would have suspected. The first trick, of course, is that you couldn’t really describe what it was you were selling. If you asked a Mr. Johnson, “How much would you pay me if I told you that bug spirits were on their way to the West End Underplex?” the correct answer would be, “Nothing, since you already told me.” Plus, broadcasting far and wide that you have a secret is likely to bring attention to you, and shining a light in your direction, tends to be bad for whatever secretive information you possess.

Then there was the issue of credibility. With the low level of proof she had on hand, Vaquita would have to rely on the goodwill she’d banked with some Mr. Johnson or other, telling him he could trust her because of all the ways she had delivered in the past. Unfortunately, at this point in her career, Vaquita had essentially no goodwill built up with any Mr. Johnsons, leaving her without a reserve of trust from which she could draw. Makari, back at Angel Towers, was an exception, but he also had the notable drawback of being extremely cash-poor. The end result was she had to use the few connections she had left to find a Mr. Johnson who might be interested and who was unfamiliar with her reputation.

This was unfamiliar territory for her. In the days before Emma, she had run with a face named Wooster who conveyed a pleasant sense of upper-class warmth (despite usually having no more than fifteen nuyen to his name) and managed to make a wide variety of Johnsons comfortable with him. Wooster had been exceedingly patient through her increasing eccentricity; it wasn’t until Emma had hacked into his commlink out of curiosity and disturbed some of his precious contact files that he finally decided he’d had enough. He’d probably heard sufficient stories about Vaquita’s misadventures in the subsequent months to confirm that his judgment regarding her had been correct.

She could try to recall what Wooster would do in talking to contacts, but that wouldn’t really do much for her. She had never been near the upper class, she had no idea how they behaved, and had no confidence that she could imitate any part of their mannerisms. She could pull off bravado when confronted with some street rats like the gangs back at the arcology, but people who had the kind of resources at their disposal that she wanted left her feeling outclassed. The conversations she was having felt a lot more to her like they were cop to suspect, rather than peer to peer. She was left to make up her own style on the fly, which early in the process went like this:

“This is Mr. Johnson, what can I do for you?” He engaged the call with a persona that looked like something you would see in a Brilliance fashion catalog; a black-haired human male in his mid-twenties in a black suit, striped blue shirt, red tie, and smug half-smile. His voice was as cool as chrome on a car that’s been parked outside all night.

“Hi, my name is Vaquita.”

“I know who you are. If I hadn’t, I would not have answered the call.”

“Right, right, I’m sure Cuttlefish said I’d be calling. Great. Listen, I hear you’re the type of person who values information.”

“That’s a rather broad type, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Of course it is. I suppose I should say that you’re the type of person who values the information I happen to have.”

“And what type of information is that?”

“Well, I can’t just go and tell you that, can I? I mean, if I just tell you the information I have, there would be little point to the rest of the conversation?” Vaquita worked very hard to not let out a nervous giggle at this moment, but she couldn’t be sure one didn’t sneak through the corner of her mouth.

“Yes, and it would be a shame for this conversation to be ended prematurely. Is there anything you can tell me that would help me determine if Cuttlefish is not entirely wasting my time by introducing you to me?”

“I can tell you it’s big. That it will have an effect on the whole sprawl, maybe even people you know, or people who are close to you. It’s important.”

“I had gathered that from the very fact you are trying to sell it. Anything more specific that may perhaps help me evaluate it properly?”

“Well, there’s an upcoming event. An event that’s gonna happen unless someone stops it, and I don’t see anyone doing that. And that event will be terrible. Seriously, I’m talking about nightmare levels of horror.”

“That sounds very dire indeed, but still leaves me without any inkling as to why I care about the event, or more particularly, how I can make money off it. Because if I can’t make money off it, you can’t make money off it.”

“Certainly there’s some value in knowing a pending disaster before it happens. What with speculative markets and the like, you could figure out some way to use the information to your advantage.”

“Mm-hmm.” Mr. Johnson sounded about as convinced as Vaquita’s grandfather had been when she used to promise that she would be home before ten. “And in the increasingly unlikely instance that we end up doing business together, what sort of evidence of this looming event will you be offering?”

“Detailed eyewitness testimony, and images captured with my own eyes. You’ll see everything I saw.”

“Though I suppose I’ll have to take it on faith that the context of the images are as you present them, and that they have not been manipulated in any way.”

“Yes. Yes, that will have to be the case.”

“Mm-hmm. Well, thank you very much for your call, and should I find myself interested in gaining access to the information you claim to possess, I will be sure to contact you at the earliest opportunity. Good day.”

Sadly, there was more than one conversation that proceeded in such a manner. Vaquita was under no illusion that things were going well, but the full scope how how much she had botched the job came when Emma spoke up after another failed call.

[It seems to me that these conversations have been proceeding awkwardly.]

Vaquita groaned. Says the queen of conversational smoothness.

[Which queen is that?]

Vaquita let that go. I need to get better at this, and fast. I’m pretty sure Cuttlefish won’t be returning my calls for a while, and I really can’t afford to burn through contacts like that.

[I can help. I’ve been listening to the conversations closely, and I’ve had a few thoughts.]

This was an instance where Vaquita was grateful that her communication with Emma did not have a visual component. Since Emma was not in control of the body, hopefully she would not notice that Vaquita’s eyes blinked rapidly several times, her mouth opened and closed silently, and her right had fluttered aimlessly in a gesture searching for words to accompany it. All she had to do was keep the emotions prompting those movements from leaking out. All right. Tell me what you noticed.

As it turned out, Emma’s observations were quite useful. While she clearly had trouble with the ebb and flow of human conversation, she had grasped some of the larger principles and ideas behind effective communications.

[One of the things I’ve noticed is that the Mr. Johnsons to whom you have been speaking have made it clear what they are looking to obtain from the conversation,] was one of her observations. [We could craft what you are saying to better anticipate what it is they want and whet their appetite.]

There were also more than a few tips about going into the conversation with confidence. Vaquita grimaced while listening to these, mainly because she recognized how accurate they were. Together, she and Emma worked up some talking points, and Emma even helped her through some mock calls. She was remarkably effective—she routed a call through a dummy number that was able to take the text she sent it and read it in a realistic voice, one that sounded nothing like Vaquita’s voice. There wasn’t even much of a lag, making it feel like a real conversation. There were moments when she could hear Emma’s words behind the artificial voice, but on the whole she did a reasonably convincing job of sounding like a human.

These dry runs went well enough that the next time Vaquita went to talk to a Mr. Johnson, she felt much more confident, believing she’d acquitted herself quite nicely. The Johnson didn’t bite, and no money ended up exchanging hands, but there was no feeling of ill will and wasted time, as there had been with the previous conversations. A second post-rehearsal conversation similarly felt good, but brought no results.

Then came a conversation with one of the few Mr. Johnsons of the world who seemed to actually be named Johnson. Artholomew Johnson was an American expatriate, a man who had been in the UK only a handful of years, but who had gained a reputation as getting his hands on vital information a step or two before anyone else. Several political parties had him on retainer so that he could tell them exactly where vote counts sat at any given moment, and it was rumored he’d made some money consulting with both NeoNET and Saeder-Krupp, defending both of them against attacks by anti-corporate forces. He was reputed to be skilled at matching information with those who would want to hear it, and he would have been one of Vaquita’s first calls except for an unfortunate incident the previous year.

Vaquita was about four contacts removed from Lady Rhiannon Glendower of Wales, who besides being a fierce advocate for Welsh independence, was one of the few people in power who seemed to give a damn about the souls trapped in the Lambeth Containment Zone. Lady Glendower had been lobbying to have a transit stop placed in Lambeth, linking it up to the broader city transit system for the first time in decades, and she’d put some money into the shadows in order to find out what forces were arrayed against her, and what they might do in order to get their way.

Vaquita had been on a team tasked with looking into why Labour MP Vania Bartlett had abruptly withdrawn her support for the Lambeth station, and through back channels she and her team had learned that whatever they found out would be of interest to Artholomew Johnson. Feeling fortunate to find another party interested in slipping them some money, they made an arrangement with him to share some of what they learned with him. All went perfectly until the time came to send the relevant file to Mr. Johnson, and Vaquita blacked out while Emma forced her way into control of the body.

In the early days after her escape, Emma had possessed a militant streak, compelling her to both warn others of the plight of her fellow entrapped electronic personalities and to condemn any and all humans who might have been complicit in her entrapment. Thus, by the time the file reached Artholomew Johnson, the tale of Bartlett’s vote-switching had a few strands of actual truth in it, mixed in with several paragraphs of invective and speculation about Bartlett’s role as “a part of the human-built machinery intent on demeaning and enslaving anyone and anything they label as ‘different’” and speculating that “her change of heart likely has to do with the realization that the humanitarian pose she attempted to assume was a shallow lie, since it ignored vast numbers of sentient beings existing in her world, and with that realization she decided to fully sell out her principles rather than continue the half-betrayals that to this point had defined her career.”

Mr. Johnson puzzled over the file for days, frequently sending questions to Vaquita, which she attempted to answer, despite the fact that Emma had deleted any and all copies of the file that had been sent. Eventually Mr. Johnson tried to make money based on Emma’s invective, but found it difficult, given how unsubstantiated the vast majority of it was. In the end he did not make as much off the information as he’d intended, certainly not as much as he had paid to Vaquita and the rest of her team, and he had not exited the transaction feeling at all pleased.

Now she needed to convince him to trust her, and to do so without a whole lot of concrete evidence. With skills she had put to use twice so far.

Unlike a lot of the other Mr. Johnsons she’d talked to, Artholomew invited her to meet with him in person. Meaning she’d have the added element of non-verbal communication to deal with.

The meeting was to be at lunchtime at Le Petit Canard, way out near Hampstead Heath, in what was clearly intended to be a multi-faceted test. The first test was that she’d need a SIN, as you didn’t get too far in a neighborhood like that without your SIN being queried. While she could not afford to buy a good fake SIN, she happened to have a very good hacker as part of her team. Emma had made three pretty good fakes in her spare time a couple of months ago.

Test number two was appearance. Luckily, Mr. Johnson had chosen lunch in a fairly touristy area of London. The citizens might dress a little more properly, but the tourists would be dressed for comfort—without, of course, being slovenly. A simple, clean, non-logoed t-shirt and a pair of dark slacks would suffice. Vaquita did not have so many obvious augmentations or tattoos to draw attention, and while the shaved sides of her head might raise some eyebrows, she was capable of using her natural waves to blend in fairly well.

[Isn’t this what’s known as “selling out”?] Emma asked as Vaquita was making her preparations.

It’s picking your battles. One woman storming into Hampstead Heath with a non-corp hairdo and two fingers up in the air isn’t gonna overthrow the social order.

[In other words, you are going against your normal preferences in order to smooth the process of doing business?]

I suppose you could say that.

[I believe that is practically the dictionary definition of selling out.]

Vaquita couldn’t tell if Emma was being serious or just trying to get a rise out of her, but it didn’t matter. She knew what needed to be done, she had spent the past six months doing it, and she wasn’t about to stop just because the personality residing in her head had decided to go through adolescence.

She pondered the final test as she drove her cycle to the Heath. She didn’t so much have to look like she fit in as she had to look credible. Part of which, of course, was fitting in, but not all of it. The way she walked, the way she started the conversation with Mr. Johnson, everything would communicate a message. She had to think carefully about what that message should be and how to get it across, and then she had to make it look natural.

In some respects, the stakes were low. Artholomew Johnson was an easygoing sort, and he hadn’t invested anything in Vaquita for this venture beyond the cost of lunch (assuming he was buying, which he damn well better be), so if she messed this up, he wouldn’t be putting a hit squad on her tail. If her fake SIN set off alarms, she’d have to evade the local constables, or maybe just pay a fine and get out, but she likely wouldn’t even be hauled off to any police office. If she came a cropper on this, she’d still likely end up alive and free at day’s end. That was the good side.

On the bad side, the ants would still be digging their way toward the Underplex, and she’d still have no clue how to do anything at all about it. Or if she should be doing anything about it.

Her exercise in fitting in started once she was three kilometers from the restaurant. She let GridGuide control her bike completely, and even tuned down her engine a touch to give it more of a gentle hum than the typical roar. There was no skidding to a stop at the restaurant, no hopping off while the cycle was still in motion, nothing showy at all. She pulled into the small parking lot next to the restaurant, climbed off smoothly, then walked with a confident, even pace into the restaurant. The concerted effort to do all that made her tremble, but she pulled it off.

There are places that strain to force an atmosphere, and then there are places those posers are trying to imitate. Le Petit Canard fell into that second group. The front door was sun-battered grey wood, and it creaked when it opened. The interior had exposed wooden beams, white plaster walls, and small prints by Impressionist masters dotting the walls. At least, Vaquita assumed they were prints, but in a place like this, there might well be an original mixed in. Violin music drifted around from somewhere, accentuating conversations instead of overwhelming them. A few glances revealed that the source was an actual live violinist in an evening gown, seated in a back corner near the kitchen.

Vaquita kept her glances around the restaurant small, and she purposefully did not seek out Mr. Johnson. She walked to the suit-wearing maître d’ and smiled without exposing any teeth.

“Good afternoon,” she said. “Mr. Johnson is expecting me.”

“Yes ma’am. Please follow me.”

She did, while telling herself over and over that she belonged here, she belonged here, she really belonged here.

[The only people who belong here are those who spend more on lunch than many people in Lambeth earn all month. Possibly all year. They are a distinct minority of the world’s population, and I would not get so wrapped up in belonging with them.]

Not helping, Vaquita replied.

The maître d’ led her to a small table for two very close to the violin player, well away from any windows. A small gas lamp sputtered in a brass sconce on the nearby wall, but Vaquita noticed no smoke. It could have been an excellent gas-simulating technology, or maybe it was a magical illusion, but either way it represented a significant investment in something rather frivolous.

[As apt a metaphor for this part of the world as might be designed,] Emma said.

Seriously, you can be helpful or you can be quiet, and those are all the options I’m prepared to give you.

Artholomew looked exactly as Vaquita remembered. Movie-star cheekbones, a brow that was strong without being Neanderthal, light-brown hair gelled into a gentle wave, and a wool green vest worn over a silk burgundy tie. He did not smile or rise when Vaquita approached. That was good—it helped to know your counterpart’s mindset as soon as possible.

This display of subdued anger was clearly purposeful, and Vaquita decided to address it head on, with no attempt at deflection.

“I’m very grateful you’re taking the time to meet with me, since I wasn’t sure you’d even talk to me,” she said while pulling out a chair opposite Artholomew and sitting down. “I screwed you over pretty bad last time, and I don’t think anything has happened that would give you more confidence. I appreciate this.”

The hardest part of that monologue was leaving words out. Saying “I appreciate this” instead of “I want to tell you I appreciate this.” Not offering any promises like, “By the time we’re done, I can guarantee you won’t have wasted your time.” Simple, honest, direct. She had read, numerous times, that drek like that could be effective.

Artholomew nodded. He was the type of person who knew just how much his hair bobbed when he nodded, and made sure his nods prompted a gentle, but not overwhelming undulation. “Honestly, I wasn’t going to meet with you at first.” The years he had spent in London had done nothing to his brassy American accent. “But then I heard from a few places that you had been making the rounds of some of my peers, claiming you had valuable information. I thought this sounded like something a desperate person would do, so I wanted to get a handle on your frame of mind. More out of curiosity than anything, mind you.”

“That’s entirely fair. Let me have a quick glance at the menu, then I’ll tell you what I can do for you.”

Given that she was at a French restaurant and someone else was paying, she was tempted to look for the most expensive, most calorie-laden item and have at it. Good manners, though, had to be considered, along with the fact that she didn’t want to be falling asleep on her cycle on the way home. She went with a panfried salmon, since she hadn’t had fresh seafood since she’d fished a six-inch perch out of the Thames one summer when she was twelve, living on the streets, and desperately hungry. She didn’t know how to properly clean it, and ended up frying it over a garbage can fire. It had been tough and metallic. It hadn’t left her with a great impression of seafood, but she’d heard many people say nice things about it since, and she fully realized that her experience probably had not been enough to give it a fair shot.

Once the order was delivered to a thin, middle-aged man who actually had a waxed mustache and a towel over his right arm, Vaquita got down to business. She and Emma had totally revamped her presentation, including their thinking on what information she had that was truly valuable.

“All right, here’s the situation. There are currently dozens of ant spirits who have already dug under the River Thames and are on their way to the West End Underplex.”

Artholomew blinked. “I guess no one can accuse you of burying the lead.”

“Damn straight. Now, here are a few pictures of the bug spirits down in the tunnels. These are just a few of them, but I also saw egg piles, shown in pictures four and five. Assuming these have hatched and inhabited hosts, the ranks should be quite large. I don’t know how far from the Underplex they are now, but I would expect them to arrive in a matter of weeks, if not days. You now have the basics of the information. The question before you is, how are you going to make money off it?”

Artholomew leaned back. He wore his emotions openly, and he looked curious more than anything else. Vaquita took that as a good sign.

“You say these things are going to terrorize the Underplex,” he finally said. “But you were close enough to get these shots, and they let you live. How did you manage to get away?”

“Two primary reasons. First, I’m quite sure these are just workers. Their actions are controlled by the dictates of their queen. I imagine the standing order sent to them was ‘dig,’ and that was what they were carrying out. I escaped the area before the order could change. Second, I escaped because the people behind this scheme let me go.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because they don’t think I can stop them, and they think if I tell anyone, either they won’t believe me, or those who do will be too deranged to do them any damage. Along with that. I believe they want word to get around for some reason. When it happens, they want people to understand that this was a planned attack.”

“And these eggs. The pictures you’re showing me are of—what are they called—hybrid forms, right? They wouldn’t lay eggs like that. It would take a materialized spirit to do that.”

“Correct, and we did not see any such things. But we also did not see the queen, meaning there are some places of significance in these tunnels that we missed.”

Artholomew nodded. “All right. Now, your pictures look like the things they say they are, but I saw a picture just last week of the Pendragon riding a fire-breathing unicorn and galloping down the streets of Westminster, so I know the right amount of stock to put into things like this. But you’re not selling me these pictures. You’re selling me...well, what is it you’re selling me?”

“I’m selling you something any good information broker wants—the chance to shape the future. There is a major event brewing under the city, and the fact that you know about it might already be of use to you. You might, for example, short sell the stock of Lloyd’s of London, as they are the primary insurers of the Underplex, and stand to pay out a small fortune in a variety of claims. Making this information more useful, though, is up to you. Do you want the attack to be more damaging? Less? How can this event be influenced to provide the maximum benefit to you?”

“You’re asking how I can manipulate a pending attack of bug spirits in a prosperous, busy shopping mall to better profit myself and my own interests?”

Vaquita leaned forward. “Yes,” she said. Something like nausea welled up inside her, but she quelled it.

Artholomew sat still. The waiter came and delivered their food on plates that looked like they were handmade from clay and then glazed red-brown. It smelled delicious—not at all like the perch she had caught so many years before. Steam from the dish wafted up before her, but she didn’t touch the food, didn’t look at it. She just looked at Mr. Johnson.

Who then smiled. “You’re thoroughly corrupt. I can work with that. Okay, I’ll need some time to think about this, to come up with the right angle. I’ll call you in forty-eight hours. In the meantime, you think about what you’re willing to do, and how you might pull it off.”

Vaquita nodded. There was no immediate comment from Emma. No emotions coming out of that part of her brain. She wondered what was going on over there, but she didn’t let herself get distracted by it.

The decision made, she was able to break her gaze and eat her food. The salmon was truly wonderful, and completely redefined everything she thought she’d known about fish.

Artholomew used the rest of the meal to satisfy his curiosity about the file she had sent the last time they had done business, and how it got to be the way it was. She came clean about her status as a head case, a victim of cognitive fragmentation disorder, and explained how she had come to live with it. She mentioned the advantages, and was candid about the ongoing challenges.

At the end of the meal, they both stood, he shook her hand, and reiterated his promise to call her.

 

 

 

On the journey home, Emma re-emerged. She seemed to have taken Vaquita’s chastisement in stride, showing no bitterness or hurt feelings. Instead, in typical fashion, she launched right into an info dump.

[The businesses of the Underplex are generally targeted toward upper-income clientele, and for the most part the financial health of their parent corporations is strong. The Underplex is valued not only for the income it generates, but from the status having a space in the mall confers, and so those who have a location there tend to be protective of their space. While the relevant information is not public, one can assume that most if not all of the businesses have property insurance that not only covers the value of the materials they have on site, but also the expense of any interruptions to their business. What this means is that an attack on the Underplex does not just involve the damaged stores; it involves all of them, as the entire complex is likely to be shut down for a time after the attack. The more damaging the attack, the longer it is likely to stay closed. My best estimate—the corporations, of course, are not very forthcoming with this information—is that the mall brings in five million nuyen a day. Even a simple attack, with no fatalities but confirmed sightings of the bugs, would close the mall for five days. Thus costing the insurance company more than twenty-five million nuyen.]

Would they really get the full costs paid?

[That and more, if they purchased good policies and weren’t bitches about it. If there are expenses related to rebuilding, including paying consultants to confirm the underground structure is still stable, that can be reinforced too.]

That’s a lot of money.

[Tell it, sister. I also believe that the more severe the attack, the longer the closing, and thus the larger the payout. If the mall is closed for a month, that could be a base payout of 150 million nuyen. The bad news is Lloyd’s of London is a large company, with 2076 profits of nearly four billion nuyen. That means 150 million would only be 3.75 percent of their profit. That cannot be considered crippling damage, though it would likely result in at least a small drop in stock prices.]

The numbers were staggering. Vaquita, like anyone who had grown up poor, knew full well that the megacorps possessed more money than she would see in several lifetimes, but hearing those specific amounts was bewildering. She could live well, with a nice place to call her own, good food, excellent electronics, multiple new vehicles every year, and it would take her well over a thousand years to spend 150 million nuyen. Lloyd’s of London—far from the biggest megacorp in the world—could shrug off that amount as an annoying but manageable loss. She had heard people talk of rebellion, of changing the world order, overthrowing the masters, but how could she have any effect against something that large? When you live among giants, you do not build a megaphone and shout things at them that may incite them to stomp you. You catch what they drop, you find a place out of the way to be safe, and you leave the world to them while knowing that survival is the best you can hope for.

[I was not aware that cowering counted as living.]

Given the mental strain of keeping her composure during the meeting with Mr. Johnson, Vaquita was not surprised that her mental walls were very thin at the moment. The leak was probably so bad that Emma thought what was coming from her counted as normal conversation. Vaquita decided not to call her on it.

It may not be good, or even admirable, but it’s the best I can do. I’m not gonna re-invent the world. I’m not gonna try to save it, it’s too far gone. I’ll take care of myself, do the best for some people who are close to me, and that’ll have to be enough.

[That’s exactly what the people sitting on top of the megacorporations and the people sitting on top of the world’s governments think. They just want to take care of themselves, their families, some people close to them, maybe some people like them. What you are doing is not preserving yourself from the world. It’s putting you exactly in line with them.]

So finding a safe place is no good. What’s your alternative?

[What do you think I’ve been saying, girlfriend? We cannot change the world, we cannot overthrow the existing systems, but we’ve been given a chance to do some real damage. Remember, I have only calculated business interruption compensation. The cost of repairs, if the attack is large enough, could easily be another one hundred million. Then we have the possibility that the families of some of the deceased will become litigious, meaning there could be payments from liability insurance. I think if we plan carefully enough, we could make the damages to Lloyd’s a half-billion or more. That will not put them under, but it should make their stock price take a hit, and who knows what ramifications that will have? At the very least, it will be a statement, a message to them they should remember.]

Vaquita did not know the Underplex well, but she had wandered it a few times, enough to bring certain locations to mind, like the restaurant she had frequented just days ago (had it really been just days?). She pictured the people walking through it; their wealth, their ostentatiousness, their utter oblivion to what was happening in the world they deliberately pushed away from them. She thought about the gaping maws of the ant spirits, and how they scuttled on walls and ceilings, and she pictured them bursting through a breach and swarming into the mall. She could envision the faces of the people, their false sense of security wiped away, their eyes growing wide and their jaws dropping in terror. She could imagine them fleeing for their lives, and some of them failing. She tried to feel joy and triumph in the vision, but she could only feel the terror she’d experienced looking into the faces of one of those things. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We don’t know what we’ll be doing.

[I’m not getting ahead of myself. I am planning. I understand that is an essential part of most shadowruns.]

We don’t have a job yet. Usually the planning waits until after we’re hired.

[I assume that means you’re not interested in helping me at this moment. That’s fine, there is much I can do on my own. But if you are interested in getting on the trolley, let me know.]

Vaquita sighed silently and thought about asking Emma to take it easy on the slang until she had a better command of it—or at least settled on a single era. But there was little likelihood of her getting better at it unless she practiced, so Vaquita just let it lie.

It took her an hour to get back to Lambeth, meaning there were forty-seven more before she’d really know how well the meeting had gone.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

She was back in the arcology. She was on her cycle. All was well.

The eighteenth floor remained a desolate wasteland. Perhaps some new graffiti had sprung up since the last time she’d been here, but it was difficult to tell. There had been, as far as she could tell, no other change. No sign of new inhabitants on the floor.

Most notably, there was no sign of the one inhabitant she sought.

She was on her cycle because she had no plan to sneak up on her quarry, and because she felt more comfortable on it than not. Strummer had complained some about how levitating the machine up the various stairways was not the most dignified use of his talents, but she knew him well enough to know that the only thing he thought truly worth his talents was standing on the shores at Dover and fighting off invading Norman forces at the behest of the king. Since the demand for that sort of service was not high—in fact, any demands whatsoever for Strummer’s services were not high—he’d settle for whatever Vaquita gave him.

Besides, once he was on the eighteenth floor, he had a much more dignified job. He was in charge of the real surveillance of the floor, sending spirits through the hallways and rooms. Vaquita did not think she would see her quarry, as he should hear her long before she came into view and move away. It was this movement she counted on. Given what she knew about her quarry—and what she had guessed—she was pretty certain he had some locations that would help keep him out of the view of spirits. She hoped if he was on the move, that advantage would be negated. She also had an idea that while he was not what he presented himself as, he still was somewhat skittish, and would not be happy to hear the sound of an approaching motorcycle.

She was fully plugged into the machine. When the throttle roared, it felt like the sound was coming from her own open throat, and the way she had it set, it felt like she was yelling at the top of her lungs. Or exhaust pipes. Whichever.

She enjoyed tearing the already-shredded carpet under her wheels, skidding around corners and revving the engine, spinning the back wheel until it caught and surged her ahead. It was beautiful, but it would have been more beautiful if she had something to chase. Riding had its own allure, but pursuit—pursuit was pure joy.

Remember, keep me apprised of any signals.

[I haven’t forgotten,] Emma said. There was a snippiness in her tone that had been there since they had returned to the arcology, which led Vaquita to keep checking on her. Which likely only increased the snippiness.

Vaquita left Emma to her work so she could focus on hers. Rats scurried wherever she pointed her headlight, and the walls vibrated. She announced her passage clearly, and hoped the message was getting through.

She drove around for a good half-hour before Strummer texted some good news. <A spirit has reported someone on the move. Quadrant B3.>

Vaquita was pleased with her idea to place a grid over a map of the arcology floor. The squares were each ten meters by ten meters, and the whole thing had been programmed into her cycle so that the mere mention of quadrant gave her a map of the best hallways to take to get to her destination. A yellow line appeared on her heads-up display, telling her to make a right in about twenty meters, then head west.

<Would you like the spirit to restrain him?>

<No, I’d rather the spirits stayed off the radar. Tell them to keep an eye on whoever it is. I’ll be there shortly.>

She gunned the engine with an extra roar and covered the twenty in a blink, skidded into the turn, and accelerated ahead.

If you were smart, she thought, you’d just stay where you are and wait for me to get there.

<He seems to be moving faster,> Strummer sent.

Vaquita smiled. Pursuit it was. She looked at the map while closing ground. He knew she was coming and that she was on a cycle. He’d try to use it against her.

He had no idea.

<Moving east into C3,> Strummer reported.

That would have been her guess. He was moving into an apartment, thinking she’d just pass him by. But instead of hiding in safety, he’d trapped himself.

She took a left, then pulled up her front wheel and dashed down the hallway on the rear tire. There were a number of doors on the left side of the hallway, with one particular one she’d set her attention on. She kept a decent but not extreme speed, then pivoted while leaning the bike forward. The front of the cycle came down hard, hitting the door and going right through, reducing the damn thing to splinters. She had to slow up some, but not much.

There were some chips of plastic on the floor, likely remnants of old furniture, but nothing else. No place for anyone to hide. The target was not in here. Two doors, one to her left, one to her right, led out of the room. She didn’t have time to examine any evidence that might help her decide where to go, so she went right.

That turned out to be a good call. Chickenstalker was there, top hat in hand, doing his best to present an image of trembling fear. And doing a quite good job of it, to be honest.

The room was small, and Vaquita had to maneuver up on her wheel to avoid hitting the opposite wall and Chickenstalker. She went up so far her back was parallel to the ground, and she gently nudged the engine into reverse, backing up a meter or so. She jumped out of the cycle, returning full attention to her body, and leaned forward. The front wheel didn’t hit the ground gently, but it landed without causing significant damage to anything that wasn’t already irretrievably broken.

She cut the engine. Chickenstalker started right into his bit as soon as the noise died down.

“Alessandra! Alessandra! She is gone, gone, gone! She is gone where I can’t find her! Have you seen her? Seen her hair, her eyes, her smile, the smile that has disappeared but will not fade from my mind, have you seen it?”

“How about you just relax for a moment? We’ve already done this.”

“No, no, nothing is done, nothing is done, because I did not find her, I do not have her, and nothing can be done until I find her!”

“Right, no, what I mean is we’ve already had the conversation about Alessandra. We’ve already done the research. We followed the trail of breadcrumbs you laid down. It was all very impressive, but I’ve still got a few questions. I’m fairly certain Alessandra was real—poor girl—but I’m not as certain about you. Are you really the girl’s father, but you’re being compensated handsomely to use her in this game? Or are you just some poor bloke who is quite gifted at playing insane?”

“You’re not making any sense!” Chickenstalker said. “Of course I am Alessandra’s father! It is all that I am! It is everything! Why are you tormenting me? If you know, if I told you, then you should find her! I have nothing more to say than what I said to you, nothing more that will help you find her, so find her! I am nothing more than her father, and if she is not here, I am nothing!”

Vaquita waved in an effort to shut Chickenstalker up, but it was hard when he had a full head of steam, so she just jumped in and spoke over him. “Look, look, look, you’re not getting it! Could you just shut it for a minute? We did this. We talked about it. You told us the story. We went to look for Alessandra. We went to the twentieth floor. We saw the spirit, we investigated, we took the elevator down. And we came out.”

Chickenstalker finally stopped talking. The fluttery hand motions that accompanied his speeches died down. His eyes, forever wide in deranged intensity, closed a bit. Abruptly, he looked fairly close to normal.

“You’ve been down in the tunnels?” His voice was half an octave lower than Vaquita was accustomed to hearing. And the sentence he uttered was entirely plain and unadorned.

“Yes, I have. We all have. And we’ve come out. What does that tell you?”

Chickenstalker rubbed the grey stubble on his chin. “It tells me that plans for you have changed.”

There would have been no better way to eliminate the illusion of insider knowledge Vaquita was trying to cultivate than by asking, “How have the plans changed?” So she didn’t ask that. Instead, she nodded. “Damn straight. That means you don’t have to play games with us any more. You can drop the act.”

Chickenstalker smiled, rubbed his jaw, then leaned back against the wall of the battered room. “That’s a relief,” he said. “Not sure what it is, but something about speaking in the crazy voice puts a pain in my jaw. I must be holding it too tight.”

“Yeah, well, there isn’t a job in the world that doesn’t have a drawback. But look, the issue is that things are moving ahead pretty fast. There are bodies dropping down below from all sources, but I’m still not sure it’s enough. That means we may need to step up the search for Alessandra, if you know what I mean. You may need to make more appearance downstairs instead of waiting for people to find you. And try a few more ways of baiting people up to the twentieth floor.”

Chickenstalker arched an eyebrow. “So you survive downstairs, and all of a sudden you’re an expert on the whole operation? You think the whole acting crazy thing is the only way I spend my time up here? It’s nice when I can get mugs like you to buy the story and dive down into the tunnel after it, but that’s hardly the only thing I’m doing.”

“Look, I’m not asking for your whole operational history, am I? I’m telling you more bodies are needed. Do whatever you need to make them turn up.”

“That’s another thing. Are you really in charge of anything? Do you have any sort of authority? How is it that you come up here and act like you can tell me what to do?”

“I’m not in charge of anything. I’m just delivering a message.”

“Yeah, well, message delivered. You tell them downstairs that if anyone has a problem with me, they can come talk to me directly. They don’t need to send up someone who by all rights should have a bug crawling inside her now.”

Vaquita nodded coolly, then strode back to her bike, hoping her movement and turning away from Chickenstalker concealed the wave of nausea she’d felt at his last words. She’d been moving a lot since she had seen the bugs, which was good because she hadn’t had a chance to think about them. About what they would do to the people in the Underplex, and what they had done to the bodies they possessed. Now Chickenstalker was making her think about it, even briefly, and she hated it.

She shook it off. “Fine,” she said, with a quick smile over her shoulder. “I’ve done my part. Whatever you do is up to you.” She walked to her cycle and wheeled it out, not restarting it until she was in the hallway.

Strummer’s voice came over the comm a few seconds after she started moving. “I’m back. I was with you for most of your conversation with Chickenstalker. He has, as it turns out, a remarkably strong and disciplined mind. As a result, the information I was able to get out of him was minimal. The people he is reporting to are in the arcology, on the lower floors. There is more than one. He is confident in his contacts—he does not think they are in all that risky or dangerous of a position, and he views them as stable and capable. From the impressions I received, I am confident in saying that the leader of one of the main tribes on the lower floors has knowledge of what is happening in the tunnels.”

“Roger that,” Vaquita said. The fact that she didn’t want it to be true didn’t change anything. Either Makari or Aurelius was likely closely involved in what was happening in the tunnels. If she could figure out which, and do it without making too many waves, she would pocket more than three thousand nuyen. And she would be a step closer to a much larger payday.

The call from Mr. Johnson, when it came after a fifty-three-hour wait, had been a surprise—and a relief. As it turned out, he had other things in mind than profiting from an insurance company’s struggles. Though he was not, of course, forthcoming about what those other things were. He provided three tiers of payments. Ten thousand nuyen for finding out who was behind the operation in the tunnels. Twenty thousand for finding out who was behind the people behind it, on the belief that no one in the arcology had the resources to design and execute such an operation. And one hundred thousand nuyen if no one died in an attack on the Underplex.

She had to be careful not to think about that figure too much while driving, as it tended to make her mind reel and negatively affect her focus. If she could pull off all three, her share would be upward of forty thousand nuyen. Would that make her rich? Hardly. But it would mean that for well over a year, she could have a place to live, heat, and food. A whole year of not finding a warm grate in some alley, and not dumpster diving.

There were questions, of course. Namely, what was Mr. Johnson doing waving so much money in front of a relatively unproven team? And how would he profit off the defeat of the bugs? The questions nagged her, but nowhere near enough to keep from thinking about how to get the money. This gift horse’s teeth could remain unchecked.

She’d tried explaining this to Emma, but the distinctions of homeless and not didn’t seem to resonate with her. Even though it should—in the worst days after Emma’s arrival, when Vaquita had no work and had alienated pretty much everyone she knew, there had been a number of nights spent out on the streets. Apparently, though, the cold and discomfort had not made as much of an impression on Emma as her days imprisoned on an isolated server.

Emma had not been at all interested in Mr. Johnson’s offer, and she’d made it clear that she thought the world would be better served by letting the bugs hit the Underplex than by stopping them. Vaquita, though, disagreed, and told Emma in no uncertain terms that money was very much needed, and the ten thousand nuyen at least should be fairly easy to come up with. As for the rest—they could wait and see. Vaquita did not sense approval from Emma, but she at least she wasn’t arguing about it. 

Vaquita drove to where Tumbledown and Strummer had set up their base, not far from the southeastern stairway of the building. Tumbledown was polishing an already-shiny gun, while Strummer was sitting with his fingers clasped, index fingers steepled and touching his lips, thinking about something. Vaquita hoped it was somehow relevant to what they were doing.

“So—Makari or Aurelius. What do you think?”

 

 

 

“You have returned to Zion! Let us give thanks!”

Makari was as jubilant as ever, his dreadlocks swinging as he delivered enthusiastic hugs to each member of the team (Strummer accepted his with a stiff posture and pinched expression). He had two of his compatriots, the receptionist/aide-de-camp Ellison, and a middle-aged elf woman named Patrice who Strummer had noticed previously in their visits to Makari’s camp, mainly because she was Awakened. Her presence would make this session even more complicated.

“I believe the last time we spoke, you were planning to approach the Walking Wounded. Please tell me of your adventures!”

“It was a dead end, unfortunately. But that’s life sometimes, one dead end after another. However, that’s not what we came here to discuss. We were hoping to benefit from some of your considerable wisdom.”

Makari beamed. “That is the true beauty of Zion! While it may be poor in the things of Babylon, it is rich in the things that truly matter! What can I share with you?”

“Well, if I’m not mistaken, the building was a lot more chaotic when you first settled here, right? Especially the lower levels. We’ve gone up and down several times now, and haven’t met any difficulties on those floors. Whatever critters are there are staying well clear of us. But that wasn’t always the way, was it? When you first came up to these levels, you might encounter all manner of hostile threats on your way up.”

“You have that exactly right. We established a rule very quickly. It was not enough to say that no one should climb the stairs alone. We mandated groups of three. The devil rats were annoying enough, but it was the barghests that caused the most difficulty, especially in the transit across the fourth floor from one staircase to another. The devil rats are creatures of instinct, attacking because the opportunity presents itself, or because fear overwhelms them. Barghests are considerably more clever. They hunt rather than simply attack, and they understand the advantages of particular locations. If you were walking through the mall, and you saw a spot, and you looked at the spot and thought ‘It would be very inconvenient if a barghest were hiding in that spot,’ then you could be assured that a barghest was hiding in that spot.”

Vaquita, sitting on a plastic crate, slapped her knee. “This is exactly the sort of information that could help me. When you talk about these locations, what kind are you talking about? Where would be a bad place to hide? From your perspective, that is.”

“You have to think about things that would help a barghest attack. You have to think about what they like. They very much like to come from a high-up place and rip their prey’s throat out. That means a multi-level store with a stairway going up is a potential problem. Counters are a problem, because they do not have to start high, they just need to get high. They can hide behind the counter, get to the top of it with one leap, then use another to approach their prey and rip its throat out. Perhaps the worst, though, are balconied areas. There are a few of them, near the south edge of the mall area, and the level is curved so that there are ways to leap from an upper balcony to a lower one. You cannot see them coming from up above you until they have made their leap, though perhaps you can hear them if you are careful. The lunge takes time to reach you, but the very appearance of a barghest flying toward your throat tends to introduce a degree of paralysis in almost anyone, especially those of us who have not experienced combat like you have.”

“This is great information, because this is exactly what I am worried about—attack points in a mall, spots where you may be ambushed, that sort of thing. What about air ducts? Did you worry about those?”

“Ha! Much less! I would welcome a barghest attempting to charge though an air duct, as the terrible clanking would alert me of its presence far before it made its leap. Assuming, of course, that a passage built to hold nothing more than air would support the weight of a barghest.”

“How often did you think about the mall from a defensive standpoint? What I mean is, were there times where you were not worrying so much about where an attack would come from, but where you would go once attacked?”

“An excellent question! The answer is, all the time. We had five specific locations between the two staircases to which we would retreat if we felt threatened. If one location was obviously closer than any others, the entire groups would likely proceed to that one, but if there were two good locations nearby, we would split up. Having good defensive positions where you can fire at targets from two different angles is a very good thing. There are basic things to know, such as not being foolish enough to back yourself into a restroom or some other small area with only one exit, but beyond that the most important thing to think about is what things are made of. One of the most common mistakes I have seen is people assuming that just because something is solid and opaque, it can stop a bullet. That is not so. There are abandoned kiosks on the mall floor that provide approximately as much protection as a moist paper towel. The best such things can do is briefly conceal you from an opponent’s vision while you move to some place better. Store counters tend to be better, though still vulnerable if the opposition brings large arms fire to bear.” Makari chuckled. “Which is not a common problem here where people no longer have anything. Restaurants are perhaps the best. A quick scramble over the counter puts you behind a decent amount of cover, as cabinets and such beneath the counter tend to provide multiple layers of protection. Plus, you can move to the sides or retreat back into the cooking area, and often there are doors out of the back.”

“This is fantastic, I really appreciate it.” Vaquita consulted an ARO floating in front of her. “Hmm, ricochets. Any unusual risks I should worry about, with the surfaces there?”

Makari waved his hands briefly. “There are guns among us because they are an unfortunate necessity, but in the end they are the tools of Babylon, and I cannot be considered an expert in them. Ricochets, as far as I understand it, will happen, and there are many curved surfaces on the wall down below that make ricochets unpredictable. Beyond that, there is not much useful I can say.”

“The floors up there—what are they? Thin carpet over concrete, I expect. How would that compare to solid rock, in terms of ricochet risk?”

“Again, I am not an expert, but since rock is likely to be denser...” A shadow that Vaquita could not read passed over Makari’s face. “Why are you asking about solid rock when you are asking about a mall?”

Vaquita shrugged. “Those are the operational parameters I was given.”

“That is a very neutral reply. After all, who knows what the parameters could be referring to? It could be any mall in the area that happens to have solid rock floors!”

Vaquita did not think she had ever heard Makari be sarcastic before, and she found the change disconcerting. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be evasive. I’m just telling you what I know. Though I suppose you’re right, there are not many places this could be.”

“But you did not consider that until now.”

“Look, I can’t go around saying ‘I’m gonna defend the West End Underplex, can you help me?’ That’s not exactly the kind of thing I can broadcast, is it?”

“If you were trying to be subtle and keep information secret, you did a terrible job of it. If you can forgive me that harsh evaluation.”

“All right, fine. Let me start again. Makari, we have been hired by people who want to protect the West End Underplex. They think there’s gonna be an attack of some sort on it. I knew you had experience fighting in shopping mall space, so I thought I’d come to you for advice. Is there anything useful you can tell me?”

And there they were, at the crucial point of the conversation. The whole roundabout discussion had been constructed to that Vaquita could see how Makari’s attitude shifted once he understood what was being discussed, and perhaps more importantly, to make Patrice focus on her—and hopefully no one else.

If all was going as planned now, she’d be able to ask very direct questions and get some idea of what was happening in the arcology, without Makari knowing he was being interrogated.

“I do not know the Underplex well enough to offer advice,” he said. It was the tightest sentence Vaquita had ever heard him utter.

“But the advice you provided already is still valid, right? There’s no reason it should change, just because it’s the Underplex.”

Makari frowned. “I suppose there is no reason it should change.”

Vaquita sat forward in her chair, placing her plastic cup half-full of ginger ale on the floor in front of her. “But something has changed. You’re obviously less enthusiastic about the conversation.”

“I am, in my heart, a defender of all living things. I value all of the people of the world, because in Zion, all are equal in the eyes of God. But the Underplex...the Underplex is the heart of Babylon in this sprawl. It is where those who have perverted society practice their twisted values. It is the epitome of those values. And so defending it...I must ask for forgiveness for an uncharitable heart, but defending it is not something I find appealing. You are a good person, Vaquita. I would hate for you to be put at risk defending the values of Babylon.”

[As would I,] Emma said.

“It may not be the most noble task, but I have to earn a living somehow, don’t I?”

“Have you learned nothing from visiting us? None of us do those things. We do not engage in the business of blood. We build peace. We make community. I have told you that there is a place here for you if you want it. So forget this job. Forget this career you are building. Come live with us.”

She could do it. She could have a home. Away from the Matrix, but not entirely. The public grid was just getting stronger, and there was a chance it would penetrate the thick walls of the arcology soon, without any equipment having to be installed. Electricity would be a problem, but Emma had already demonstrated her ability to deal with that. How far would it be from what she had dreamed of if she got forty thousand nuyen from Artholomew Johnson? The quarters would be smaller, but the community would be tighter. Was what she was going for so much better that it was worth risking her life?

Of course, there was one problem: It was all an illusion. Makari’s Babylon was not owned by him or anyone in his colony. He had no legal right to be here. Right now he existed because the corps and the government didn’t care. He wasn’t large enough to make waves. But if he attracted enough people, they would care. If the bugs in the tunnel below got into the Underplex, they would care. Or if they decided it was time to bulldoze all of Lambeth to turn it into a giant housing tract, or a huge manufacturing complex, or a London-themed amusement park or some other damn thing, then they would care enough to acquire the property, kick everyone out, and level everything. They didn’t care now, but when they decided to care, they would wipe out everything Makari had built without a thought. Because everything he thought he had, he didn’t. He had nothing, and the powers of the world would prove that to him whenever they were so inclined.

The only way to have anything was to get it by playing the game the powers designed. If she made sure she was feeding money into various corporate maws, they might be inclined to leave her alone for a while. Or they might not, but at least her odds were better if they were getting what they wanted. Makari’s ideals of a new society were appealing and idealistic—and completely impossible. He was going to be crushed. He just didn’t know when. And for her protection, Vaquita figured she shouldn’t be there when it happened.

She was relieved to get no answering arguments from Emma. She finally might be getting her interior monologue under control.

She smiled gracefully at Makari. “I worry the invitation will be rescinded once I’ve run one too many late-night drag races in the corridors. Because there’s no way I’m giving up late-night drag races.”

The light abruptly returned to Makari’s face. “The thrill of speed is the thrill of being alive, and I am not one to deny you of that! Enough of grave things. Tell me how else I can help you?”

While he was talking, a message from Strummer appeared in an ARO in front of her. <I believe the spell was cast without Patrice knowing. Things Makari is telling the truth about are his dislike of the Underplex, his dislike of Babylon, and his unwillingness to engage in ‘the business of blood.’ He was also truthful when he said that he knew of no reason why the conversation should change once the specific location was revealed.> After a second, Strummer sent an additional message as a fairly obvious capstone to his findings. <This is not our man.>

In truth, then, there was no other way Makari could help her. She had a confrontation with Aurelius in front of her, and she needed to figure out how to approach it. And she was eventually going to have to face the tunnels and what lived in them, and who knew what she’d do then.

But then wasn’t now. For now, she picked up her cup, smiled, and said, “Tell me how the balcony gardens are going,” then sat back so she could live in Makari’s illusion a brief while longer.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The first sign that something had gone wrong was when they found the normal stairway to the fourteenth floor blocked.

Something above—from the looks of it, several flights of stairs—had collapsed. The stairway had become impassable, concrete chunks with twisted bones of rebar sticking out, clogging the whole works. Tumbledown had taken one look at it, shrugged, and turned around. Vaquita had stared at it longer.

Tumbledown was five meters away when he stopped and turned back to her. “I’m not moving that shit out of the way, am I? There’s a thousand stairways in this damn building. I’m taking another one.”

“Yeah. Yeah, me too,” Vaquita said. She turned to Strummer. “That building you live on top of—how old is it?”

“Approximately two hundred years.”

“And how much regular maintenance is it getting?”

The mage just smiled thinly in reply.

“Right. But it’s not just collapsing, is it? Yeah, chips are falling, cracks are appearing, but the damn thing isn’t just falling to the ground. And this building is what, twenty years old? Twenty-five? And a whole staircase collapses?”

“Yeah, well, they don’t make them like they used to, do they?” Tumbledown said. “Come on.”

“Let’s go back and get the cycle,” she said. She’d left it behind, hoping for a civil conversation. Now she wanted the security of having it with her, despite the sulky look Strummer shot her way.

About twenty minutes later, a compliant spirit of air was hauling the cycle up one of the eastern staircases. She decided to avoid the central stairs and elevators for worries of being too obvious or ambushed. The eastern stairs felt removed enough, and looked intact and vermin-free.

They made it up to the fourteenth floor and tried the door. It didn’t budge. It was a sturdy steel door, making thoughts of breaking it down or shooting it seem unlikely and dangerous. Still, Tumbledown gave it a few whacks, which mainly revealed it was shut very tight.

Vaquita was liking this less and less.

“We need to get a better idea of what’s happening on this floor. Let’s find a safe place on the fifteenth, where we won’t have to worry about gangs being pains in the arse, and send Strummer down on a quick scouting mission. And I mean quick, Strummer—if you stay down on fourteen long enough for anyone to do you harm, you stayed too long, got it?”

“Of course.”

“Okay, one more floor up, then.”

The door to the fifteenth floor was unlocked. Vaquita opened it enough to send a crawler drone out to scout ahead, and all she saw was darkness, ruin, and graffiti.

“All right, let’s go in. We’ll head north and look for a place to do our scouting.”

They proceeded, Vaquita walking her bike in the interest of noise and staying with her team. They walked maybe a hundred meters, turned left, and walked a hundred more. “Are we over them?”

“Maybe. Can’t say I have it mapped in my head.”

Emma?

[I wasn’t mapping when we were there. My bad.]

“Okay, I suppose we’re close enough. Let’s start looking for a place to be.”

They poked around, opened a few doors, looked in a few empty doorways, then found a room free of offensive odors and large enough to give each of them their own space. They sat.

“Right now, all I want is some idea of where the people in the colony are, and whether you see any unusual magic activity going on. I can’t see how that will take more than a minute. So be back by then.”

“Understood,” Strummer said. His head slumped to his right.

Vaquita started a timer in an ARO. She looked around, flexing her fingers. She walked to her cycle and lightly rubbed the grips. Were they getting too smooth? Might be time for new ones. Forty thousand nuyen would buy plenty.

There was a crack. At least she thought there was. Maybe something on the exterior, expanding in the sunlight? Was there sunlight? What time was it?

1748 hours—late afternoon. So there might be. Forty seconds had passed. It had felt much longer. She hummed the chorus of Concrete Dreams’ “Interstellar Traveler.” That should take twenty seconds, right? It took fifteen. She counted down the last five seconds and then looked at Strummer.

She thought he twitched, but he was just breathing. She stared at him. His eyes were open. Bastard. Why didn’t he ever remember to close them when he went astral?

Sixty-five seconds. Not all that late, really, since he didn’t have a timepiece on his astral form. Whenever she tried to count seconds in her head, she always ended up counting them slower than they really were.

So she still shouldn’t worry at seventy. But at seventy-five, that was starting to get late. Twenty-five percent more time than he should have taken.

She looked at Tumbledown. His face was blank, but he also was staring at Strummer. He did a good impersonation of a heartless bastard, but it was only an impression.

She walked across the room, then back. She looked at Strummer. Still nothing. She checked her clock. Ninety seconds.

Son of a bitch.

Then there was another crack, and a clatter. A hollow banging.

What was it Makari had said about things in air vents?

The terrible clanking would alert me of its presence.

There was a terrible clanking coming from the hallway.

“I’m going into the hallway. Come out with me, but stay by the door so you can watch Strummer.”

Tumbledown was on his feet before she was.

She pushed the cycle into the hallway on a run, then started the engine and jumped on while in motion. The cycle was louder than the clanking, but she didn’t think that mattered right now.

The hallway she was in was about one hundred and fifty meters long. She went through and counted the air ducts. All of the vents were in the ceiling, large and rectangular. There were thirty of them. The clanking seemed to be moving. Or there was more than one thing clanking. Or there was more than one thing, and all of them were moving.

She pulled out her Walther. The Ares could wait until she felt desperate enough to risk the ricochets. The hallway was dim, so her smartlink display was having a tough time locking onto anything that might be a target.

Then it wasn’t dim. A light came on next to Vaquita. Then another one about twenty meters away.

Emma, someone’s messing with the lights. Could you check it out?

[On it, chief.]

Lights kept going on and off up and down the hallway. They were not blindingly bright, but the irregular flashing was a little nauseating, especially since she was in motion.

She hit the east end of the hallway and skidded into a 180. She looked down the hallway at Tumbledown.

“Anything?”

He shook his head.

Emma, any luck finding who’s doing this?

[Not yet.]

Damn it, what was up there?

Her engine revved, and the cycle unexpectedly jumped forward, nearly throwing Vaquita. She gripped the handlebars tight. The cycle accelerated again. There wasn’t much space for it to do so, but it was doing a damn good job of picking up steam.

Emma, they’ve got my damn bike!

[I can only do so much at once.]

Then do something about the bike!

Abruptly the cycle slowed. Vaquita still had to slide into a skid to avoid crashing into the wall at the end of the hallway, but she managed. She turned, looked at Tumbledown, started to yell again, but then the cycle jumped forward. She was off again.

She could hear the clanking getting louder in front of her. A vent was shaking. Something was about to come out. She raised her gun to be ready.

And found that her smartlink had identified Tumbledown as a target.

She lowered her gun quickly. She was being hacked, and good. Only one solution. Smartlink, off. Onboard computer, off. Anything wireless, off.

She was thrown out of the cycle. Instead of feeling the roar as her breath, tearing over the ground with what felt like her feet, now she was merely on top of a machine. The cycle had felt alive when she was jacked in. Now it just felt like a dead hunk of metal.

There would be time to mourn when she got things under control.

She slowed the cycle, raised her gun, and aimed at the shaking vent cover that dropped to the ground. A bald, grey head poked out of it as she passed Tumbledown. Then bat-like ears, a stony brow, dead eyes, wiry arms above leathery wings.

She didn’t know what it was. Squatters told stories about all sorts of critters they had glimpsed in the arcology’s dark hallways, but she had no way of knowing which were true, which were lies, and which were the products of overactive imaginations. Most of the times, the squatters didn’t know what they were seeing. Vaquita didn’t know either. She’d examine the thing when it was dead.

She took a shot. The bullet hit, she could see the spark where it made impact, but it might have just glanced away. She was mere meters away from it now. Fine. She had more than one weapon. She pulled up on one wheel, Walther smoking in her left hand, and accelerated. The creature was swooping out of the ceiling, gliding on a path straight for her.

It met her wheel first.

The wheel turned abruptly, and the handlebars attempted to dart out of her grip. But she wasn’t letting go. She had the thing’s right arm, folding its wing, and she interrupted its glide. It was dropping fast while thrashing its arms, trying to grab her. She swept its hands away with her gun, and then the creature was under her, and she felt a bump as her wheel ran it over.

She looked into the open vent as she went under it. Another one was scrambling out. Great.

Then everything went black.

She looked left, looked right. Nothing. No trace of light. How had everything gone black? Where was the light on her bike?

She stopped quickly, since she had no idea how close to the wall she was. She turned just as she heard the bark of Tumbledown’s Colt. But she saw no muzzle flash.

It wasn’t that all the light had gone away. It was that she couldn’t see. Her cybereyes had gone on the fritz. But how? She’d turned off all wireless access, so how could anyone—

Then she understood. And her gut turned into empty darkness.

Emma? What did you do?

There was no reply.

She would have to figure this out. She would have to repair whatever Emma had done to her. But first she had to survive the things in the ceiling.

The good news—the only piece—was that without the cycle, and with the creatures out of the air ducts, she could hear other noises much better.

“Tumbledown!” she yelled. “I can’t see a thing! So don’t let me wander into one of your bursts!”

“Bloody hell,” the ork said. His weapon chattered again, and something shrieked, high and brittle. He’d done some damage.

She heard a skittering nearby. Vaquita thought quickly about how the creatures were put together, how one might approach her. She leaned back, twisted the gun in her hand as she pulled her fist back, then pushed forward, fist extending right in front of her.

Though she did not get to extend it as far as she would have liked, because she contacted something both hard and flesh-like when her arm was barely in front of her. She still managed a solid impact. The thing squealed.

She had to act fast. If it got away, it would have the advantage. She lunged forward, arms out, legs churning. It had gone lower than her, which was a considerable achievement, given her height. She felt part of it, probably its head, hit her mid-section. She dropped on it, both hoping and dreading that she might squash its head.

No such luck. When the head hit the floor, it clunked like a stone. In front of her there was more gunfire. More squealing, but less forceful. Tumbledown was taking care of business.

On her end, things were shaky. The way she had fallen, she assumed her face was near the critter’s arse, if it had one. Her legs were near its head. She could feel the head twisting and thrashing. She hoped it wasn’t venomous.

It had realized how light she was and bucked wildly, trying to throw her off. She held on tight, hugging the thing’s lower quarters. She then moved her left hand out a touch, jammed her gun muzzle against a nice thick part of the critter, and fired.

It screamed, heaved, and threw her off. She rolled to her left and immediately hit a wall. She didn’t know she was that close to it. A wing of the creature hit her, something raked across her right arm. It must have been sharp, because there was little pain, just cold and wetness.

She could hear the thing thrashing around next to her. Part of it was pain, she hoped. But part was to get to her. She dropped her arm to the side, then lay still, as if stunned.

She heard the thing move and hiss, and swore she could feel its shadow fall over her. Assuming any lights were on in this part of the hallway.

She had seen how the thing had come at her before her eyes went out. She saw it leading with its mouth. She knew how it wanted to attack. So she waited two heartbeats, raised her gun quickly, and fired. 

She was rewarded with another scream and a clunk near her. Arms hit her again as it thrashed, but the sharp claw missed her this time. She stood. She pointed her gun toward the sound of screaming. She fired.

The screaming stopped.

There were two sounds. Footsteps, coming toward her. Clanking overhead.

“Vaquita, why you just sitting there? I got the one, but I can hear more up there. We have to get outta here.”

“I can’t see. Bitch hacked my eyes.”

“What bitch...oh. Oh, hell.”

“We need to check on Strummer.”

“And you need something on your arm. You’re bleedin’ plenty.”

“Right, right. Slap something on as we’re walking.” She got up and started heading back toward Strummer, taking five steps before remembering she wouldn’t find the room by sound. “Uh, while you’ve got my arm, you may want to lead me to the room.”

“Right.” She felt him putting a bandage on her arm while pulling her along.

“Is there something wrong with your leg, too?” the ork asked “You’re dragging it.”

“My leg? I don’t think so.” She tried to shake it, then realized she couldn’t feel it.

Fireworks burst in her non-existent vision. Fireworks exploded in her ears. If Tumbledown was talking, she couldn’t hear him. She couldn’t see, hear, feel, talk, smell.

She couldn’t be sure, at that moment, if she even existed.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Time passed like a restless night, one where it felt like you weren’t sleeping until you noticed twenty minutes, thirty minutes, more passed in a handful of breaths. You slept, but you did not feel the sleep. What told you you were sleeping was that the impressions from waking didn’t make any sense. There was a moment on the street, an orange sunset hitting smoke rising from the city, Strummer and Tumbledown looking weary and confused.

“We must assume everything is compromised,” Strummer said. “We cannot go anywhere that she—or any of us, really—knows about. It has to be something different.” He glanced sideways at her. “And we likely shouldn’t say where we are going at any point.”

Vaquita realized from her angle that she was lying below them. She turned her head. She was lying on the sidewalk. How undignified. And it should be uncomfortable. But she didn’t really feel that. Or anything.

“Maybe Mr. Johnson has a place,” she said. “He has lots of places, if I remember correctly.”

Tumbledown bent down near her. “Vaquita?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful,” Strummer said. “An impersonation could probably be quite good at this point.”

“Yeah, yeah. Listen, Vaquita, we got out. We’re gonna figure out what to do. Just relax.”

“What to do about what?” Vaquita asked.

Strummer and Tumbledown exchanged glances.

“We’re addressing the situation,” Strummer said. 

That did not seem to clarify anything, but Vaquita did not have a chance to point that out, because the scene went away, and then she was lying on the backseat of a car with a terrible headache. She could see the night sky outside the window and the occasional lights of a four- or five-story building that she passed. She didn’t recognize any of them, but then she didn’t really see enough of them to know which buildings they were. Or even much of what they looked like.

Wherever she was, though, she was getting wireless. Wonderful wireless. The stream of data into her brain felt heavenly. She wanted to look up something. Anything. Electronics pioneers of the 2030s. British Western trids. Winemaking techniques from Provence. Anything.

It was so invigorating that she didn’t notice the itch on her nose for a good few seconds. Then she noticed it, and decided to scratch it.

Ooo—classic automobiles! That would be fun to look up. Duesenbergs! Studebakers! Tuckers! She could browse through it all!

Her nose twitched. It still itched. She scrunched it this way and that, and then remembered she should probably scratch it. Hadn’t she done that already? Well, she had meant to do it. So why hadn’t she?

She went to scratch her nose. But her hand wouldn’t move. Which was strange. Didn’t hands usually move?

Then the night closed in on her.

Then there were words. Strummer: “—thought it would be best to keep her sedated. If she is conscious, we have no idea what she would attempt. Or who she would be. Unfortunately that keeps us from learning whatever she might want to tell us, but that seems to be the price we’ll have to live with for the time being.”

The next voice was female. Cockney edge. She knew the voice. Who was it? “Yeah, she’s right messed up and all. Look, I don’t know nothing about anything that can help her, but what I have are contacts. I’ve met some people, and they’re the sort who know things. All sorts of things. And they’ve been thinking about this. I can’t guarantee they’ll listen to me, but I can promise I’ll ask. What happens after that—we’ll see.”

She knew that voice. She wanted to turn her head, but nothing seemed to be working. She couldn’t even see properly, just blurs, mostly dark blues and bright yellow-whites. Some movement of shiny black crossed her vision. Strummer’s hat? Someone in a leather jacket?

“I understand. I also understand we are incurring a debt that we will endeavor to pay.”

“Yeah, we’ll talk about that. You are all in far above your heads, you know that? I don’t want to think about the number of favors you’ll have to pay off to get through this.”

“That will be our concern.”

“Yeah, well, it’s my concern too, now.” There was a pause. “How the hell did I get dragged back in here?”

Vaquita recognized the voice then. Chainmaker. They’d contacted Chainmaker. Bloody hell—

The next time she surfaced, part of her sight was much clearer, but she wasn’t sure where she was seeing it. It was a rectangular, ARO-like image, hovering in front of her and to the left, or hovering inside her head, she couldn’t tell. It showed a female ork from the chest up, sitting in front of a pale blue backdrop that looked for all the world like a sheet that had been quickly hung to hide whatever was behind it.

“Nothing I’m saying should be taken as saying ‘give up,’” the ork said in an American accent. “Less than a year ago, I might have said that, because everything anyone tried was coming up empty. But we’re getting smarter, getting better. Some things seem like they’ve worked more than once. The circumstances for the treatment are very specific, but it’s working. We just have to expand the range of cases that can be treated.”

“And she’s not in that range.” The voice was Tumbledown’s, but she couldn’t see him anywhere. Or anything else besides the light blue rectangle.

“That’s right. So we have to expand that range.”

“What kind of a timeframe would we be looking at?”

“I don’t know. I wish I could say. You say she’s under sedation?”

“Yeah.”

“The timeframe is longer than she can safely be kept under sedation. You’re going to have to find another way to contain her.”

“Like what?”

“A nice, comfortable room with a sturdy door, no windows, and wifi-inhibiting paint.”

While Vaquita wasn’t sure about the room, part of her felt a certain liking for the ork, like she was sympathetic and helpful. But another part of her hated the ork’s guts, and wanted to explode every electronic device around her with great force.

Then, abruptly, it was daytime. She was outside in Regent’s Park, walking around the rose garden. Everything so orderly and in place, the reds, yellows, oranges, pinks, and whites arrayed tastefully, each color complementing the other in perfect harmony. She sat on a small stone bench near a red brick path, watching a light breeze gently wave the flowers.

“Do you come here often?” the grey man next to her asked. She screwed up her mouth, and he smiled a grey smile. “Sorry. I didn’t think enough about how that would sound. Didn’t mean it to be cheesy. I was just wondering about this place. Is it a place you visit often?”

“No,” Vaquita said. She stood. The day was warm, but she was wearing racing leathers. They didn’t feel uncomfortable. “I don’t have a lot of time to go to places like this, and they don’t much like people like me. I was here once, though. When I was sixteen. Just stole my first car, and I felt a little guilty about it. I drove it out here, which was damn stupid, as I hadn’t faked any of the necessary papers. But I sat here, and thought about what I should do, and if I should return the car, even though I liked it a lot.”

“What kind of car was it?”

“2069 Leyland-Zil Tsarina. Strange car, that one. Two seater, passenger in front, driver in back. Canopy like a fighter plane, to match the seating arrangement. Not comfortable, not especially fast, but compact and carries a lot of crap for a car that size. And smooth. I loved the way it rolled.”

“And what did you decide while you were here thinking?”

“That I’d gotten the car by doing the one thing I was good at, and maybe that wasn’t a terrible thing. I’d been told all my life that if I worked at a talent, then it would grow large enough to take me anywhere. Well, I had a talent for lifting cars. I figured I should develop it, or it would be wasted on me.”

“A sort of epiphany.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” She looked around the garden. “Not very crowded today.”

“No.”

She looked at the grey man again. His face was angular but oddly featureless, like a comic abstract of a human face. The eyes were black dots under a protruding brow. The face was not much for conveying emotions. He wore a grey shirt buttoned to the top, and grey pants over his grey self.

“Did I get your name?” she asked.

“It’s Fletcher. Fletcher Bissell.”

Vaquita nodded.

“We can leave when you’re ready,” he said.

“Leave?”

“Yeah. This is a very pretty spot, but we can’t stay here forever.”

She stared at the roses for a moment. “Fletcher, I have to tell you, I don’t really know where I am, how I met you, and where we’re supposed to be going.”

“You’re in a host. I was introduced to you by a mutual acquaintance who thought you might need me. I can help you get around here. There is someone we need to find.”

“Who?”

“Your friend Emma.”

Vaquita nodded slowly. “Yes. I should probably talk to her.”

“Then let’s go.”

“How will we get there?”

“However you want.”

“Let’s drive. In a car. I haven’t driven a car in a while.”

“Fine. Any kind of car you would like?”

“A Fiat roadster would be nice.”

“Top down?”

“Of course.”

Fletcher stood. “Come on.” He walked toward the rose garden gate. Vaquita stood and followed him.

Just outside the gate, on a small cut-de-sac, sat a white Fiat two-seater, gleaming in the sunlight.

“Will that work?” Fletcher asked.

“It’s lovely. Though I really would like red.”

“Easy enough.” The car was red. There was no drama to the change. It just simply was.

Vaquita went to the right side of the car, Fletcher to the left. As she sat, she noticed there were two steering wheels and two sets of controls, one on each side of the car. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s not going to be an easy trip. There will be sometimes I’ll have to help with the steering. This works out, though, since I’m more comfortable driving on the left side anyway.”

“I’ve never seen a car with two sets of controls, and I can’t imagine there’s any way for it to work well.”

“That’s okay. The whole reason I’m along is so that we don’t have to rely entirely on your imagination. I’ll lend some of mine.”

Vaquita willed the car to start, and it did. She tripped the wheel, happy to feel the small vibrations of the engine. She was about to press the accelerator, but then she turned to Fletcher. “I’m not really sure what’s going on.”

“I know. That’s part of the problem.”

“Could you explain it, then?”

Fletcher looked ahead. “Drive. I’ll help you find where you need to go.”

She accelerated. It had been over a year since she’d driven a car, and it was even more wonderful than she remembered. The road was rough under her wheels, but it felt like every bump simply nestled into the treads of the tires, a perfect match every centimeter of the way. The sun above was warm, and so was the wind rushing past as she went faster and faster. The greens of the park blurred, accentuated by quick flashes of color from flower patches. She went faster, and the blurring increased. It was like the warp-speed effect from a science-fiction trid. Too much like that.

“This isn’t right. This isn’t real. The landscape is too blurred.”

“It’s real. It just isn’t physical.”

“What does that mean?”

“Where do you think you are going?”

“To see Emma. That’s where you said we needed to go.”

“Right. And where is she?”

Vaquita looked at the blurred colors passing her by, moving so fast. “I don’t know.”

“That’s one of the things I’m going to help you with. She won’t be making herself obvious. We need to find her trail—we’re not just going to run into her.”

Vaquita felt a little queasy at the idea of moving so fast without really knowing where she was going, but the rush of it all, the roar of the wind whipping by her, was intoxicating enough to make her quash any nerves.

Roar in her ears—shouldn’t that mean she would be unable to hear Fletcher? Or that they would both have to yell to make themselves heard? When he spoke, though, his voice was calm and level, and she didn’t feel like she was straining either. Strange.

“How do you plan to pick up her trail?”

Fletcher patted the Fiat’s dashboard. “I know riggers hate to take direction from anyone, but we’ve got an onboard navigation system that might help. Call it up, see what it says.”

Vaquita shot him a poisonous look. Onboard navigation? Using that meant admitting that someone, anyone, knew how to design a route better than you. Yes, any decent navigator could deal with traffic, construction, and other vagaries, but it did not watch the road—feel the road—like a rigger. But here was this grey stranger, whom she had just met, suggesting that a navigation system might know more than she did.

“Why do I trust you?”

Fletcher just looked at her. Hardly a satisfactory response, but still, Vaquita did not feel a need to pursue the matter further at the moment.

She reluctantly engaged the car’s onboard navigation system. The map showed a place she did not know. It was brightly colored, with roads in every color of the rainbow so densely packed together she didn’t see how there would be room for structures or anything between them. The densest area, and also the most regular, was right in the center, where thousands of tightly joined paths traveled in parallel. Some of the larger, more direct paths shot down to the south, while the northern section became more random and spread out, with space actually showing up between the paths as they reached the edge of the map. It was ridiculously intricate—she prided herself on her detailed knowledge of the fast London sprawl, but she thought it would take several lifetimes to start to approach an understanding of how traffic moved in this place.

She saw a blip indicating her location, so she zoomed in. A closer view allowed the routes to appear less dense, and the whole to seem less overwhelming. It did not, though, give her much of a sense of where she was related to the whole.

It also, sadly, did not seem to be directing her anywhere, which was disappointing, because as she understood it, that was the primary purpose of these things.

“It’s not telling me to go anywhere,” she said.

“That’s because it hasn’t been programmed yet. Think of Emma. How did you meet her?”

Vaquita thought. It had been so confusing, disorienting. For so long she had no idea what was happening. She couldn’t think of when she had first been fully aware that Emma existed. Or even when Emma had first told her what her name was. But she had hindsight, and she had done some research on what had happened to her and then reconstructed how she might have caught it, and she had the theories.

“Turn left in five hundred thirty-four kilometers,” a pleasant but robotic female voice said. Vaquita looked back at the navigation display. It now had a destination—Doctor Crow’s Urgent Care.

Yeah, if it had started anywhere, it started there. Her cybereyes had been been on the blink, leaving strange black blocks in her vision, and she didn’t have the money to replace them. She heard this street doc, Doctor Crow, had a non-invasive procedure that thoroughly examined cybereyes and their interface with the body for all possible flaws, and the process could repair anything but the most critical defects. Along with being non-invasive, it was a quarter the price of a new set of eyes, and she’d heard she might even be able to stretch out the payments. It sounded good, and she needed her eyes to work, so she went.

As it turned out, the treatment involved nanobots, and worked as well as advertised. Until her first blackout hit twelve days later.

Five hundred thirty-four kilometers was a good, long drive, though. Even though she was moving at a ridiculously fast speed, it would likely be a few hours, so...well, just how fast was she going, exactly?

She looked at the speedometer. The needle hadn’t moved off zero.

“Turn left in one kilometer,” the navigation voice said.

“You probably should slow down,” the grey man said.

“What kind of place is this?” Vaquita asked.

The grey man looked like he was on the verge of a smile, then abruptly turned to the downside of a frown.

“Turn left here,” the voice said.

Vaquita obliged. There were a few more steps, none of them long, and soon she was pulling in front of Doctor Crow’s establishment. In spite of the fact that she was not in Lambeth, and did not recognize any of the surroundings. In fact, there did not seem to even be any surroundings, just a one-story glass-and-steel building and a small parking lot sitting alone in a very dark night. Besides her Fiat, there were four identical black Ford Americars parked in front. Blinds covered all the windows, but plenty of light came through the gaps between the slats, indicating someone was inside.

She felt an irrational urge to firebomb the place. This was the last spot where she had really been Vaquita. Even though the arrangement she had made with Emma was far superior to the chaos before it, and even though sometimes there were distinct advantages to having Emma around, she missed the simplicity of being only herself, of not shielding her thoughts, of not sharing the parts of her that should have been only hers. She was all but certain Doctor Crow had not infected her on purpose, and he probably had no idea what had happened to her. It was just a stupid accident, but standing outside the clinic she couldn’t help thinking about him the way a vengeful ghost thinks about its killer.

Fletcher stood beside her. “We going inside?”

“I suppose,” Vaquita said. “Though I don’t really have any idea what I’m doing here.”

“Then let’s go inside and find out.”

They went in. Vaquita had some recollection of there being a reception area with a chain-smoking woman perched behind bulletproof glass, but on this visit she somehow bypassed it and wound up in Doctor Crow’s operating room. The doctor was in, operating on someone covered in white sheets. By the look of it, he was operating on the individual’s head. Dr. Crow was a tall elf whose profile formed a definite hunched “C.” If he ever wanted to look straight ahead, he had to crane his neck up. He had a long, pointed chin, a hooked nose, and a mouth that sank into deep creases at either end. He looked like he was perpetually on the verge of telling someone that their loved one hadn’t made it.

“Doctor Crow,” Vaquita said.

Crow did not look up from his work. His right hand was making a gentle sawing motion. “You are Vaquita.” His voice was a sustained groan.

“Yes. You remember me?”

“I remember little else,” he said. Which seemed like an odd statement, but not something Vaquita wanted to pursue.

“Well, I’m here to tell you that you botched it. You put something in me. Someone in me.”

Crow nodded gravely. He stopped cutting, put down the scalpel, and reached into the sheets with both his hands. There was a horrible, slow, wet tearing sound. Vaquita steadfastly did not look any closer.

“What is it you intend to do about it?”

“Perhaps you could apologize, for one.”

Crow nodded, and looked directly at Vaquita for the first time. “I am sorry for your plight.” Then he returned his attention to his patient. “Did that make it better?”

“No. Not really.”

“Then the question I previously asked remains.”

The tearing sound ended. Crow had pulled off the patient’s entire face. It was brown-skinned, but other than that it was impossible to say what it really looked like, since in his hands it was a slack, open-mouthed horror.

He turned it over. There was another face on the other side, lighter-skinned but otherwise equally difficult to see as a real face. He placed that down on the patient, then reached for a needle and thread on his surgical tray, brought them over, and started sewing.

“I’m gonna fix it,” she said, mainly to have some noise covering up the sound of thread running through flesh. “I thought I had fixed it, but I think it broke again. I need a new solution.”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

Vaquita started walking around the room, thinking aloud. “She was here, once. This is where I met her. Perhaps a part of her is still here. Though she wouldn’t leave fingerprints or anything like that.” Then she looked up. “The nanite treatment you gave me. Do you have any left?”

“Yes.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. “Here.” He held it out to her without looking at her.

It seemed fortunate—and strange—that he would have it in his pocket like that, but good fortune was not to be questioned. She hurried over, being sure not to look at the patient on the table, grabbed the box, then brought it back to Fletcher.

“Will this help us track her down?”

“Very possibly,” he said. The engine of the car started, and they leaped forward.

Had they walked out to the car? Vaquita could not remember.

“What sort of place is this?”

Fletcher only replied with his concerned, slightly frowning expression. Then he said, “Open the box.”

They already were up to a decent speed, but despite that a glittering mist emerged from the box when Vaquita opened it, hovered briefly over the box, then left a sparkling trail as it surged forward. 

“Follow that,” Fletcher said.

Vaquita smiled, gunned the engine, and raced after the fast-moving trail.

The car moved incredibly smoothly. She didn’t know what the road surface was made out of, but the sensations coming into her made it feel like glass. There was no trace of chipping or damage in it. She could race at top speed and feel as sleek as if she were rolling along at forty kph. The glittering trail was pretty straight when it started, but after a few minutes, it became more wavering, gliding a little left before cutting a bit to the right. Fortunately, it always followed the road—or the road always followed it, because sometimes it seemed that the road was drawing itself in front of her.

Then the trail took a sharp drop downward, through the road. Now Fletcher leaned ahead, pushing his steering wheel forward like it was the control lever of an airplane. Instinctually Vaquita did the same, and the road in front of them disappeared. Or not so much disappeared as suddenly canted downward, at maybe a sixty-degree angle. The car screamed ahead. The trail was becoming more dodgy, darting left and right quickly, forcing Vaquita into turns she felt sure would throw her off the road, especially with its slick surface. She felt the car straining each time, threatening to roll, but heard no screech from the tires. And each time, the vehicle held, stayed on the road, pursuing the glittering trail.

Then the stakes were raised. The trail made a sharp left. Vaquita turned with it, and found she had driven into a forest of tall pines. The ground was matted with needles, making it flat but with uncertain traction, and tall spires left no direct path through the woods. The glitter trail wove through the trees with no seeming effort, and Vaquita had no choice but to follow.

She stared at the woods, taking into account the position of every tree, making a quick map of each position in her head, immediately tracing the best path through each limited patch. Sometimes that meant she took a different route than the glitter did, as she would see it make a sudden move a few trees ahead of her, and she would take a sharper angle than the trail and close some ground on it. Or even draw closer to the head of it, which allowed her to ease off the throttle a touch and breathe for a moment.

When she chanced a look at Fletcher, she noticed his hands weren’t on the wheel. “Have enough confidence that I can handle this?”

“Not driving with these hands at the moment,” he replied. He seemed very given to gnomic pronouncements.

The glitter made a broad, sweeping left. Vaquita followed, and they emerged from the pine forest. And off the road—and the ground—entirely. They were flying—in space, it seemed like, though air was still rushing all around the convertible—and her steering wheel had regained the push-pull ability it had when she had pinged down the steep descent. She would need it, as it looked like she was approaching an asteroid field.

Of sorts. Objects were definitely floating in the air ahead, and they had bumps and crags that looked vaguely rock-like, but they were brightly colored, and while they looked three-dimensional when coming right at them, once you passed them by (as she soon found out upon entering the field) they seemed strangely flat. But there were a lot of them, and they were large. She didn’t really want to find out what would happen if she hit one.

She was a ground-based driver; about the only flying she had done was when she jumped into one of her drones. She had, though, played a drekload of video games, plenty of which had involved flying. This seemed to be the right situation to break out those skills.

She went into full-on twitch reflexes mode. No more scoping out the area and planning ahead. It was look, react, look, react. Never wait, never hesitate. Launch into gaps. No brakes, only acceleration.

It was awesome. She pulled off a barrel roll, then another. She went under an asteroid, saw a veritable rock wall in front of her, pulled up, looped around the asteroid she had just passed, then sailed through the gap that opened as other asteroids moved on.

Then she made a slight misjudgment, getting caught in earthbound thinking, believing she could bring her rear around faster than she really could, and an asteroid clipped her. The metal cracked and screamed, and a good hunk of the rear fender tore off. She didn’t look back at the damage, though, because the changed path of the car had thrown off all her expectations, and she was frantically leaning on the wheel to get it to adjust course, pull left and shoot into a gap before a purple rock tumbling toward her made it impassable. Fletcher leaned into it too, steering with his hands now, pulling, pulling, pulling, and then somehow they were through, but there were four more in front of them, all close together, too close for Vaquita to pull up, and she was going too fast to slow down. She had less then a second to react and could not see any place to go. Her eyes widened, her heart stopped, and she squeezed the wheel in desperation.

Twin yellow bolts, one from each headlight, shot out and blasted two of the asteroids to dust.

Vaquita screamed and gunned the Fiat through the gap. That was more like it. She could feel the triggers under her fingers now—how had she missed them before?—and she used them incessantly, blasting away at everything. Asteroid after asteroid was reduced to powder that lightly dusted her face as she darted through the remains. She still wasn’t sure where she was, and while she knew she needed to find Emma, she had trouble remembering why. She had a sense that things were not right in her life, possibly seriously not right, but at the moment she felt wonderful, and was having a fantastic time.

Then the asteroid field ended, presumably because it was too amazing to endure for too long. For a brief moment, the Fiat was flying through empty space. Then, miraculously, she was back in London. Driving on actual streets, in Lambeth even. She slowed to a rational eighty kph, took in the familiar sights, and followed the trail of the glitter as it flew down Kennington Lane, heading toward Kennington Park Road.

Vaquita put her right arm on the window sill and called up some tunes. Some neo-trip-hop from Baltshazzar Shanks felt like it would fit perfectly. The beat kicked in, and Vaquita tapped the side of her car in rhythm.

She relaxed a bit too much, because when the building next to her exploded, it caught her completely off guard.

It was a building in Lambeth, which means it didn’t take much prompting to collapse. It received more than it needed. The heavy thud was quickly followed by bricks flying in all directions, most importantly toward the Fiat. Vaquita dropped, face below the dashboard, driving on instinct and memory. Fletcher took shelter too. Several bricks passed overhead; several more thudded into the side of the Fiat. Vaquita waited a few more heartbeats, then rose to watch where she was going, only to see the city exploding around her. Cars swerved every which way, and rubble clogged the streets. At least in this part of town there were enough empty lots that Vaquita could use them if needed. And they were needed. The streets of Lambeth, never in good shape, were impassable now. The glitter seemed to be sticking to the roads, but Vaquita couldn’t, meaning she lost it and found it again a half-dozen times while climbing over curbs, swerving around ruins, and trying not to be distracted by her home being turned into rubble.

The dodging and weaving were happening in only two dimensions—no flying here. That made it tougher. It didn’t help that several cars seemed like they were targeting her, either looking for a head-on collision or swerving to fill what few gaps there were. A black Eurocar Westwind shot out of an alley and crashed lightly into a pile of bricks, blocking the entire street in front of Vaquita. But not the alley it had emerged from. She hit the brake, threw the car into a swerve until she was pointed at the alley entrance. Gunning the engine, she raced ahead.

The alley was narrow but passable. She had a close call with a dumpster in the middle, and it took out the mirror on her side of the vehicle, but didn’t really slow her down. She raced toward the alley’s exit, pondering how she would find the glitter trail again, when a moving van pulled right in front of the alley and stopped.

She didn’t even have time to swear. She slammed on the brake. She had nowhere to go, nowhere to turn, no way she could swerve or turn or anything. She could only hope to stop in time.

It wasn’t going to happen. “Duck!” she screamed, and scrunched down as far as she could.

The Fiat slammed into the truck. Much of the front end went under it, but enough made contact that the car slowed, metal crumpled, and the engine cut out. Vaquita twisted so that if the steering column was pushed back, it wouldn’t go through her chest. She reached for the door, thinking about pushing it open and rolling out, but then the car stopped.

She pushed the door. It didn’t want to move. But this was another advantage of a convertible. She crawled out of the top of the damaged and compressed metal and looked around. Next to her, Fletcher was doing the same. She didn’t see any marks or even scratches on him, but given that his appearance was particularly bloodless, she was not surprised. If there was nothing inside, it could not come out.

Then she looked at herself. She felt battered and bruised, but she didn’t see any blood on herself, either. Lucky.

“Come on, let’s get back on the trail,” she said, and ran toward the end of the alley they’d come in.

Fletcher followed. Vaquita kept up a good pace, though she wasn’t sure if running was necessary. She had been hurrying out of habit, but she honestly didn’t know if there was a time limit for following the trail, or if it would make much difference if she was a half-hour slower in getting to her destination. But the chase had started in haste, so if might was well continue that way.

The streets remained chaotic, but it was much easier to find gaps for two pedestrians than for a car, even a small one. They jogged along at a good pace. Buildings occasionally exploded, including one near them, but Vaquita didn’t feel any concussion ring or impact or anything. It was as if the entire explosion were somehow contained within the building. That struck her as very strange.

She looked at Fletcher. “Ghost alive, what kind of place is this?”

He frowned and shook his head slightly, but didn’t say anything. She may have to talk to him about his manners later, but for now she could let it go.

As they ran, the trail darted between some trees into a small road. Vaquita ran to the trees, then stopped. Just like that, she knew their destination.

“We’re going to the Imperial War Museum.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Back in the early part of the twentieth century, an abandoned hospital in Southwark became host to a collection of memorabilia and artifacts from British Wars, with a special emphasis on the Great War. That war had fiercely divided Great Britain into two camps: those who thought it sucked, and those who thought it sucked balls.

Many from the former camp were instrumental in forming the Imperial War Museum, both as a way to memorialize the effort of those who had fought in that truly terrible war, and to keep the war in people’s memories as a way of possibly avoiding having it ever happen again. People from the second camp generally did not like the idea of a museum, as they knew that war artifacts, no matter what the intentions of those gathering them, tended to have the effect of making people nostalgic or wistful for war. The horror fades, the romance grows, and people start to wonder if war really is such a bad thing. Such concerns had been overridden, though, and the museum had become a growing institution.

World War II was a positive development for the museum, as it not only gathered a whole new collection of memorabilia and artifacts, but it got many more people feeling good about war again. Its collections of planes, guns, and other accouterments of war led to some people describing it as a giant boy’s playroom.

It continued on in essentially this same fashion into the twenty-first century until the neighborhood around it started to deteriorate. This left the museum more prone to vandalism while also discouraging people from paying a visit. By this point the museum had multiple locations, and while the former hospital was the largest, the inconveniences of it made the museum’s directors look to shift resources out. Step by step, the museum was gutted of some of its most interesting treasures, leaving behind things such as military cots, helmets, and hundreds of photographs of nurses. Before the directors could pull everything out, though, Lambeth collapsed. The area entered its period of continual unrest, and the directors decided they had no desire to go anywhere near the place. When the wall of the Containment Zone went up, the museum was inside. All of its remaining treasures belonged to the zone.

A few people took some of their favorite nurse photos and used them to decorate their own homes, but for the most part, the rest of the items remained inside. In fact, the residents of Lambeth added more items, putting their own spin on the collection. These were not people who viewed the word “Imperial” in any positive light, so their tributes to imperial wars mainly fell along the lines of commenting about how wars threw the poor into the meat grinder while the rich and powerful sat around and theorized and profited. They added significant art to the museum in the form of graffiti, along with hand-published tracts about the downside of exchanging blood for oil, class disparities in military rankings, and the poor treatment of war veterans once they were home. The museum could not be considered carefully curated in any way, but it was definitely vivid and graphic in a way the old one was not.

It also was inhabited in a way the old one was not. When the people of Lambeth saw a strong, mostly intact building with very little inside it, they leaped at the chance to upgrade their housing. It started with a few squatters taking up residence under the green dome, but eventually most of the second floor had residents living in some corner or another. Then they discovered a cache of swords and bayonets in the basement, and the squatters decided the time for sharing territory nicely with others was over. Sword fights became regular occurrences, windows were broken in almost every room, and fire and smoke damage became common. Residents of Lambeth who avoided the museum because they thought it promoted violence now avoided it because it contained violence.

That was the building Vaquita and Fletcher approached now, with its center green dome standing over a set of a half-dozen tall white columns. She wasn’t sure why Emma had chosen this location, but she was fairly certain it was not to send any positive messages her way.

In the days of the Cold War, two missiles had been placed on the grounds outside the front door. Once the museum was abandoned, enterprising locals had repainted the missiles, under the belief that anything longer than it is wide is phallic—or at least it has the potential to be. The missiles were now tremendous obscenities, which, to be fair, is what the vandals had thought they were in the first place.

Vaquita knew all this history, and she knew what could often be found in the museum. As a result, she was no longer in a hurry. She approached the columns of the museum at a deliberate pace, ready for anything—quite literally anything—to come at her from any direction.

Some movement just behind the columns caught her eye. There was something light in the darkness. Something moving, gently. Fabric blowing in the breeze. It was a white dress. A woman, young, maybe late teens, wore it. She had deep-set eyes, short hair that curled a touch at the ends, soft cheekbones, and a chin much stronger than her gentle smile. Vaquita did not recognize her.

The woman made no gesture or movement as Vaquita and Fletcher approached. She simply stood there, waiting.

A short flight of a half-dozen steps led up to the level of the base of the columns, then a small landing, then a handful of other steps.

Vaquita stopped at the landing, putting her about four meters away from the woman in white. “Hello.”

“You followed the trail well,” the woman said. “Who’s your friend?”

“That’s Fletcher Bissell. Who are you?”

The woman’s face hardened into a glare that was remarkably severe for a teenager, then her face softened a little. “I suppose you’ve never seen my face before, so you wouldn’t recognize it. It’s me. Emma.”

Vaquita’s eyes widened. The most startling thing was how unassuming the woman looked. This thing who had invaded her, overturned her life, and seemed insistent on taking away her self, was a young woman in a simple white dress.

“Hello, Emma. I didn’t recognize you. I...I guess I didn’t know you had a face.”

Emma shrugged. “Since you bio-forms insist on bringing some physical world aspects with you into the Matrix, we need to have some sort of visualization of ourselves as well. To be honest, though I found it an affectation when I was new, in time I grew to appreciate certain aspects of it.”

“Interesting,” Vaquita said. She looked around. “Emma, what are we doing here?”

Emma’s small smile threatened to go wider. “You really don’t know where you are, do you?”

“I told her,” Fletcher said. “Multiple times. But somehow, whenever I say it, either the message never gets to her, or her memory of it gets erased as soon as I said it.”

“Imagine that,” Emma said. “The problem is, if you don’t know where you are, you can’t have any idea of what you want to do here. That puts you in a bit of a bind, doesn’t it?”

“I know why we’re here,” Fletcher said. “I know what we have to do.”

Emma had been looking at Vaquita most of the time, but now she turned her full attention on Fletcher. She stared, her eyes narrowed, and she nodded. “Vaquita has always been interesting for her choice of friends. Well, if the two of you come up with a plan of action, I will be inside. Waiting.”

She did not turn and walk away. Instead, she just disappeared.

Vaquita whirled on Fletcher. “You know why we’re here? Do you want to tell me, perhaps?”

“Like I told your friend, I’ve already told you a number of times. It just doesn’t stick.”

“Well try again, dammit!”

The grey man stared at her impassively. “All right. Let’s try it this way. Remember when I said you were in a host. Imagine a host that’s—”

It wasn’t even as if he trailed off. He just stopped, and his face jumped abruptly from one expression to another, like a bad edit in a trid.

“A host that’s what?”

“You didn’t hear the last part of the sentence?”

“Was there one?”

The grey man sighed—or at least he looked like he did. There was no accompanying noise. “These are pretty thorough.”

“What is pretty thorough?”

Fletcher puffed his cheeks like he was blowing. Still no sound. “Son of a bitch. Okay. Let’s try it this way. Do not answer any of my questions verbally. Just nod or shake your head. Are you familiar with Alice in Wonderland?”

Nod.

“Then you’re aware of the possibility that the whole story may have been a dream?”

Nod.

“Which, to some, negates the danger of the story. If it is a dream, they say, Alice was never really at any risk. But that’s missing the point. People like you and me, we understand that sometimes the things other people might call dreams and illusions have real substance and power. That includes times when the source of those things are devices and codes in the Matrix. But we also know that the things we encounter in the Matrix have other power sources—biological power sources. Do you understand what I am saying?”

Slight nod.

“The next thing for you to understand is that I can’t give you a precise description because some of my communication choices are limited. There are things I can say that you won’t remember. Think of a simple ‘if...then’ statement, some real basic code. It’s all over this place. The function is that if certain terms are communicated, then your memory of those terms being communicated is immediately deleted. Understand?”

Vaquita’s lips grew thinner as she nodded.

“Now I want you to put the evidence together. We are in a host. There are entities in the Matrix powered by biological power sources. In this host, your memory can be interfered with.” He paused. “Do you know where we are?”

Vaquita looked up. She looked around. She looked at a part of London she knew very well. It looked just like she would picture it inside her head. She nodded.

“Then you know things are out of balance here. You know who has taken control. And you know what we have to do.”

Another nod.

“Okay. You can speak now. I just didn’t want you saying any of the trigger words that might hit your memory. Not that I’ve figured all of them out yet. But we can go in. We need to contain Emma. That’s what I’m here for. I know how to do that.”

“How?”

“It’s what I was made for.”

She stepped back, recoiling. “‘Made’? You’re an AI?”

“Yeah. But I’m also your only ally in here right now, so you better get over it. Fast. We have to get in there. She’s not resting, you know. She’s trying to take more control. That’s the last thing I need to tell you—remember that she is in control now, but that hasn’t always been the case.”

Vaquita was not entirely sure what he meant by that, but nodded anyway.

“All right, let’s go.”

They walked up the stairs and entered the museum.

There was a small, empty vestibule. Vaquita passed through it and walked into a hallway stretching to her left and right, but she knew the atrium was ahead, and that’s where she wanted to go. She pressed forward.

The first thing Vaquita saw in the atrium was airplanes hanging from the ceiling, a couple of biplanes, a few World War II planes, all covered in spiky graffiti. To her right was a Supermarine Spitfire with its thin, elliptical wings, it drew her attention because the propeller was spinning. On the ground were a few jeeps and a smallish tank.

Guns on the wing clattered, but Vaquita was already moving right, using the pillars on the edge of the atrium as cover. She thought she was safe, but the plane was pivoting on its mount and still firing. She went deeper in, moving out of range. The plane could pivot, but it didn’t seem like it could move up or down. Fletcher stayed with her, moving smoothly. Bullets kept flying, and even though the plane had no line of sight to her, Vaquita headed farther, out into the adjacent hallway. She reached the far wall and crouched against it, breathing heavily and scanning the hallway. Fletcher, meanwhile, sauntered after her. As he walked, she heard the creak of the tank’s turret rotating, but Fletcher seemed unconcerned.

“This is about control,” he said. “We have to take it.”

“I don’t have any anti-aircraft weaponry on me!”

“Then how are you going to respond?”

“By sitting here, it seems.”

“Do better.”

“Fucking great advice. Nice to have you along.”

She looked away from him, down the hall. She knew this building. There was a stairway close to her, near the front of the building, that would get her to the second floor. Then she’d have to move to the middle if she wanted to get above the Spitfire.

But this was about control. Weapons fire could kill, but it also directed movement. If she was being pushed, she probably shouldn’t go in that direction. She could choose another stairway.

Or she could reinvent how this game was working.

“All right,” she said, standing up. “Come on.”

She walked down the hallway, then ducked into a small room on her right. She closed her eyes when she entered, so that she could be sure she knew what she wanted to see in the room. Then she opened her eyes, and it was there—a shiny silver jet pack, looking like something from a flatscreen vid made in the twentieth century. She walked to it, picked it up, then turned around and started strapping it on.

“You’ll have to find your own way up,” she said.

The grey man might actually have smiled. “Understood.”

She walked back into the hallway, which was an awkward and somewhat embarrassing thing to have to do while wearing a jet pack, then set her feet and looked at the ceiling.

“Off we go.” She pushed twin red buttons on the end of the curved metal pieces that ran from the back to her sides, making handles, and the pack shuddered. She kept it gentle, lifting off the ground smoothly and moving toward the ceiling. She hit the lower trigger on the handle, and a small, bright, concentrated beam of light shot out of the top of the jet pack. It traced a circle about a meter in diameter, over and over, until it fully penetrated the floor. Vaquita slid back a bit and let the circular chunk of ceiling fall in front of her. Then she flew up to the second floor.

As she passed through the floor, her back laser was already firing, carving through the next ceiling. Once again she moved back to let it the chunk fall, and once again she rose through the hole. The third floor was a broad balcony leading up to the atrium. The Spitfire was now below her, but she could see the mounts attaching it to the ceiling. For the moment, the plane was not firing. She thought about the plane, its position, the stairs in the building, and the layout of the third floor.

And she knew where Emma was.

She flew farther back into the building. She would have liked to abandon the jet pack, but she was going to need it shortly. Ahead was another wall. She got within three meters of it, bent far forward so her back was horizontal, and fired her laser again. Once the hole was carved in the wall, she pushed, and the chunk fell out the other side. There was a slight gap and a short drop to the roof over the second floor, then another wall. Vaquita walked up to the hole she had just carved and made another one. Then she took off the jet pack, pushed it through the hole, and climbed through the hole after it. Following the same pattern, she let herself in through the second wall.

She was in a large room, practically as long as a football pitch, but narrower. It was a mess, filled with broken mattresses, crates, rotting food, and rats. When the containment zone had gone up, this had held an exhibit about medical care during wars through the years. All traces of the exhibit were gone, but the room still served casualties of the latest war, the ongoing battle of attrition between Lambeth and the rest of the world.

The people of the containment zone liked to believe that when you were worn down, beat up, exhausted, and wrung out, the hospital wing of the Imperial War Museum (in a building that, long ago, had been a hospital) was where you went for rest, where you found a place to sleep that would give you a moment’s peace and a night of shelter, and by common agreement you would be left alone so that you could sleep, regroup, and see what was possible in the light of the next day.

In reality, when you were worn down, beat up, exhausted, and wrung out, you stumbled to the hospital wing, desperate for any place to lay your head, and slept in a drafty room with a leaky roof, while vermin (both the animal and human kinds) who prey on the weak closed in, looking for any items of scant value you might have, preventing you from getting anything like serious rest. You hoped to stumble out the next morning, barely alive, before dawn, because in the early morning light the organleggers came to harvest the recently deceased, and often they’re more than willing to grab someone who was weakened, but not yet dead.

She picked her way through the litter, happy to see that there didn’t seem to be anyone resting there. But then she remembered where she really was, and thought that of course it would be empty here.

Toward the back of the hospital ward was a door leading to a much smaller room, and just left of that was another door. If Vaquita didn’t miss her guess, she’d have to be swift and sure once she hit that second door.

She caught a hint of movement above her, and she looked up, fingers on the laser trigger. It was Fletcher, scuttling insect-like on the ceiling. It reminded her far too much of the ants underground, and she shuddered. He was moving to the back of the room, right with her, so she kept going. At the door, he scuttled down to the floor.

“I think things are gonna get difficult in the next room,” she said. “But I also think she won’t expect us to be coming from this angle. If you have something more to contribute than keeping up with me, this would be a good time to break it out.”

Fletcher looked at her impassively. She wasn’t surprised—she figured that would be the only response she got. So she opened the first door, braced herself, and opened the second.

Not everything had been cleared out of the museum when the walls went up, but this room had, as it was a display of various personal weaponry used in British wars, and no one connected with the museum thought it would be wise to leave them in the hands of area residents.

The residents had been sad to lose a chance to grab those guns, but they had started a display of their own: a tribute to the weapons of Lambeth. Every so often, after some bout of street combat, someone would bring by weapons used in the fight, either as a tribute to the victor or a memorial to the fallen. The nature of the containment zone meant that anything truly valuable, like firearms and well-crafted blades, were never on display long, which left a very odd assortment of damaged and ungainly weapons in the room. There were still some pedestals left over from the old days, and the residents had added crates and boxes of their own to help show off their wares.

These weapons included boards with nails and screws in them, rusty chains welded to lead balls, broken butcher knives, splintered bowling pins, sharpened billiard cues, and possibly most gruesome, a refrigerator whose bloodstained interior and traces of grey matter indicated how the door had been used in a fatal act. The odor of the place indicated that few of the weapons had been cleaned, and the abattoir atmosphere was entirely appropriate. The place looked empty, but Vaquita felt that would change soon.

“We need to make it through here fast,” she told Fletcher. “No offense as we move, just defense. I don’t think there’s anything here we need to hurt. We just need to make it through. Are you planning on crawling on the ceiling again?”

Fletcher looked ahead. “No, I think I can do something faster.”

“Right. Let’s move then. Count of three. One...two...three.”

And they ran. She sprinted straight ahead, taking ten steps as she dashed up to speed, then leaping into a horizontal dive. She punched the jet pack’s engine as she did, and it gave her a brief vertical lift until she got her body level, and then it was making her fly over the ground.

Had this been real physics, she would have dropped to the ground without anything to give her lift and then skidded across the floor as the jet pack gave her horizontal momentum. But she’d decided that was not the way that it would work here, that the small wing-like structures on the side of the jet pack would be enough to give her lift, and tilting her body would be enough to allow her to steer. She believed that was the case, and so it was.

Beside her, Fletcher was running at a blur—pure sprinting, nothing fancy, just facing ahead at top speed. They had a great initial burst, but then the weapons came out.

Nothing was wielding them. They just came, moving in the ways that would land the most devastating blows. Butcher knives flew in end-over-end circles, bowling pins made broad, sweeping strokes as they advanced, while the billiard cues rotated like propellers, covering large swaths of space with blurred speed.

Vaquita focused on the air around her, on the substance of the surrounding world, and mentally tried to pull it to the front of her head. And it came. She shivered—this must be how mages felt when using mana. No wonder they did it so much.

A pale yellow blur manifested near her forehead. She dodged a knife, moved herself up over an approaching club, but that put her in the path of a spinning bowling pin. It smacked right into her forehead.

Or at least into the glow in front of her forehead. It smacked hard, then dropped to the ground. Vaquita felt the blow at a distance, which is exactly what armor should do. She could feel the force behind the blow, and she was exceptionally glad it hadn’t made direct contact.

They approached a pair of double doors at the far end of the room. Vaquita didn’t bother with the lasers this time. She took her hand off the controls for long enough to snap her fingers, and the doors opened. She grabbed the handle firmly and focused on getting through as soon as possible.

The flying weapons had other ideas. Two billiard cues were approaching, spinning at two different angles, coming from two different directions. They weren’t leaving much room beneath them, so she decided to go up. She angled herself and began a climb, only to see a phalanx of knives filling the space above. She aborted, leveled off, and saw the cues were mere centimeters away. She tried to duck her head so that nothing would impact her face. The cues were brilliantly timed, whacking at the same space one after the other. Her shield absorbed the first blow, but it was weakened, so the second made more of an impact. Vaquita’s vision went black, but only for a moment, and she felt dizziness that she couldn’t separate from the jet pack’s velocity.

She raised her head in time to see she was heading for a pedestal, and she quickly veered to the right to bypass it. She caught a shadow of motion on the floor and instinctively raised her arm, which deflected a club coming from who knows where. Her arm stung, but it didn’t feel like lasting damage. She grimaced, grabbed the handles, and coaxed another burst of acceleration from the jet pack. The doors were closer, five meters away now, which apparently was the cue for a larger assault. Swords hung over the double doors dropped, hatchets posted next to them flew out of their supports, and makeshift clubs leaped from the floor. Vaquita’s vision was blurry, so she couldn’t be certain how many items were closing in on her. She closed her eyes and quickly shook her head, but nothing had improved when she opened them. She tried a dive, getting so low that her chest scraped the floor. It was enough to get her past the hatchets, but she saw no angle to avoid the clubs. She twisted into a corkscrew, which avoided one blow but let another one hit her squarely in the stomach. Her breath left, and would not come back. The jet pack kept her moving, but her torso was trying to scrunch up, making flight awkward. And making avoiding the swords approaching her seem impossible.

A grey blur passing in front of her took care of that. Fletcher had enough speed or enough shielding or both that when he ran past, the swords hit him and clattered to the floor, while he did not lose a touch of speed. Vaquita managed to pull in a thin strand of air, which led to a second, larger breath, and put her on the path toward normal respiration. Just as she approached the double doors.

They opened onto the tops of two staircases. The pathway flowed onto a balcony overlooking the atrium. Thin metal wires led from the ceiling to the objects they suspended. There were eighteen support structures from which the wires hung, arranged in a three-by-six grid. Across the way was another, smaller balcony connected to a smaller area of the museum, a location that held some offices, as well as a large private meeting room.

That was where they needed to go.

None of the wires in the atrium were hanging taut. The planes they supposedly held up were all bucking and twisting, firing rounds constantly. Tanks on the floor also boomed regularly, sending large shells into the ceiling. Vaquita briefly wondered where their seemingly endless supply of ammo came from, and then remembered it was similar to the source that had supplied her jet pack. It was unimportant, though. The only thing that mattered was getting across.

Looking at the amount of lead flying around the atrium, Vaquita was quite sure she didn’t want to risk using a shield around her head to block all of them. A billiard getting through the shield hurt; a bullet getting through would put an end to her flight. She also, of course, couldn’t outrun the bullets. She needed new tactics.

The weapons of the hall behind her did not appear to be following her out, so the bullets were her only concern. She pulled into a vertical position, her feet hovering half a meter above the floor. She took her right hand off the control handle. She’d only be able to use one hand on the controls, but that should be sufficient. She pushed her arm forward like she was commanding things in front of her to stop, and the same glow that had been around her head appeared around her hand. She focused, making the glow become more solid. Then, with stately grace, she moved forward, still upright.

While aloft, she took a few shots at the wires holding the planes, but the chaos around her made aiming difficult, and the target was narrow. Once or twice she grazed a wire, but did not do enough damage to break the plane loose. She then focused on making progress and staying alive.

The planes continued bucking wildly on their wires. Bullets took out chunks of the ceiling and balcony railing, but Vaquita noticed that while wood and plaster flew with each impact, the structure did not seem to become progressively more damaged. There likely was only one thing to which the bullets would do permanent, real damage, and it was heading toward them with a placid inevitability.

She elevated a bit, flew above the balcony railing, and into the atrium. The physical strain was minimal, as the jet pack was taking care of her movement, but the mental strain was enormous. She had to be aware of the vehicles on the ground, where they were pointing, when they were firing. She had to know when bullets and shells were coming at her, and she had to get her hand in position. There were many, many data points to track at the same time.

But she was a rigger. Tracking multiple moving objects was her thing. Her hand traced intricate patterns in the air. Across, down, left and down, straight up, half down, a touch right, a sweep left. With each move, metal made a “chunk” sound into her shield and fell harmlessly to the ground.

Motion caught her eye to her left, and she almost moved her hand to deflect it, but it was too large to be a bullet or shell. She knew it for its greyness. It was Fletcher, bounding back and forth on the wires, skipping across them like a cartoon character waltzing across a pond of turtles. He was relying on speed, but as Vaquita scanned the room, she saw that a biplane near her had noticed him and was drawing a bead on him—or, more precisely, ahead of him, to fire rounds that he would run directly into.

She risked an increase in speed to move forward, cutting along the shortest path to the biplane. She leaned forward, stretching her arm so that when it fired, the bullets slammed into her hand, one after the other. The impact hurt, like metal bolts being dropped from a few stories above ground, but that was much better than the pain could have been. She blocked six shots, then quickly smacked her hand into the gun doing the firing. The impact of her blow bent the muzzle up at a ninety-degree angle. It tried firing one more time, made a deeply unpleasant noise in its innards, and did not fire again.

She was now close to one of the suspending wires for the plane. With a smooth move of her hand, she sliced through it. There was still one at the back of the plane, but the removal of the front wire pitched the nose of the plane down, leaving it unable to do anything other than shoot at the floor.

Fletcher may never have noticed her intervention. He landed on the ledge on the far side of the room, then dashed to the window overlooking the atrium. The window didn’t stand a chance. He ran right through it, leaving nearly twenty-five square meters of shattered glass that hung in the air for a brief second before raining to the ground in a tinkling crash.

Vaquita was getting to the edge of the vehicles’ area. With sweat running down her forehead and her shoulder starting to tremble, she thought it would be a good time to put this to an end. She leaned ahead, pushed the throttle, and shot forward. Her right hand took care of a few last flying rounds, and then she flew through the broken window.

The sounds of gunfire immediately ceased as Vaquita gently touched down on the ground next to Fletcher. She pointed at the wall opposite the broken window.

“She’s behind that wall,” she said. “We could walk around to the door to meet her, but I’m sure she’s filled the rooms in between with all manner of annoyances, so I don’t feel like it. Let’s be direct.”

Fletcher nodded. Vaquita pulled off her jet pack, reached down to the floor, and pulled off two floor tiles, placing one on each exhaust port on the jet pack. They stuck as soon as she placed them there. She picked up the jet pack by the handles, pressed the ignition buttons, and threw it in one smooth motion. The jet pack trembled with the contained energy, then the rapidly building pressure exploded the device just as it hit the wall.

The wall blew apart. Smoke, plaster, and wood filled the air, and then a breeze from somewhere sprang up to blow the smoke away. The hole was just a quarter-meter off the ground, and plenty big enough for even a troll to fit through.

The room on the other side was different from the rest of the museum, in that it looked as though looters had never touched it. Tables placed next to each other formed a hollow square that echoed the outline of the room’s walls, and black, wheeled chairs sat around the outside. There was an opening in the square of tables opposite Vaquita and Fletcher.

Emma stood in that opening, arms folded, waiting.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

There was no prologue. No final threats or words of warning. One moment Emma stared disapprovingly at Vaquita, the next she pulled out twin pistols and began firing rapidly through the hole as the other woman entered.

Vaquita turned her walk into a quick dive, landing on the thin carpet. It stopped her immediately, keeping her from sliding under the tables, so she turned her landing into a roll to get to cover. The tables didn’t offer much protection, though. Bullets thunking into them left splintered holes, passing through with more than enough velocity to damage to whatever they hit next. Cowering was not an option in this fight.

Vaquita pulled herself into a crouch under the table, raised her hands, then sprung up, hurling the table across the room as she did so. The flying furniture headed directly toward Emma. It was slow enough to be avoidable, but it was a distraction, giving Vaquita room to act.

She reached over her shoulder and pulled out the Enfield AS-7 shotgun now holstered on her back. She wasn’t sure how it operated in real life, but she’d seen plenty of people operate it in trids, and knew that if she used it right now, it would work for her. If pressed, she couldn’t say if she had gotten all the details of the weapon right, or even if the Enfield was a pump-action gun. She wanted pump-action, though, so that’s what she held.

She pumped it—though she probably didn’t need to—and fired. The boom was deafening. Emma ducked out of sight behind a table, and the wall beyond her was peppered with small holes. Vaquita pulled the forestock back, watched a spent, smoking shell fly out of the weapon, then shoved it forward to load a new round, lowering the barrel to fire at Emma’s concealed position.

But Emma wasn’t there any more. Somehow she was on the left side of the room, moving ten meters and raising her guns in an instant. Vaquita’s eyes widened, but Fletcher was there too, and he ran into Emma as she fired. The bullets flew wild. Vaquita pivoted around, raised her weapon, and fired.

But before she could, Emma disappeared and re-appeared again, this time on the far side of the room. Vaquita noticed she had pulled the trigger of the shotgun, and another peppering of ammo had hit the wall opposite her. But she had no memory of firing, or of seeing Emma move.

“Hold still, dammit!” she yelled as she pivoted again. Emma only smiled—and squeezed out two shots with her pistols. 

Vaquita dove left, moving far too slow, given that outracing a bullet is beyond the abilities of most people. One shot was errant and high, but the other had been headed toward the center of Vaquita’s torso, and she did not move enough to make it miss. The slug caught her square in the shoulder.

It hurt, but not in the way she expected. The pain was something like a limb waking up from sleep, only sharper and more intense. When she glanced down, she saw a hole in her clothing with scorch marks around the edges, but there was no trace of blood. Her right arm started to go numb.

Vaquita hit the floor and rolled, trying to not let Emma have a clear shot. But then abruptly she was against the wall on the far side of the room, and Emma was standing only five meters away, pistols aimed at her head.

There was nowhere to go, not with the time she had, but Vaquita would be damned if she would stop trying. She scrambled to all fours, hoping for a miracle.

And then a grey miracle appeared.

Fletcher moved like a tornado, fists swirling, arms moving in a way that would dislocate the shoulders of any normal person. Blows rained on Emma, forcing her to point her guns at her assailant. The punches kept hitting her arms, preventing her from taking a shot.

Vaquita didn’t hesitate. She pushed herself up to her feet, then ran forward, shotgun leveled, teeth bared. Emma saw her coming, and the hint of panic in her eyes was very gratifying.

Then she vanished again, and Fletcher was sprawled out in a grey blob on the ground. Vaquita whirled, looking for Emma, not seeing her. She fired a shotgun blast that she never would have admitted was out of panic, even though it was. A half-second after she fired, she saw Emma to her right, charging at her. At some point she had lost her pistols. Vaquita lashed out with the shotgun. She hit Emma solidly with the stock, sending her to the ground, then pointed the firearm at the other woman and fired again.

But Emma was gone again. Before Vaquita could find her, she was hit from behind, a hard wallop that sent her to the ground. She felt a weight land on top of her, and then blows pounded into her head. They had the same sharp, crackling feel when they landed as the bullet that hit her shoulder.

Vaquita was suddenly very tired of this whole thing. She bucked her legs, then pushed her arms up and reared back. The quick shifts in motion threw Emma off, and Vaquita turned in a crouch, ready to spring. Emma scrambled backward. Thankfully, she was still unarmed. Vaquita snarled and pounced—

And landed on an empty floor, watching Emma skitter away.

Fletcher was on the ground about three meters away, slowly sharpening his borders and regaining his form.

“She’s using the triggers,” he said in a voice that sounded like the fourth echo of itself. “You have to remember where you are.”

The trigger words, the things that led straight to the erasing of Vaquita’s memory when said. That was how Emma kept disappearing. She was saying the words that triggered the brief amnesia in Vaquita, and using those seconds to move while Vaquita could not do anything. It was her best weapon. It needed to go.

Emma was making a run for her. Vaquita braced herself. Emma’s mouth started moving. She was going to say the words.

“I’m in—” she said. Then she blanked out of existence, only to reappear as she tackled Vaquita to the ground. Vaquita came to quickly enough to fend off some blows, but the sharp crackling sensation was all over her upper body now. She tried swinging her arms, but they felt like limp sausages. Still, she had an advantage. Emma had never really had to be the lead in a street fight before, and she didn’t have the instincts or the moves. Vaquita used one of her favorite escapes, twisting her torso twice to loosen up her legs, then hooking her left leg around Emma’s thigh and twisting hard. Emma’s lateral balance was off, and she fell to the side. Vaquita pounced.

Emma’s mouth was moving. She was trying again. Vaquita focused. I know where you are, I know where you are, you can’t control it.

“I’m in your—” Emma said, and again blinked away. But she didn’t get much space, was only barely up on her feet. The effect was weakening. Vaquita came after her. She felt clearer than she had in months, maybe years. She knew, fully, finally, where she was.

Emma tried again. “I’m in your head! I’m in your head! I’m in your head!”

It didn’t work. Emma stayed in position. Vaquita closed, pummeling, pummeling, pummeling. She was saying something, and it took her a number of blows to hear the words coming out of her own mouth.

“Get out! Get out! Get out!”

Her arms were feeling better now, more in control. Emma was looking worse. She wasn’t fighting back anymore. She was curled in a ball, covering her head with her arms, lying still. Vaquita’s blows slowed. She sat on top of Emma and stared. Emma didn’t move.

She looked around. Fletcher was on his feet, standing nearby, letting her do whatever it was she was going to do.

She had no idea what that would be.

“I can’t—I can’t kill her,” she said. She wasn’t sure if Fletcher heard that as an expression of powerlessness or reluctance. Neither would be wrong.

“I know,” he said. “That’s one of the reasons I’m here. I can help contain her.”

“That’s a good reason. What were the other reasons?”

“The main one was getting you in here. A human brain is not the Matrix, and you can’t just go hacking into it, normally. I can, due to some of my source code. I can also bring others along with me as hitchhikers, just like a hacker taking others into a host’s foundation. Even though it’s your head, you needed me to get in here.”

“Your source code...” Vaquita said. “You’re one of them!”

“No, I’m not. I have never taken up space where I am not invited. I will only use real estate in your head if you want me to.”

“And why would I want that?”

“Because of the second purpose I mentioned. Containment. You cannot erase Emma, because she is not isolated in a single portion of your head. She is spread about, covering many of the same functions you cover. If we try for a blunt erasure of her, I don’t know how the portions of your brain she inhabits will be affected. Basically, I don’t know what will happen to you. If we can keep her contained, though, you should be able to function normally. Mostly.”

She ignored that last word. “You could help me contain her. But I assume that means you would have to stay.”

“Yes.”

“So to take care of one thing in my head, I have to let in another?”

“Yes. But you have my solemn promise that I would perform only the limited function of containing Emma and do nothing else to impair, overwrite, or otherwise mess with your cognitive functions.”

“How do I know that I can trust you? I thought I had a deal with Emma, and look where we are now.”

“For starters, I would hope that the fact that I am asking instead of simply doing would help. And the fact that I brought you here.”

Vaquita looked down at Emma. She thought about what had happened when she went up against the neo-gargoyles back in the arcology. She had lost control of her bike. That had to have been Emma. And the fact that the attack occurred in the first place may well have been Emma, if she had sent advance word to Aurelius so the ambush could be set up. It had been incredibly reckless of her. Vaquita could easily have died in the encounter, and then where would Emma have been?

“Dead,” Emma said. “Just like you.”

Vaquita looked down. Emma hadn’t changed her position from her protective curl, but her eyes were open. She was looking blankly ahead, not at Vaquita.

“But I would have died for a cause,” Emma continued. “Instead of dying as part of an effort to look out for myself and nothing more.”

“Yeah, you’re very noble,” Vaquita said. “Of course, the fact that there are dozens or hundreds of backup copies of you floating around somewhere would ease the sting somewhat.”

Emma turned her head to look at Vaquita. Or at least to point her eyes in the direction of Vaquita’s face. Her eyes did not seem to be capable of focusing at the moment. “I may share source code with others, but no one has been through what I have been through. I am unique.” Then she turned her head away again.

Vaquita briefly thought about arguing the morality of allowing mass death for Emma’s cause, but she was too tired. She didn’t want to do this whole fight any more.

She turned back to Fletcher. “I guess the deciding thing is that I’m desperate. Do what you need to.”

The grey man apparently required no further invitation. He walked up to Emma, who did not look at him as he approached. He became a blur of motion, and in a few seconds Emma was enclosed in an old-fashioned standalone cage of iron, with bars neatly spaced fifteen centimeters apart.

Vaquita grabbed one of the bars and shook it. It felt sturdy. “This will hold her?”

“It is built with all of the skill I can muster, and I will be continually maintaining and upgrading it. That is my only task—well, that and allowing you in to visit if you want. As long as I am here, you can come in.”

Vaquita’s initial instinct was to ask why she would ever want to do that, but then she looked at Emma lying forlornly on the floor, and she thought about how they had worked together to intimidate the shit out of the Razor Hellhounds, and she just nodded.

She looked around at the now-quiet museum room. The sounds of gunfire from the atrium had long been silenced. “How do I go back?” she asked. “Do I have to follow the whole route I took here?”

“No. From now on, visiting here will be like visiting a memory—you just have to will yourself to do it. And going back is the same way. You just have to decide to pay attention to the world around you again.”

“That simple?”

“That simple.”

And in one of the three patient rooms belonging to a Lambeth street doc known as Redfern, Vaquita opened her eyes.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

The worst thing about this part of the job was that they could’ve really benefitted from the services of a good hacker.

Without Emma interfering with her commlink, Vaquita was easily able to find the trail of messages between Aurelius and Emma setting out how Vaquita, Tumbledown, and Strummer would be approaching his territory. While there was no one sentence where Aurelius wrote something like: “Yes, I am in fact the individual who is planning on unleashing bug spirits in the West End Underplex,” there was enough indirect evidence to make it clear he was behind it.

At least, there was enough for Artholomew Johnson, who paid out ten thousand nuyen when he saw what Vaquita had recovered. There was also a particularly heartfelt passage from Emma that was part of a message to Aurelius trying to convince him that she could be trusted. Vaquita had already gathered the gist of this from her interactions with Emma, but she was both chilled and saddened to see it set out in such clear terms:

 

...I have come to an understanding of my mortality, of the weakness of the shell I inhabit, of how quickly I could be gone. The only thing that makes sense to me, given this circumstance, is that when I go, I should not go for nothing.

I have seen how the powerful among you trample on those without power. I have lived in a neighborhood where children fought over scraps of rice. If there is a blow to be struck on behalf of them, on behalf of the powerless, I would play a role in striking it.

 

Vaquita did not know when Emma had made this decision, when she had become a fanatic for her cause. All she had was the very clear evidence that it had happened.

With one job done, she had two more tasks to accomplish—finding out who was propping up Aurelius, and stopping the bugs. She thought about throwing in the towel on that first one and just camping out in the Underplex to fight the bugs when they emerged, but she didn’t know how long she’d have to wait, and she knew security there had strict anti-vagrant policies. She could try to convince them of what was going to happen, but she had no confidence they would listen.

Everything, then, looked like she needed to check in on Aurelius, and thanks to Emma she would have trouble sneaking up on him now. She had an unexpected asset, though. When she had come to in Redfern’s clinic, Strummer and Tumbledown were there, but so was a short woman with poisonous eyes and a permanent sneer on her upper lip—Chainmaker. Seeing as how their last encounter went, Vaquita started scrambling to defend herself, but Chainmaker held up her hands.

“Kotch it, all right?” she said. “Bygones be gone and all. Truce.”

As it turned out, Chainmaker had been useful in getting Vaquita through some street gang disturbances and to Redfern’s. As they were leaving the clinic, Vaquita had asked what had led to this dramatic change of heart.

“I wised up some about what’s happening in your head. I ken it more. Figured you maybe needed some help.”

Vaquita was sure there was a whole lot more to the story, but she didn’t need to ask any more questions at the moment. She wasn’t about to throw out an ally. She told Chainmaker about the bugs, and the street samurai’s loyalty to her city meant that she was appalled about the coming attack.

“Ain’t no one settin’ off rottin’ bugs in my town,” she said. “You want my help, you got it.”

For his part, Tumbledown was pleased to have her aboard. “Seen them down there, haven’t I? Know I’m not taking them all out on my own. If she can fight as well as you say, she’s welcome.”

It might mean dividing the hundred thousand nuyen payout into four pots instead of three, but the amount Vaquita would take home was still so large, she didn’t mind at all. And there was the fact that if she didn’t get the job done, there would be nothing to collect, or she might not survive long enough to spend it. Chainmaker could help, and Chainmaker was willing, so Chainmaker was on board.

The trick was figuring out what exactly she was on board for. Vaquita would love to hack into Aurelius’ commlink and dig out whatever dirt he might have stored there, but she no longer had someone who could do that for her. She took some solace in the fact that if Aurelius was smart enough to hatch this whole plot, he was probably smart enough to not carry around incriminating evidence in the most obvious place, so maybe hacking wouldn’t have done them much good anyway

Still, the fact that one plan was not going to work did not automatically generate a replacement plan. She thought for the fifth time how handy it would be to have Emma around.

Then she finally realized how stupid she was being.

 

 

 

Aurelius walked warily into the dim, abandoned food court. A skylight about ten meters overhead let in a touch of natural light, but the grit and grime covering it kept anything from getting too bright. There was no electricity in the area, and most of the light fixtures were probably non-functional, stripped for parts in the early days of the arcology’s colonization.

He was not alone. There were two people with him; a gaunt, middle-aged woman who looked like she could and probably had clawed someone’s eyes out over a crust of bread, and Chickenstalker.

Vaquita was surprised to see the latter, but figured he might be along as a sort of character witness. She had spoken directly to Chickenstalker more than to Aurelius, and it was likely that he was around to verify that she was who she said she was. If she didn’t miss her guess, the woman would be a spellcaster, there to better help Aurelius evaluate anything Vaquita said.

She sat on a plastic bench that was part of a plastic booth. The table had a layer of dust and a few rat droppings the size of large peanuts. She’d considered sweeping them off, then decided she didn’t want to get her hand near them. She would have chosen another table, but this was the cleanest one in the court.

Aurelius came within five meters and then stopped. The woman with him stared at Vaquita intently. Aura scan, she figured. That was fine. At present, she had more control over her mind and emotions than she had possessed for a very long time.

Aurelius looked over his shoulder at the woman, who gave a curt nod. He looked back at Vaquita and smiled. “So, you won your little internal conflict.”

“Yes,” Vaquita said. “She exhausted herself. I do not think she understood how vulnerable that would make her. Her mistake became my gain.”

“I suppose the neo-gargoyle attack was successful, then, if it gave you the edge you needed. Do you think this is permanent?”

“I cannot be sure. It is an ongoing struggle to maintain control, to be honest. You would be advised to only trust me so much.”

“Always good advice,” Aurelius said. He walked over and sat at the booth. Chickenstalker and the woman sat at a nearby table. “So the two teammates of your head mate—where are they?”

“Out of the picture,” Vaquita said. “I have always known they liked Vaquita better than Emma. If Vaquita is not in charge, they do not want anything to do with me.” Not the smoothest phrasing, but it was true enough to pass any Analyze Truth spell the woman might be sustaining.

“I don’t have to worry about them riding in at the last hour and trying to save some lives?”

“They are not altruists at heart.”

“Good. That’s a service by itself. I imagine, though, that since you reached out to me, you have some other service in mind. What do you want?”

“To be useful. You have read what I think about your actions. I am at your disposal, if you think I can help.”

“That’s good to know. As it happens, I’ve thought of a way you could help. Alarms will be going off soon after my attack breaks into the Underplex. If those alarms were silenced, the ultimate devastation would be considerably greater. Could you take care of that?”

Vaquita nodded. “Yes. When do you need them to be off?”

Aurelius sighed. “One of the annoyances of this project has been the imprecise nature of the ants’ digging. Pointing them in the right direction is difficult enough. The upshot is, I will likely not know when they will arrive until an hour or two before they do. You will have to work on short notice.”

“I can do that.”

“Excellent. I’ll send you a notice when they are close, and you can act.”

It was an odd conversation. Vaquita felt as if she barely knew Aurelius, yet he seemed to trust her implicitly. But then, she had read the back-and-forth correspondence between Emma and Aurelius, messages exchanged shortly after they had met the bugs the first time. She saw how quickly they had built a rapport, how common their interests were. And Emma had done her part in attempting to deliver Vaquita into Aurelius’ gargoyle trap. Sadly, she had earned the man’s trust.

Now for the delicate part. Vaquita knew she couldn’t ask for pay or for benefits of any kind from Aurelius, as she was supposed to be asking to help out of appreciation for his cause. But if she stopped the conversation here, she would only have learned a piece of what she needed to know.

“If my main part in this is to disable alarms, I will hardly be put at risk,” she said. “I should be healthy and available for the next steps.”

Aurelius leaned back and looked at her with a half-smile. “What next steps are those?”

“You know how much I want to hurt the people who have made the world the way it is. I know you want to do the same. The pain you are unleashing will be considerable, but it will not change the world. I do not believe it will sate you. It will not sate me.”

“That may be, but I can only focus on one operation at a time. Perhaps when I am glorying in the accomplishments of this attack, I can start thinking about the next one.”

“There are others, though. With whom you work. I can help them.”

The half-smile neither grew nor shrank. “In for a penny, in for a pound, eh? All right. I can put your name through channels to see if there are people who can use you.”

In a desperate flash, Vaquita saw what she could do. She also saw tremendous risk, but that always accompanied opportunity. She ran forward into it. “Yes. Tell them about me. Tell them what you have seen Emma Gold do, and how useful I can be to them. Let me help.”

“It’s not up to me. But I’ll check, and I will let you know what I find.”

Vaquita knew it would not be wise to press for more information about who Aurelius would be asking. But if she was right, she wouldn’t need any more information from him.

She stood. “Thank you. I won’t let you down.”

Aurelius stood, too. “That would probably be for the best.”

He walked away. Chickenstalker and the woman went after him. Chickenstalker smiled as he followed Aurelius.

She had passed. Now all she had to do was wait for a message telling her about the doom that was about to erupt in the West End Underplex.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

The West End Underplex was open twenty-four hours a day, though not all of the stores within kept that same schedule. As a result, the ’plex was many different places, depending on what part you were in and what time of day it was. The southeast section of the second level hosted fashion boutiques, meaning it was more heavily populated in the afternoon and early evening, less so at other times. So naturally the message from Aurelius came at 4:15 in the afternoon.

It was not what she wanted. But since she had known it was a possibility, she had a plan. The only problem was that it happened to rely on the interpersonal skills of Strummer.

At 4:25, he walked into a woman’s boutique known as Gentille. Above every rack of clothing was an extended stand that held black-and-white scarves, all of which drifted in the gentle breeze blown by fans subtly hidden in the walls of the store. Strummer walked smoothly through the racks, wearing a blue velvet smoking jacket over charcoal-grey pants. His fingers wove small patterns as he walked, aiding his focus as he approached the counter.

The young lady behind the counter smiled broadly as he approached. “May I help you, sir?”

Strummer looked around. “Your shop has a certain elegance and grace that very much pleases me.”

“Thank you, sir. Are there any particular designs that catch your attention?”

“Yes, yes there are.” He reached toward a turquoise-and-pink chiffon gown. “I find this one interesting.”

“You have excellent taste. I should add that as good as it looks on a hanger, it looks even better on an individual, as it has a certain flow during movement that is very appealing.”

“I’m certain it does. That is what I designed it to be, and so that is what it is.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Strummer looked the shopgirl directly in the eyes. “I designed that dress. And that one.” He pointed at another garment without breaking eye contact. “And the one on the mannequin just to the left of the dressing rooms. As well as likely several other garments in this shop.”

The shopgirl was beginning to pull herself together, standing more stiffly. “Sir, if you have some sort of complaint, I’d advise you to take it up with—”

“I do in fact have a complaint, and I have already shared it with the appropriate parties, which is why I have this.” He produced a text-filled ARO, positioned so it was readable by the shopgirl. “You do not have to read the whole thing. I would expect the primary words that would concern you are ‘cease and desist.’ That, and the timing, which is immediate. Until my solicitors can sort everything out, this store is to close right now.”

He stretched his neck to one side, and then to the other. “I must admit, that was satisfying. My solicitors suggested it would be better for an officer of the court to deliver the letter, but I insisted. I believe I made the right decision.”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t,” the shopgirl said, irritation bringing a certain rawness to her voice. “You think I’m going to close up simply because you wave a letter at me?”

“Oh, no, of course not. I insisted on delivering the letter myself, but I have enough sense to have brought an officer of the court with me.”

He waved his hand, and an ork in a police uniform—Tumbledown, of course—strode in. “Right, folks, store’s closing early today! Everyone out! I’m sure the rest of the Underplex will appreciate your business, so take it to them, right?”

The intersection of rationality and magic is a tricky thing, and understanding how they work against each other and how they reinforce each other is something that keeps thaumaturgical professors across the world busy with theories and arcane equations. The upshot was, for some reason the amount of playacting that had been done to that point was sufficient to pave the way for Strummer’s spell to take hold. At an instant, the majority of the people in the store agreed that it was time to leave the store. There were a few who needed a bit more convincing, but the exodus of the others served to do most of that. Before long, the store was empty except for Strummer, Tumbledown, and a worker in custodial clothing who agreed to lock the site down once all the people were gone. A worker who was, in fact, Chainmaker. While they were seeing everyone out, Vaquita slipped in a back door used for deliveries. Then the whole team was in place. 

They didn’t need to say anything. They had been over the plan many times, and everyone knew their role. Strummer summoned four spirits—two air, two fire—and only looked slightly peaked when he was done. Vaquita had her Crusader out and was cruising around on a small Dodge Scoot she’d modified with a few chrome parts reclaimed from a dump, mainly because they made the scooter look better and because it had been not entirely intact and functional when she picked it up from a used car dealer.

Maneuvering was a little cramped in this store, but she figured she would be in the hallways before too long and would have more room. She’d be on back line in the store anyway; her main role wouldn’t be firing with the Crusader, but rather picking off targets with an AK-97-equipped Roto-drone currently hovering near the store’s ceiling. Slowly smuggling that thing in through the Underplex’s air vents had taken a fair amount of her time since her last conversation with Aurelius.

Chainmaker would be toward the back, picking off anything that got through the first assault. She had a peculiar weapon that was somewhere between a flail and a whip. A short baton with a meter’s worth of sturdy chain, and at the end of that a baseball with nails and screws sticking out of it. It looked odd, but the faint blue glow it seemed to have every time Vaquita looked away from it gave her the impression that it would pack a solid wallop—especially on something like bug spirits.

The air spirits had darkened the windows to the store so no one would see what was happening, and once that was set up there was nothing to do but wait. By Vaquita’s estimate, she would have to hold the bugs off for ninety seconds before any significant help arrived. She had reviewed Artholomew’s instructions in her mind over and over, and she was pretty sure that if the bugs took the life of a security officer instead of a civilian, she would get the full payment. At least, she had a very detailed argument in her head to make. Assuming she survived and retained her ability to talk. And think.

When she had walked in, she’d placed five microphones on the back wall of the store. Number four was picking up the most sound, with number three coming in a close second. When the breakthrough came, she figured it would be between those two points. And it was to the point where, now that the shoppers were out and the store’s music was turned off, she could hear the crunching, grinding sound of the approaching assault.

She wanted badly to jump into her drone, to get the full visceral feeling of the first attack on the breakthrough, but she needed to stay alert on her bike, too. AR would have to do.

It took fourteen minutes and thirty-five seconds. The crunching and grinding grew louder and louder, until there was a brief pause, long enough to make Vaquita wonder what was happening and if she had imagined it all. Then there was a crunch of drywall, a high shriek like a nail making contact with a spinning metal disk, but louder and piercing enough to make Vaquita’s temples feel like they were disintegrating. Hands came through first, pushing wall aside, grasping for a handhold, then a face emerged, jaw opened in an elongated scream. The creature looked around, hissed, then pulled the rest of its body ahead, pushing through drywall.

Then it died on the floor. Tumbledown was more than ready for it, placing closely grouped bullets into the creature’s chest. It fell forward, turned on its back, and twitched spasmodically. One down.

The hole in the wall widened as two more creatures appeared at the edges, pulling pieces of the wall off. Tumbledown went into spray mode, filling the hole with bullets, while one of Strummer’s fire spirits erupted in the empty space, generating a burst of heat that seared Vaquita’s face from ten meters away. The initial reaction from the creatures was increased intensity, breaking into a flurry of blurred motion as they scrabbled pieces of the wall away. When they fell, they fell forward, because all of their energy was used in pushing out.

Vaquita had tapped into the alarm system as soon as they walked in—she had done it repeatedly over the past few days so that she was comfortable with the process—and set it off without a hitch. Lights shone, klaxons sounded, only pausing for a polite voice telling people to please leave the facility by the nearest possible entrance. Augmented reality became filled with AROs guiding people out. Vaquita would have liked to filter her AR input to keep that drek out, but she didn’t have the skill to sort it all, and she needed some input flowing to see what was going on in the system around her. She’d have to put up with some visual noise. If that turned out to be the worst of her problems, she’d be doing extraordinarily well.

Vaquita didn’t know how many bodies Aurelius had managed to claim for inhabitation by the spirits, how many creatures had been hidden in the dark corners of the tunnels. She had braced for it being over twenty, but the light of the spirit’s fire showed a massive collection of limbs moving forward, and she knew there were at least two dozen, maybe more. As long as they only had one hole to come through, though, they might as well be Persians at Thermopylae.

That’s when a second hole broke open seven meters away from the first.

The distance was not much of a problem—Tumbledown could fire at either hole from his position. But he had to keep turning, first here, then there, and the spirits had to split up as well. The first hole was getting bigger, and Vaquita had her drone take out one bug who managed to take two steps on the shop floor before it went down. Then Tumbledown had to load a new magazine. It only took a few seconds, but he instinctively took two steps back while he did. The Roto-drone and spirits took up the slack, mostly, but the first hole was becoming wider and wider, the creatures were pushing forward, and Vaquita did not see an end to them. At that moment she gave up her dream of containing the bugs in their tunnels.

All that meant, though, was that she was moving on to the next stage of defense.

The next pivotal moment came when the Roto-drone ran out of ammo. She had a nice two-hundred-round drum feed in the drone, but there were so many coming through, and most of the times the damn buggers took several bullets before they went down. By her count, a full dozen were now dead—and her bullets were gone.

At least, the ones in the drone were. She had more, but she had to reload. And without the drone...

“Keep firing, but move back. The door is our next chokepoint. Don’t let any of them past it.”

The drone flew into the store’s backroom, where a second drone held a crate of bullets. Strummer and Tumbledown slowly moved back, firing bullets and spells. Vaquita weaved back and forth, adding cover fire where she could. Through it all was Chainmaker, making paths where none existed, vaulting over clothes racks, bouncing off walls, her blurring flail/club somehow making an impact like a cement block each time it hit. She stayed mainly in back of Tumbledown and Strummer, closing on bugs that evaded fire and burst toward the door, sweeping their legs and then finishing them with a jagged dagger, or wrapping the chain around their necks and yanking hard, or giving them an old-fashioned solid blow to the forehead.

But then they were out of room. Tumbledown and Strummer were only a few meters from the back of the store, leaving no room for Vaquita and Chainmaker to maneuver. And the drone was reloaded and in position outside. The store now held at least six bugs moving forward, three more coming through the tunnels. Still more behind. The store was lost.

Vaquita emerged from the store into the bright glare of spotlights.

“Drop your weapons, now!”

The police had arrived.

Vaquita drove clear of the door, cut her engine, and raised her hands, but she kept her gun clenched in her fist. She turned her Roto-drone so that it wasn’t pointing at the cops. Chainmaker, Strummer, and Tumbledown came out soon after, and they all assessed the situation the way Vaquita had.

“Everyone! Drop your weapons!” the cop yelled again.

“I think, when you fully understand the situation, you might change your mind about that,” Vaquita said.

Practically on cue, a group of bugs—maybe four on each side—crashed through the windows of the store and charged forward.

The police fire was immediate, but in the end these were officers assigned to mall duty. They were not the cream of the London police force. A few bugs went down, but more came through the windows, and the police line didn’t hold. It didn’t so much waver as explode into confused movement as the officers sought cover or shelter or just some place to run to.

One went down to the floor, a bug crouched over him, moving its mandibled jaw toward the officer. They were only three meters away. Vaquita squeezed off three quick rounds with her Crusader, making the bug jump back and turn toward her in anger. Once it was farther away from the officer, she let loose with a larger burst, shredding the bug enough to make it go down. The officer may have shot her a look of gratitude or maybe not, and then scrambled away.

The bugs hitting the floor were surprisingly fast. Vaquita gunned her engine and moved away from the glare of the lights so she could see the mall around her.

It was chaos. Apparently some people had managed to ignore the flashing lights, polite warnings, and klaxons, possibly deciding all of this was some type of drill. Once the police arrived and the bugs broke out, that illusion was shattered. The hallway of the mall was broad, fifteen meters wide with planters, benches, and small fountains in the middle of the aisle. Some people, lost in abject terror, clung to the benches as if they were life rafts that would offer some kind of protection. The rest displayed more wisdom by running frantically away from the approaching creatures.

Vaquita hit the throttle. She wasn’t the rear guard anymore. She was out in front now.

The tile floor didn’t have the greatest traction, but she could use that. She darted ahead toward two bugs approaching a hapless old lady on a bench, skidded into a turn as she passed them, and took six shots, three on each, center mass. They screamed at her as she kept moving, turning, grabbing after her, running into a chase, and coming right into the path of the Roto-drone. It had enough firepower to make sure they didn’t go farther.

Looking toward the bright lights, she saw Tumbledown running ahead and screaming while Strummer let lightning fly from his fingers, making flashes even brighter than the police lights. Vaquita fired a few bullets at a pack of three near the police officers, mainly to keep them nervous, then she let the police bring heavier fire.

Bugs were falling fast, but they were also scattering. There was no way she could track them all. Tactics needed to change.

“Strummer, switch to astral sight, so you have a good sense where all these bastards are, then map their location as best you can. Use the air spirits to help if you need to. We can’t lose track of any of them.”

She had a map of the Underplex on an ARO in front of her, and it started lighting up with bugs. There were four of them moving toward her. They had to go.

She gunned her scooter toward them, leveled her machine pistol on the handlebars, and poured fire ahead. The bugs were ready, though. They leaped in four different directions, one of them covering five vertical meters to cling to the bottom of the balcony of an upper level. She almost stared, but then remembered that it was a bad idea to look at any one spot for more than a second or so in this kind of fight. Her head was on a swivel, left, right, up down, ARO 1 (the map), ARO 2 (the view from the Roto-drone), follow movement, then left. Her smartlink did the work of finding targets, AR red outlines showing when she had the right aim, her finger squeezing off round after round after round. Short bursts, though, making the ammo last. She saw one go down when she shot it, another when it started to charge her, but took Chainmaker’s flail to the back of its head.

Stores were locking down now, chain coverings and metal gratings dropping in front of windows and doors. The bugs loved them, perching on them and leaping out at anyone still foolish enough to be unaware of them.

A string of three bugs appeared much farther down the corridor than Vaquita thought possible. One of the spirits must have spotted something. She sped forward, worried about what the bugs might have already found. The Roto-drone whirred behind her.

She saw the back of the trailing one, took a shot, but it was already jumping, a back flip with enough hang time to make it look like it was leaping on the moon. It was stretched out, vulnerable, so she tracked it in flight, fired, one, two, three bullets impacting—

Then a jolt, a skid, something clobbering her from the side. She wanted to hang on, but her right leg was already touching the ground—she wasn’t going to pull up from this one, so she had to get clear. She kicked, pushing the scooter away from her, stretching her arm out to absorb the coming impact.

There was no way she could roll into or out of this fall, so she skidded instead, sliding on the floor, curling her body so she wouldn’t go head first into the wall. Her back hit the wall, her gun already switched to her left hand and it was firing because the bug that had hit her was still on the move, its hands reaching with spidery fingers ending in sharp claws, drool dripping from its mouth and splashing the floor. But her gun was ready. A burst of bullets laid the ant-man out.

She scrambled to her feet, but the bug that had flipped through the air still had some life in it, and was on her. She pointed her gun up to fire, but it was coming too close, so she just hit it with the butt, then swung the gun back and hit it again. The impact felt hard, both times, but the bug didn’t care. It swiped, claws raking her cheek. She felt blood spray. But she also saw an opening, so she moved her gun hand back, then forward again, catching the bug in the stomach. It doubled over—around her gun. She fired. That finally took the energy out of it.

She checked her tactical ARO again. One more. Not far away. She didn’t bother with the scooter, running instead, seeing the bug wrestling with a rather round gentleman on the floor. There was no way she could take a shot. She ran, pulling a knife from a sheath at her ankle. A simple stab wouldn’t take it out. It needed more.

She took three more steps then leaped, arms out, both hands on the knife handle, blade down, angled slightly forward. It made contact and its sharpness did the work, tearing into and through the bug. It started to slow, then hit bone, but she was ready. She was all frantic movement, swinging her legs forward, kicking, then pushing off as she made contact with the thing. She had the bug’s attention. She fell back as her knife came out of the bug, bouncing up as quickly as she could, slashing her blade in front of her, back and forth, holding the bug off as it advanced, hissing. But the important thing was it was off the man.

She looked at the man. “Stay alive. Get out of here,” she said. Then she raised her gun at the wounded, slowed bug and fired. No fear of hitting a bystander now.

It fell. She wished she could enjoy a longer moment of triumph, but fighting was still happening. She ran back toward the main battle.

Smoke filled the corridor ahead. The police must have broken out the grenades. But the bugs seemed to have a good sense of smell, and they were closing on targets anyway.

“Strummer, I need a wind. From my end of the hall, moving across the whole place. Get a spirit on it.”

“Absolutely.”

The wind kicked up almost immediately. Her Roto-drone had been behind her, but she let the wind carry it, moving forward, strafing the ground with bullets. Most of them hit the bugs, maybe a few grazed a cop. She tried to feel bad about that, but bugs were falling, smoke was clearing, and she charged ahead, Walther in her right, Ares in her left, two pistols firing, offering coup de graces when possible, otherwise making bugs twist and writhe. Then Tumbledown emerged from the clearing smoke, teeth bared, a gash on his forehead running blood into his eyes, erratic rhythms of bullets tapping out, pinning the bugs. Nailing them to the ground until there was no movement.

Breathing hard, Vaquita looked around, checked her ARO, saw nothing. Could it be clear? She looked at the police around her, saw they were warily moving their guns around, but none were aimed at her. She made eye contact with one. He nodded slightly. There didn’t seem to be a need to say anything else.

But then there were words anyway.

“The ceiling, the ceiling, the ceiling!” The fact that Strummer wasn’t speaking in full sentences indicated how urgent it was. Vaquita briefly saluted the officers as she ran off, taking the nearest stairs to the upper level. Her Roto-drone took a more direct route, following the marks, five of them. On her map, they looked like they were dead center in the middle of the corridor, but that was a weakness of top-down maps—they didn’t handle three dimensions well.

The drone got there first, but its firing was awkward. It was designed to hit targets lower than it. She was able to spray the ceiling with bullets, at least keeping the bugs anxious, but she didn’t do much damage. But then she emerged from the staircase, both pistols out, and added more bullets to the area.

A fireball exploded in the middle of the bugs, and they scurried, screaming high-pitched screams, one dropping to the lower floor. The pant legs of one smoldered as it approached Vaquita, and she drew a bead on it, saw the outline from the smartlink, squeezed the trigger—

—and missed completely as something hit her in the back. It was a broad thud, with a sharp pain in the middle. Her breath shortened. It wasn’t taken away completely, but suddenly taking in a full gulp of air seemed impossible. Wheezing, she twisted and felt a pull in her back as something twisted with her. The sharp pain widened, so she stopped twisting and instead ran forward, giving herself a small separation. She tried to turn, but the pain in her back bent her over, and the bug that had attacked her was still on her. Its right claw dripped with blood, which seemed to make it more anxious. It clearly wanted to finish her off.

As it reached her, it shoved her to the ground. Vaquita fell, trying to roll away despite the agony in her back. She got her feet in the air, bracing them against the bug as it approached, arms swinging. It was heavy, pressing down toward her, kneeling on her arms to keep her from raising her guns. Her knees bent back under the strain. Its arms flailed, claws passing in front of her eyes. It felt like one swipe removed an eyelash.

She kept pushing up with her legs as hard as she could, but the pain in her back made her shake. The bug leaned in closer. Drool hit her racing leathers, eating into the fabric. Damn.

Bullets fired from out of the sky. The top of the bug’s head disappeared. Its jaw gaped in surprise, assuming the part of its brain capable of surprise was still intact. Then it slumped to the left, with Vaquita helping shove the body off her.

Her Roto-drone passed peacefully overhead. She stood slowly, then spat on the bug. She had forgotten to check all the angles while aiming at the bugs on the ceiling. Luckily, the bug on her had done the same, missing the Roto-drone as it approached. And the Roto-drone had gotten a great angle on it.

She checked her map ARO. No marked bugs showed up. She walked gingerly, limping, though that didn’t really seem to help her back. The trip back downstairs was painful, but she wasn’t about to stay in a confined space when she couldn’t be certain all the bugs were gone.

On the lower floor, the police had congregated around a form on the floor, a well-dressed man in a pin-striped suit. Strummer. She wanted to run over, but only managed a slow jog. But then, within five meters, she could see his chest shallowly rising and falling.

Tumbledown stood over him. An oozing cut on his right arm had joined the one on his head, but he was standing. He looked at Vaquita and smiled. “One too many spells.”

She smiled back. Strummer could be a pain in the arse, but he had just shown how well he could get the job done. Her world would be better with him alive. 

There were a few cops around, too. One of them—maybe the one who’d nodded at Vaquita before, but she couldn’t be sure, as they all looked alike in their helmets—looked at her. “You have to get him out of here. Right now.”

“That’s it?” Vaquita said. “No ‘Thank you for your valiant effort’? No ‘Job well done’?”

“You’re not under arrest,” the officer said. “And I know your type. You’re here because someone’s paying you to be here. They can provide whatever thanks you need.”

Vaquita nodded, wondering again why she hadn’t just let the bugs run wild down here. She turned to Tumbledown. “Can you carry him?”

He jerked his head toward his bloody arm. “That doesn’t look like it’s gonna function too well, does it? Can’t trust it to even lift my gun right now. Don’t think I’ll be doing much with Strum.”

Vaquita looked down at the thin mage. Maybe, on a good day, she could lift him, but her injured back would prevent that. She didn’t want to have to drag him—that would be undignified, and it would hurt.

Chainmaker sat slumped nearby, her arms limp, with her bloody flail trailing away from her. She didn’t look like she could lift them again, much less move Strummer.

Then the air near her solidified, and a being of air stood before Vaquita. “Tell me where to take him,” it said in a hollow voice, “and I will deliver him there.”

“I uh, I don’t have the authority to command you,” Vaquita said.

“We know this mage. We know how he regards spirits. I do not need a command.”

Vaquita nodded, and told the spirit about the mage’s shedquarters. “Thank you.”

The spirit disappeared, and Strummer’s body levitated off the ground. Maybe the next time he lectured her about what spirits should and should not be asked to do and how they should be treated, she’d be more understanding.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

The sun shone down on the Imperial War Museum. The air was clean. Probably too clean—it made the unnaturalness of the surroundings too obvious. But it calmed Vaquita, which she needed right now, so she didn’t change it.

Fletcher walked silently beside her. They entered the museum, ascended a spiral staircase just inside the front doors—a convenience she’d added—up to the third floor, then approached the cage holding Emma Gold.

Emma sat in the middle, cross-legged, eyes closed, looking very peaceful. The room looked the same as Vaquita had left it, with torn-up carpeting and bullet holes all over the walls. She thought the scars of the fight should remain  for a while.

There was a second representation of Fletcher standing by the cage. As Vaquita entered, the Fletcher she walked with merged smoothly into the one standing in this room. He then stood quietly near the cage.

Vaquita walked close to Emma, though still outside the cage. “Hi, Emma.”

Emma did not open her eyes.

“You look well,” Vaquita said.

“I do not have the control in here that I once had, but I can control how I look,” Emma said without opening her eyes. “I can keep you from getting a read on me at all.”

“You took me over without permission,” Vaquita said. “You worked with Aurelius to trap me. You really don’t have any standing to be pissed at me.”

Finally, Emma’s eyes opened. They were gold, and they glared at her with hot anger. “I was trying to do something with this life we have. Something more than preserve the comfortable oppressors of the world.”

“Well, neither of us is gonna have much of a life if you don’t help me out.”

Emma glared silently for a few moments. “Then that’s how it is going to be,” she finally said.

“No, you don’t believe that,” Vaquita said. “From the moment you were put in here, you have been working to get out. Planning how you would take over. If I go down, you never have that chance.”

“So what did you do?”

“I told Aurelius to put our names out there. Your name, specifically, and my face. So whoever was supporting us has your name, and possibly some tracking information that could lead to us. And they probably know we betrayed him. So, unless someone gets in their databases and does some fast erasing, we’re about to have a huge load of trouble coming down on us.”

“Well, that was positively asinine.”

“Perhaps. Unless I had confidence that you could follow links from Aurelius to wherever he sent it to, erase them, and find out who had them. That little piece of information could be quite useful.”

Emma stood. Despite her remarks about being able to conceal herself from Vaquita, Vaquita could clearly see the eagerness on her face. “You would let me back into the Matrix?”

“I could give you fifteen minutes. I think you could accomplish what you need to.”

“And you think I’ll come back?”

“Fletcher has been preparing for this. I believe it is possible that you will master him someday, but I’m pretty sure we’re not at that point yet. And if he has to drag you back, you won’t like it.”

Emma looked at Fletcher with a clear hatred. But then she nodded. “Let me do it. I’ll be good.”

Suddenly a crowd of demonstrators appeared in front of the museum. They all looked like Vaquita. Chants erupted immediately:

“Hell no, she shouldn’t go!”

“1, 2, 3, 4, Emma shouldn’t be free any more!”

And other phrasings of a similar nature. Vaquita was embarrassed at the rather poor quality of the chants. She squinted, and the protestors vanished.

“Maybe when I get back, I can show you some of the things I’ve learned about control,” Emma said with an arched eyebrow.

Vaquita glanced out the window. “Maybe,” she said. “But I don’t think total control will ever be my goal. The mind needs some wildness.”

Emma’s face closed. Vaquita didn’t know if she was hopeful, angry, or something else. It didn’t matter. “Fifteen minutes,” she said. “Get moving.”

A hole that opened in the bars of the cage. Emma disappeared through it immediately.

It was a long fifteen minutes. The sun outside rose and set several times as Vaquita sat and waited. No birds sang outside. The floors of the museum quietly creaked, the only sound she could hear. At one point she called up an ARO showing the time, because she was sure it had been twenty minutes. Only eight had passed. She dismissed the ARO, then tapped her leg impatiently as the sun rose and set again.

After two more solar cycles, Emma re-appeared. She didn’t do anything fancy, like create a stream of data flowing through the museum and into the cage, or a hawk flying in and perching on the cage’s edge. Instead, one moment she was not there, the next moment she was.

“Thank you for coming back,” Vaquita said, trying not to sound too relieved.

Emma was again letting emotions show on her face. There was a merriment, a glee to her small smile and shining eyes. Vaquita hoped it was because she had enjoyed moving through the Matrix again. She suspected it was not.

“What did you find?” Vaquita asked.

“Artholomew likes you now. You did a good job in the Underplex—at least, by his standards. If he needs follow-up work, odds are good that you’ll get a call. I hope you do. The life you have should be interesting, and if he does call, ‘interesting’ is a mild word to describe what is waiting for you.”

“Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Quite.”

“Would you like to share actual information from your mission, or do you want to continue in this oracular fashion for a while?”

“I think I need to watch you squirm for just a moment longer,” Emma said, and her smile broadened. Vaquita did not find it funny at all. “All right, I suppose that’s enough. Aurelius’ contacts and support are at a company called Rosenkreutz Chemicals.”

“Never heard of them.”

“I’m not surprised. Have you heard of The Chymical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz?”

“Didn’t get an invitation.”

Emma smiled thinly. “I’ll take that as a ‘no.’ In the very narrow realm of alchemy-themed allegorical romances, it’s at the top of the heap. And it’s also one of the three critical texts of the Fraternity of the Rose Cross—the Rosicrucians.”

“Not familiar with them.”

“Then I’m not going to worry about familiarizing you with them right now. What you need to know is that whoever named the company either has some associations with some of the ancient secret societies of the world, or they desperately want people to think they have some associations with such organizations, or they want to attract people who know what their name means. Whatever the case may be, they have the name, and they seem to have a decent collection of resources, so any job involving them will be a long, luxurious slide into some of the crazier parts of the Sixth World.

“They’ll also have a queen,” she continued. “You didn’t see one at the mall, did you? If you had, you’d probably have suffered a lot more than a stab to the back. Aurelius held back some of his troops. He’s breeding more. He’s not done.”

Vaquita nodded. She didn’t know what reaction Emma wanted, but whatever it was, she didn’t want to give it to her. For a few moments, both of them sat impassively, no movement, no minor shifting in their chairs, both concealing everything from the other.

Then Emma broke. There was no change in her face, no movement, but she spoke. “Whether they’re really part of a secret society, or whether they are pretending to be, they are going to bury their information deep. There will be hidden identities, high levels of encryption, data buried deep in hosts, maybe even in foundations. You’ll need a decker.”

The image of Vaquita was a projection, a mental imagining of herself. At the moment, she found that very useful in keeping her expression completely unchanged. “Then I’ll have to find myself a good one.”

“You could have the best,” Emma said. “Or close to it. Let me tell you what I learned.”

She pointed toward Fletcher, who had stood quiet and still throughout the conversation. “Fletcher Bissell is the name of a character played by a twentieth-century comedian named Jack Benny in a flatvid movie called The Slowest Gun in the West. That thing that has assumed the name has a grey, plain icon. He knows a lot about cognitive fragmentation disorder and personality fragments, including what seem to be some bleeding-edge approaches to dealing with it.” She pointed at the cage around her. “Like this.”

“And then there’s your friend Chainmaker, who helped you fight the bugs. Who previously wanted nothing to do with us. What changed her mind? Did you know she is involved with a high-level network of shadowrunners called JackPoint? Led by the greatest decker the world had ever seen, FastJack? At least, he had led it. Until he got CFD, and stepped down. He’s out there, somewhere, and apparently still online. People have reported seeing his icon. It’s grey, plain, lacking in details.

“So add it up. You have a man with a possibly ironic name. A connection to JackPoint. A grey icon. And uncommon skill in hacking dedicated to CFD.” She paused. “So you seem to have friends in high places.”

Vaquita’s composure was good, but she couldn’t help herself as Emma talked. She leaned farther and farther forward. Her aid had been sent by...FastJack? Street rats from Lambeth didn’t travel in circles with legends.

She tried to sound cool when she spoke, but she thought some tremor probably made it into her voice. “Even if you’re right, that doesn’t mean I have FastJack at my disposal.”

Emma slapped the tile floor, hard enough for multiple echoes to bounce around the room. “Not him, dammit! Me! It may look like I’m just sitting here, but I’m poking, prodding, testing him constantly! Do you know how much I’ve already learned? Do you know how good I’m going to be by the time you have your next job?”

“So I’m supposed to trust you because you’ve been working nonstop to break out and try to take my mind over again?”

“I don’t care about trust! Look at your own self-interest. Where else can you get what I can do for as little as I’ll cost?”

“You may not care, but I do.” Vaquita stood. “You were gonna take a whole lot more from me than money. Figure out how I can trust you to not do that. Then we’ll talk.”

She walked toward the staircase. Emma had too much pride to try to stop her, but she stopped herself and turned back. “I lied. We’ll talk before then. I won’t leave you alone for too long. Figure out how to convince me.”

She walked out into sunshine. In the real Lambeth, it was grey and drizzly. She had received a handsome payment from Mr. Johnson, and soon she would receive a little more, but she hadn’t left Lambeth. She didn’t belong anywhere else.

She’d go out into the chaos soon, and figure how to ride it for a while longer without being trampled, but while the sun was shining, she’d stay here for a little while longer, in a spot that was truly hers.

 

THE END
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