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FIDELITY




The tremor struck her left hand just as she was completing the first trigram of the I Ching. Three bronze coins with square holes at their centers clattered onto the countertop as her fingers sprang open wide and then fluttered like a moth in a flame. Cupping her left hand in her right, Alma activated the timer in her cybereye and watched the glowing red numbers that appeared in her lower right field of vision. Twenty-three seconds later, the tremor passed.

When it was over, she flexed her hand once and then ran her fingers through the series of complicated gestures that were part of her daily tai chi routine. Her hand moved smoothly, fingers flowing through the forms with absolute precision. She sped the gestures up, and her hand became a blur. Her move-by-wire system seemed to be working fine, accelerating her reactions until her fingers flowed with the speed and grace of rushing water. Sighing with relief, she lowered her hand.

The tremors had started six days ago, on February 17. She’d barely noticed at first—her hand would twitch once or twice and then return to normal. But they’d gradually increased in frequency and violence, and they now struck two or three times a day, preventing her from using her hand properly until the shaking stopped.

Worried that they might be the first signs of temporal lobe epilepsy, she’d booked a scan with PCI’s physicians the day after she’d first noticed them. She’d also spoken to Gray Squirrel, asking him if the experimental cyberware she’d been fitted with six months ago might be the cause of the problem. He’d promised to run some tests.

Two days after making that promise, Gray Squirrel had been extracted from PCI. In the wake of the kidnapping, Alma had canceled her CAT scan. Getting Gray Squirrel back was much more important than testing for something that would take months to become full-blown. Even if the tremors were the onset of TLE, the corrective nanosurgery could wait for a few days. The area of brain tissue that had become dysfunctional was probably still very small. She was glad it was her left hand, and not her right, that had been affected.

Alma reached for the three coins, sliding them across the countertop so that she could see them. All three had landed with Chinese characters face-down: changing yin. Together with the two lines that had already been cast, it formed the trigram for thunder.

Just as Alma was about to begin the second trigram, her cellphone chimed softly. She picked it up and flipped open its screen.

The face that appeared on the tiny monitor was a computer-generated, cartoonish image whose gestures and expressions were slaved with the caller’s. Text below the cartoon listed the caller as UNKNOWN MOBILE UNIT. Whoever was telecoming her had blocked the caller ID function.

Alma thumbed the audio-only respond button. She didn’t want the caller to see her face—or her apartment. “Yes?”

The voice that came out of the speaker was male and spoke English with a linguasoft-perfect accent. “Ms. Johnson?”

Alma allowed a fraction of a second’s delay before answering, despite the hope that she felt. Appearing too eager would be unprofessional, especially in front of a shadowrunner. “Yes.”

“This is Tiger Cat. I’ve uncovered some data on the ‘package’ that was stolen from your firm. How soon can you transfer payment?”

Alma’s heart beat a little faster at the good news. Forcing herself to remain calm, she activated her retinal clock. It was 8:07 a.m.

“Are you near a cred machine?” she asked.

“I could be.”

“Wait at least five minutes after this call ends, then slot your stick and call back. I’ll give you an access number to key in, and you’ll get the first payment. If your data checks out, a second payment will be transferred later.”

“My data’s good as platinum. I guarantee it.”

The cellphone’s screen blanked.

It took Alma two minutes and eighteen seconds to access her corporate expense account and preauthorize the transfer of three thousand nuyen to a certified credstick. As she waited for Tiger Cat’s second call, she stared out through a rain-streaked window at the city of Vancouver and sipped a glass of tyrosine-boosted soymilk. Fourteen stories below her apartment, banks of artificial grow lights inside the biodome that enclosed Stanley Park illuminated it from within, making it look like a gigantic, multifaceted light bulb. Beyond it, the twinned Lion’s Gate and Dan George bridges led to the North Shore, where row upon row of overpriced condoplexes climbed the foot of a blue-green mountain that rose to meet the rain clouds.

Alma picked up a remote and adjusted the window’s polarization. The view of the city was replaced by a reflection of the tiny loft apartment that was kitchen and bedroom in one. Stark white walls, counter and furniture accentuated the room’s minimalist look. The only images on the walls were framed certificates of appreciation from Pacific Cybernetics, arranged in a neat row above a table that held a potted cinnamon-scented orchid. Beside the plant was an animated holopic of a dozen children forming a human pyramid in front of a gigantic logo of a rising yellow sun: the Superkids. Their tiny images knelt on a ten-centimeter-wide square of projection plastic, grinning up at the viewer. All wore bright blue-and-yellow New Horizons Incorporated T-shirts, and all were exuberant and happy—except for the boy on the bottom left, who looked pensive and troubled: Aaron.

As the kids below steadied themselves, a girl at the top of the pyramid sprang into the air. She landed in a handstand and then lifted her right hand to wave while balancing on her left. Then there was a flicker, and the girl appeared back on top of the human pyramid as the holopic cycled back to the beginning again.

The image had been captured more than two decades ago, on Alma’s eighth birthday—one month before Aaron’s death. Two months after that, the project was shut down, and the corporation that had given birth to the Superkids was torn apart.

Alma’s body was still as athletic as ever under the black tights and red silk kimono she wore while relaxing at home, but her face had grown leaner since childhood. Straight, shoulder-length hair cut in blunt bangs framed Eurasian features. Her cybereyes were natural-tint models with brown irises, and the augmentations to her hearing had been done without removing or altering her natural ears. Her softlink chipjack was hidden at the nape of her neck. The rest of her cyberware and bionetic augmentations lay deep under her skin. In her line of work, it didn’t pay to advertise advantages. Surprise was too effective a weapon.

When Tiger Cat called back, she took a moment to center herself and then greeted him with a simple hello. Then she punched the credit transfer’s authorization number into her cellphone. She heard the faint beep-beep-beep of numbers being keyed into a cred machine. Tiger Cat thanked her with a purr in his voice.

“I managed to find out what happened to the ‘package’ that went missing,” he said. “It’s being shipped to Hong Kong by Swift Wind Cargo aboard the Plum Blossom. The ship is loading this morning at Vanterm 5. It’s a short turnaround; she’s due to sail at 4:40 this afternoon.”

“Will the package be going on board with the crew?” Alma asked.

“No—as cargo. It’s sealed inside a container.”

Alma blinked. Sealed inside a container? That was alarming news. An ocean crossing would take a week, at least—longer if the ship was delayed by a storm. Container ships didn’t have insulated holds.

“Won’t the package …” She searched for a way to say it obliquely but couldn’t find a word that would convey her worries adequately. She opted instead to be blunt. “How will the package manage to stay alive?”

She heard a faint chuckle before Tiger Cat answered. Unlikely as it was that anyone was listening in on their conversation, he stuck to the prearranged code. “The integrity of the package won’t be compromised. It’s being shipped inside a specialized stabilization unit—the type hospitals use when a transplant patient has to be put on ice for several days when a vat-grown organ isn’t immediately available. Don’t worry—the folks who have your package are making sure that it’s handled properly.”

Alma nodded to herself. No wonder Gray Squirrel hadn’t been spotted anywhere in the three days since his extraction. He was on ice—literally. At least he was still alive.

“Where’s the container now?”

“It was loaded on a truck this morning. It’s probably already at the terminal.”

“What about the four individuals I inquired about?” Alma asked. “Were the stills I provided from the securicams any help?”

“I recognized one of the faces: the male with the prominent teeth. He’s a local runner by the name of Wharf Rat. He’s heavily involved in smuggling—he’s got a network of contacts along the waterfront. Grabbing your package was a bit out of character for him, but I suppose he got the job because he knows whose palms to oil at the shipping companies. Someone had to turn a blind eye when an extra piece of cargo the size of a coffin was stuffed inside the container.

“Two of the other runners were just low-grade muscle that Wharf Rat hired off the street—none of my connections even knew their names. They haven’t been seen locally; it looks as though they’ve left town. I wasn’t able to find anything at all on the fourth person.”

“I didn’t expect you to,” Alma conceded. “Her digipic didn’t give you much to go on. Where is Wharf Rat now?”

Tiger Cat’s cartoon image shrugged. “Nobody knows. He’s disappeared.”

“What about the people who hired him?”

“I located someone who’s cozy with Wharf Rat, and she says the client was a typical Mr. Johnson. Untraceable—end of story. Should I keep digging?”

Alma frowned. Part of her job was to find out which of Pacific Cybernetics’ competitors had hired the shadowrunners, but for now the important thing was getting the “package” back.

“I’ll let you know,” she told Tiger Cat. “Do you have anything else for me?”

The cartoon shook its head. “That’s it. When can I expect the second payment?”

“When the package has been recovered.”

“Can I call you back tonight?”

“Tomorrow,” she said firmly.

“Agreed.”

Alma thumbed the cellphone’s disconnect icon and was just about to close the phone when she spotted a text message scrolling across the monitor. She read only part of it—HI AL. HOW’S YOUR DAY GOING? HAVE YOU FIGURED OUT WHO I AM YET—before angrily erasing the rest.

For the past three months, some crank caller who had gotten her cellphone number had been hacking their way into the phone’s daytimer memo function and leaving annoying messages. Alma had tried blocking the incoming calls, but without success—the caller must have used a different jackpoint each time. She’d even switched the cellphone’s number—twice. The crank messages were especially annoying now, when she needed to keep the phone clear for Tiger Cat’s calls.

Alma snapped the phone closed, set it down on the counter, and consulted her retinal clock. In seven hours and fifty-six minutes, the Plum Blossom would sail. Swift Wind was a large shipping firm; it would have hundreds of containers on the pier. In order to search them quickly and unobtrusively, Alma would need someone with astral capability. She’d also need technical support and a vehicle big enough to carry the stabilization unit out of the terminal, once it was located.

First and foremost on the long list of preparations, however, was the I Ching; the casting that Tiger Cat’s call had interrupted was only half complete. She picked up the coins and listened to them clink together as she shook them in her cupped hands.

The coins and a text-based copy of the Book of Changes had been a gift to Alma on her twelfth birthday, from the couple who had fostered her after the Superkid creche was broken apart. The coins dated from the mid-19th century but were not particularly valuable. Alma had considered them no more than curiosities that were fun to play with, until the day they predicted the deaths of those foster parents in a suborbital crash, back when she was seventeen. She’d consulted the I Ching every day since then and had committed each of the sixty-four hexagrams to memory.

About a year ago, Alma had the coins tested by a talismonger to see if they were magically active. He’d confirmed that the coins were exactly what they appeared to be: ordinary coins. Even so, their prophecies were unerringly accurate. More than once, the warnings they had given her had prevented her from making a terrible mistake.

Alma held the coins over the counter, deliberately stilling the anxious voice that insisted she immediately rush out and find Gray Squirrel. She shook the coins and let them fall, studied the result, and then repeated the process twice more. Each time, two coins landed face up and one face down: fixed yang. The trigram for sky.

She pondered the result: sky over thunder—the hexagram Fidelity. She could recite the overall judgment by heart: Strength comes from outside and guides those who are loyal from within. Although those whose fidelity is true are blameless, fidelity alone does not guarantee success. Those who deny what is true will not benefit from their actions.

It was an odd prophecy, considering the task that lay before her today. Did it mean that her own fidelity to her corporation would give her the strength she needed to succeed? Or had she overlooked some truth, and was failure thus indicated?

The reference to fidelity could apply equally to herself or to Gray Squirrel—the “package” that was being shipped to Hong Kong this afternoon. She knew the researcher well enough to be certain that he was innocent of any collusion in his extraction. He was as loyal to PCI as she was. Gray Squirrel and Alma had become good friends over the years that both had been working for the corporation, and they had grown even closer after Alma had volunteered to beta-test the REM inducer.

Their lives shared many parallels. Both had been separated from their families at an early age: Alma at the age of eight when the Superkids project was shut down and she was sent halfway across the continent to live with strangers in Salish-Shidhe; Gray Squirrel at ten when his parents sent him to live with an uncle in Aztlan in a misguided attempt to toughen him up. Both had been ostracized by the other children at their schools when they refused to hide their superior prowess and intellect. Alma’s cybernetics made her an oddity at the “back to basics” boarding school she was sent to—a school that didn’t even have Matrix access. Gray Squirrel’s keen intelligence and passion for science and math set him apart from the fitness-obsessed trainees at the paramilitary Eagle Warriors Academy that his uncle insisted he attend. Both Alma and Gray Squirrel had started their childhoods as part of a close-knit circle of siblings, and both had entered adulthood looking for something to fill the empty holes that their school years had gouged into them.

Each of them had found that something at Pacific Cybernetics. Surrounded by peers who respected their talents, each had risen swiftly through the ranks. They were part of a group of dedicated professionals who spent more time together, sharing triumphs and struggles, than most families.

For Alma, the rise to the top of PCI’s counterextractions department had been a smooth one, but for Gray Squirrel, his success in the research and development division was a mixed blessing. More than once, he had confided to Alma the problems he was having at home. His wife just didn’t understand the importance of his lengthy business trips to the PCI labs in the Philippines and was irritated by his round-the-clock research. He’d already compromised by always knocking off promptly at 11 p.m., no matter how engrossing the research was, and coming straight home, but still she complained.

Alma had reassured Gray Squirrel that a corporation was also a family—one that made equally valid demands on his time. And it was a family he could count on. Relationships had only two people to keep them going, and they often failed, but a corporation was sustained by hundreds or even thousands of employees. If one faltered, the others would be there to ensure its survival.

Unless, of course, the corporate family was deliberately torn apart by the UCAS judicial system and scattered to the winds—as her first one had been.

Gray Squirrel was one of the top researchers in Pacific Cybernetics’ R&D lab. He was the driving force behind the REM inducer, one of PCI’s most cutting-edge projects, which was certain to push the Vancouver-based company into the corporate big leagues once it was released. For that reason, Alma had been keeping an eye on him. She’d been prepared for an extraction attempt once the project’s beta-testing was complete and the REM inducer was officially announced.

She hadn’t expected it to come so soon. The suddenness of Gray Squirrel’s extraction—and its meticulous execution—had taken her completely by surprise. Even the I Ching had not warned of it.

Perhaps today’s message would become clearer as the day progressed. The first line of the hexagram had been changing yang; the second two were both changing yin. At some point in the next twenty-four hours the situation would change as yang became yin and yin became yang. A different hexagram would emerge: Meeting.

Alma hoped that this change would be for the better—that the “meeting” referred to would be the result of her successful recovery of Gray Squirrel. But as always, the I Ching was silent on the specifics. The coins could provide guidance, but it was Alma’s own actions that would ultimately determine how the day would unfold.










Alma stood in front of the Heroes’ Totems on Georgia Street, waiting under an umbrella for Reynolds to pick her up. From a distance, the nine totem poles appeared to be smooth cylinders of polished steel. The only features that could be made out were the regimental totems that perched at the top of each pole: wolf, bear, eagle, deer, thunderbird, killer whale, salmon, frog and beaver, all cast to resemble traditional Northwest Coast carvings. It wasn’t until you got closer that the names inscribed on the poles could be seen. And it wasn’t until you touched the names themselves that the digipics of the Rangers who had died were revealed.

Alma pressed a finger against one of the names on the killer whale pole and watched as the face of a young elf shimmered into view on the shiny surface like a face suddenly reflected by a mirror. Peter Charlie was a handsome man with reddish-blond hair and freckles that seemed to make a lie of his strong Native cheeks and nose. He had a cocky, confident smile that contrasted with the raindrops trickling down the surface of the pole, making it look as if tears were streaming down his cheeks. Alma felt tears begin to well in her own eyes and angrily blinked them away.

Peter had only worked seventeen months at PCI before quitting his job as a security guard to fight in the Tsimshian Border War, but they had developed a close friendship over that short time. He shared Alma’s love of demanding sport, and with his whiplike reflexes and wiry muscles he was one of the few people who could keep up with her in a one-on-one game of lacrosse toss. Had Alma not been his superior at PCI, they might have become lovers. They’d come close to it, on that night before his regiment was sent north. During the two months he was on active duty they’d kept in touch via telecom; the first thing Peter had done whenever he came in from a patrol was call her.

The telecom calls had stopped abruptly in May, during the major offensive that ended the Border War. In the days that followed the battle, the newsfaxes reported the horrendous details: the Tsimshian forces, harnessing the powerful ley lines that Halley’s Comet had activated, unleashed new and terrible magics upon the Salish-Shidhe forces. Most of the Rangers were killed outright by the incredibly augmented stunballs the Tsimshians hit them with—their basic motor functions shutting down as the synaptic connections in their brains were torn to shreds. Others lived but suffered severe brain damage that neither the medical mages nor the cybersurgeons could repair.

Peter was one of the unlucky ones who wasn’t killed outright. The lingering effects of the stunball produced an overstimulation of a part of his brain called the reticular formation. It destroyed his ability to sleep. By the time he was med-evacuated down to Vancouver, he’d been awake for nine days. Alma had been shocked by his deterioration. Hollow-eyed, trembling, unable to feed himself or form a complete sentence, he’d lingered for two days more. Alma had held his hand and told him she loved him, and she thought she heard him slur the same words back at her but couldn’t be sure. Then he died.

The badly mauled Salish-Shidhe Council had drafted a peace accord with Tsimshian in the week following the battle that came to be known as the Mind Grind. That peace had been strained to the breaking point over the past nine months, as Tsimshian forces and Ranger patrols continued to clash along the border. Many of the skirmishes ended with yet another use of the deadly stunballs, putting more brain-damaged soldiers into Salish-Shidhe critical-care wards.

Alma lifted her finger from the Heroes’ Totem and watched as Peter’s face faded from view. His death was what had prompted her to volunteer to have a beta-test version of the REM inducer implanted in her brain. The very day that she’d been briefed on Gray Squirrel’s project, she’d insisted on becoming one of the test subjects. The testing could be brought home to PCI’s Vancouver laboratories, speeding up the project. The sooner a fully tested REM inducer was ready, the fewer soldiers had to die.

In the wake of Gray Squirrel’s extraction, that testing had come to a complete halt. Alma glanced up Burrard Street toward St. Paul’s Hospital, with its veterans’ wing. The lives of the soldiers who lay wide awake in their beds, unable to sleep despite heavy doses of magic and medication, were in the hands of one Pacific Cybernetics researcher: Gray Squirrel. It was up to Alma to bring him home.










Alma activated her binocular vision and peered out through the rain-smeared windshield of the panel van. They’d parked on the uppermost level of a parking facility that afforded an excellent view of the cargo terminal—the perfect spot to set up an observation post.

On the waterfront below, containers were stacked in long rows, one on top of the other, like gigantic building blocks. Enormous automated cranes that ran the length of the pier lifted the metal containers one by one and deposited them into the holds of waiting container ships. The low whine of heavy machinery and the distant clank of steel container on steel deck drifted in through the driver’s window, which Alma had cracked open in an effort to clear the smoke from the incense Reynolds had just burned. It was cloying against the heavy smell of the oil-collection containers in the back of the van.

Alma watched for signs that the port’s security force had noticed the shaman’s astral incursion. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, however. A Port of Vancouver patrol vehicle cruised slowly past the Plum Blossom’s berth but did not turn onto the pier itself. So far, so good.

Alma switched her binocular vision off and glanced over at the elf who sat in the passenger seat beside her. When he was conscious, Reynolds was a constant flutter of nervous energy, but now he slumped loose-boned in the worn bucket seat. His body was completely motionless except for his eyes, which roved back and forth under closed lids like those of a dreaming man. He wore his prematurely gray hair Native-style, in two long braids that draped across the shoulders of his Mohawk Oil coveralls. A pigeon feather was tied into the end of each braid. Both feathers suddenly fluttered, as if in an unseen breeze. A moment later, Reynolds jerked awake as his astral body and physical body merged.

“Any results?” she asked.

The shaman bobbed his head several times in the pigeonlike nod he always used. “I think I’ve found him. I did a quick flythrough of every container on that pier and didn’t find any astral signatures. There’s only one container that could possibly have anything living inside it—and it’s warded against astral intrusion. I couldn’t get in.”

“Which one is it?” Alma asked.

“One of the yellow ones.” He pointed a slender finger. “It’s second from the bottom in the row under the blue crane—five back from the end of the row where the crane’s working now. There’s a green container above it and a red one below. Can you see it?”

Alma increased the wipers’ speed and sighted along Reynolds’ forefinger. When she found it, she used her binocular vision to note the blue crane’s number—C21—and to get a closer look at the container itself. She saw what she expected: “Swift Wind Cargo” stenciled on the side in red Chinese characters. The container had four others stacked above it, and its ends were wedged tight against containers to either side of it in the row.

“What side is the door on?” she asked.

Reynolds pointed with a bob of his head. “West side.”

She backed off her cybereyes’ magnification and used her eye’s camera function to snap a digital image of the terminal, marking the position of the target container with a red crosshair. Given the crane’s speed—it took an average of three point five minutes to lift and load each container onto the ship—they had approximately one hour and forty-eight minutes before their target would be lifted onto the Plum Blossom. The Swift Wind container was in the second-best possible position; only one level up from the ground. Clearing the door meant lifting five containers out of the stack—with luck, the Plum Blossom’s crew wouldn’t notice that those five containers were being loaded out of sequence. Once they were out of the way—a process that should take approximately seventeen minutes and thirty seconds—Alma could open the door and haul the stabilization unit out onto the top of the adjoining container in the bottom row. From there, it was a three-meter drop to the ground—a distance that Reynolds could easily handle with a levitation spell.

The only worry was the magical ward. Whoever had extracted Gray Squirrel didn’t want him to be found. The ward made her wonder if any other protective measures had been put in place.

She activated the microphone that was implanted under her skin and spoke to the team’s technical support member. “Rover to Base.”

A female voice whispered softly from the subdermal speaker located behind Alma’s left ear. “Base here.” The transmissions were encrypted, but even so, her teams were trained never to use personal identifiers on air. Riva Schell was one of PCI’s best Matrix-intrusion experts. Alma had hand-picked her for this job.

“Observer has located our target. It’s located under unit Charlie Two One, position two from ground, five units back from area where Charlie Two One is currently engaged. Primary color ‘yukon,’ secondary color ‘romeo.’ Access is on west side and will require five relocations. Please confirm instructions, over.”

There was a moment’s pause. Alma waited patiently, knowing that Schell would be accessing the automated crane’s monitor cameras and visual-positioning systems.

“I see it,” Schell said.

Alma instructed Schell to stand by. She did a quick radio check with Reynolds, who was wired with the standard ear speaker and mini-mike favored by delivery drivers, and then cracked the door of the van.

A gust of cold wind blew in through the partially open door, and in that same moment thunder grumbled overhead. The rain suddenly intensified, drumming on the roof of the van and covering the windows in a torrent of water.

Reynolds leaned forward in his seat and cocked his head to the side to look up at the sky with a baleful eye. “Storm crows,” he said, twisting his head around to peer at them with his other eye. “We’re in for another bad storm.”

Alma eased the door shut and glanced out the windshield herself. Just above the parking garage, dozens of large black birds were winging their way east, racing ahead of the wind. They looked like ordinary crows to Alma.

“How do you know they’re storm crows?”

“Their aura. It’s dark gray with streaks of white, like lightning against a storm cloud.”

“Are they going to affect your ability to cast magic?”

Reynolds shook his head but kept a cautious eye on the crows. “No. I just don’t like them. Crows are bad luck.”

The flock wheeled out over the harbor in a ragged formation reminiscent of a lightning bolt. As the stragglers winged their way after the rest, the pounding rain lessened. Alma cracked the door a second time.

“Reynolds!”

The shaman tore his eyes away from the sky.

Alma made a quick calculation of distances and speeds. “It should take me eight minutes to reach our target once I’m inside the gate. If you start moving at the six-minute mark, we should both arrive at the target at approximately the same time.”

“Don’t worry,” Reynolds said, pulling up his sleeve to display an oversized, manual-wind wristwatch. “I’ll be on time.”

Inwardly, Alma ground her teeth at the archaic tech. The watch was more than a century old, and she could hear that its ticking was arrhythmic. Why did shamans insist on using such obsolete equipment? Reynolds was one of the best magically active secguards PCI had, but if magic was going to get them out, it was technology that was going to make the job possible in the first place.










Alma stood at the side of the road, pretending to use the public telecom. The filters in her cyberears allowed her to screen out the sound of rain pattering against the yellow plastic slicker she wore—the standard, if unofficial, wet-weather gear of longshore workers on the docks. The telecom booth lay just on the other side of the overpass that led to the sprawling Vanterm cargo port. To the casual observer, she’d look like she belonged here.

She heard a large truck approaching, and the distinctive metal clatter of the container on its flatbed. With her back to the road, she listened for the sound of air brakes, and for the change in the swish of tires on wet cement that meant the truck was slowing down. At the precise moment that she knew the cab of the truck would be turning onto the overpass, causing the driver to lose sight of the back of the vehicle in his side-mounted mirrors, Alma shed her rain slicker, turned and sprinted. She hit the pavement and rolled, reaching up for the underbelly of the flatbed. Fingers and thumbs viced onto a lip of metal and locked, and in the same motion she bucked her body up, bracing her feet against another ridge. The rubber soles of the rock climber’s boots she wore gripped and held. Alma pushed, making her body as rigid as the metal to which she clung.

As the truck rumbled across the overpass, the container on its flatbed rattling with each bump, Alma held on tight. The smells of oil and exhaust filled her nose. Her move-by-wire system allowed her to compensate for each bump and lurch of the truck, preventing her face from striking the underside of the flatbed. Her left hand trembled, and its grip loosened for thirty-six agonizing seconds, but the fluorinated polymer that had been braided into the vat-grown muscle tissue throughout her body gave her fingers the strength of vice grips, easily allowing her to hang on with just her right hand. Using her subdermal microphone, she instructed Schell to begin clearing a path to their target.

The truck descended the far side of the overpass, rounded a bend, and came to a stop outside a gate. She filtered out the engine’s grumble so she could hear the truck driver checking in with the guard at the gate, who gave the driver directions to the spot where the container would be offloaded.

Rain was still pelting down all around the truck, making it unlikely that the secguard would do a visual inspection. Even if he did, he was unlikely to spot Alma. The insulated bodysuit, boots and fingerless gloves she wore were all a dull brown, mottled to match the mud-splattered underside of the truck. So was the tool bag that was velcroed to her chest.

Alma heard the clunk of gears being shifted. The truck lurched forward again and rolled inside the razorwire-topped chainlink fence that surrounded the terminal.

“Rover here,” she subvocalized into the microphone at her throat. “I’m in.”

When the truck slowed to make a turn, Alma released her fingers and feet. The ground was approximately a meter below, and she timed her muscle relaxation accordingly. When she hit the ground she was as loose-limbed as a drunk and took no damage from landing on the cement. A moment later, her move-by-wire system snapped her muscles to attention, allowing her to roll out from under the truck before its rear wheels could flatten her.

As the truck disappeared behind a wall of containers, Alma crouched in the wall’s shadow and uploaded the digital image she’d shot from the parking arcade earlier. She oriented herself in relation to the crosshaired container and calculated her ETA. Then she activated her retinal clock and set its timer.

“Rover to Base. Can you see me?”

 “Base here,” Schell answered immediately. “That’s an affirmative. You’re already behind smoke.”

“I’m approximately eight minutes away from our target. How’s the clearing going?”

“I’m two units away from our target.”

Perfect. The final two containers would take approximately seven minutes to clear. Everything was going like clockwork—just the way Alma expected it to. “Good work. Prepare to start extending the smoke.”

“Will do.”

Reconfiguring the programming of Crane 21 so that it loaded five containers from the middle of the stack had been relatively easy for the team’s Matrix specialist, but now the tricky part was about to begin. To cover Alma’s movements across the terminal, Schell had to access dozens of security cameras at once and then create a one-second delay in the data that was streaming back from them. That gave her one second in which to feed an “instant replay” loop into each of the securicams just as Alma moved into its field of view. The net effect would be to render Alma invisible—all the cameras would “see” was a blank wall of containers.

“This is Rover. I’m starting my run.”

Using the aerial photo of the terminal she’d snapped earlier as a map, Alma jogged between the walls of containers, winding her way through the maze. They rose up on either side of her like gigantic, multicolored building blocks, a checkerboard of greens, brick-reds, blues, yellows and grays. Every second one seemed to be bright yellow, emblazoned in meter-high red Chinese characters with the words Swift Wind Cargo.

When she was six minutes away from her target, she instructed Reynolds to start moving. He answered—but at that same moment lightning crackled overhead, filling her subdermal speaker with a burst of static. The thunder followed a second or two later. Alma’s cyberears immediately compensated, damping the sudden burst of noise down to a level that didn’t impede her hearing, but static continued to crackle in her implanted speaker each time a bolt of lightning flickered in the darkening sky. The rain drummed steadily down, soaking Alma’s hair and chilling her bare face and fingertips.

At the seven-minute, thirty-nine-second mark, she rounded the corner of a row of containers and spotted the one that was their target. The crane—which arched over the stack like a gigantic, upside-down U on wheels—lowered and spread metal jaws and locked them onto the dark blue container next to the target with a loud clang. Hydraulics whining, the crane lifted the blue container into the air and carried it toward the waiting ship.

Squinting against the driving rain, Alma saw that the door of the Swift Wind container was clear. She sprinted the last few meters and leaped up into the air. Her fingers found the top of the container in the bottom row adjacent to the target, and she hauled herself up onto its roof in a fluid motion, swiveling her legs to the side so that she would land on her feet.

The container was a soft-top, its canvas roof already starting to pool with rainwater. Alma’s wired reflexes immediately compensated for the uneven footing, keeping her steady and level on the trampoline-like surface. Moving with the grace of an acrobat, she bounced her way across it to the door of the yellow container that was her target. She couldn’t see the magical ward that had stopped Reynolds from entering; it was probably painted on the inside of the container. She listened, letting her hearing amplification detect any noise that might be coming from inside. The only thing she heard was a soft, steady beeping—probably the stabilization unit.

The door of the container was sealed with a heavy padlock and a numbered squealstrip. The former was a simple mechanical lock that could easily be removed with bolt cutters—but the squealstrip would emit an ear-piercing wail if the metal strip was severed.

Alma pulled a finger-thin spray can of quick-hardening foam from the tool bag on her chest and sprayed a healthy wad of it around the squealstrip’s built-in speaker. She counted off the thirty seconds it took to dry, using the time to pull out her bolt cutters and extend their collapsible handles. When thirty seconds were up she flicked a fingernail against the bright blue foam to test its hardness and then cut through the squealstrip. The foam worked beautifully—the only sound was a muffled squeak, and even that noise was lost in the low rumble of thunder overhead. She cut through the padlock and set it aside, and then stood and pushed back the lever that would release the door.

“Rover to Observer. I’m about to access our target. What’s your ETA?”

She heard Reynolds whisper a curse before he answered. “Sorry. Took a wrong turn. ETA is … ah …”

She heard the rustle of his sleeve as Reynolds consulted his wristwatch.

“ETA is one minute, max.”

Alma’s ears easily picked up the sound of the van’s engine. Behind it, she could hear another vehicle—one that had a higher pitch similar to the Ford Americars that the Port of Vancouver Security used. At the same moment, Schell’s voice came over the speaker behind her ear.

“Base to Rover and Observer. You’d better move quickly or you’ll have company.”

Alma had intended to wait for Reynolds before opening the door, in case the container was magically guarded. With Port of Vancouver Security on its way, she didn’t have that luxury. She hauled on the heavy container door, dancing lightly back on the springy canvas as it opened.

The load inside the Swift Wind container had shifted during its transport to the terminal—Alma’s cyberears caught the sound of cardboard sliding on cardboard, and then a wall of boxes crashed out of the open door. The canvas top of the container on which Alma stood bowed under their weight, stretching downward as it filled with tearing cardboard and clattering cans—and then the lashings that held it gave way, whipping out of their holes.

As soon as the canvas bowed enough for her feet to find purchase on the contents of the container below, Alma sprang to one side. She flipped once in midair, bringing her feet under her as her body twisted, and landed on the container’s rim. As the boxes finished tumbling into the container below her, she ran lightly along the edge toward the Swift Wind container. Dangling out of its open door, its weight supported only by a shifting pile of tin cans and broken boxes, was the stabilization unit: a gigantic plastic case colored hospital green, with monitors and condition-indicator lights flashing on its sides.

The stabilization unit teetered for a moment and then fell with a crash into the container below. Alma’s heart lurched as she thought of Gray Squirrel being jostled about inside, but then logic took over. The stabilization unit was designed to be shipped from hospital to hospital. A few bumps and bangs wouldn’t hurt it—or the man inside.

Tires hissed to a stop on the pavement below Alma. She glanced down and saw Reynolds peering up at her through the van’s windshield. His eyes searched the open end of the Swift Wind container, and his lips moved.

Alma heard his voice in her radio: “Where’s the target?”

“It fell down inside,” she answered, pointing. “Get up here, where you can see it. Hurry!”

The shaman flung open the driver’s door and did as instructed, scrambling up onto the roof of the van. From that vantage point, he was able to peer over the lip of the canvas-topped container and get a line of sight on the stabilization unit.

Reynolds began to chant, arms bent at his sides in a posture reminiscent of wings about to unfold. As he slowly extended his arms, fingers spread wide like feathers, the stabilization unit lifted into the air. Alma wasted no time watching it, instead shouldering the Swift Wind container’s door shut to cover their tracks and then leaping lightly down to the ground to wrench open the double doors at the back of the van. As Reynolds guided the heavy stabilization unit up and out of the container and down toward the open doors, Alma gave it a shove and then slammed the doors shut.

Schell was relaying a message, but Alma’s cyberears were already warning her of the same thing. The Port of Vancouver patrol car must be just around the corner—she could even pick out the voice of the driver as he radioed his superiors about the Mohawk Oil van that had strayed suspiciously off course, into the container staging area.

Alma leaped into the driver’s seat and gunned the engine as soon as Reynolds was on board. “Base—do we still have a smoke screen?”

“Affirmative.”

“Right.” She briefly deactivated the speaker in her throat and spoke to Reynolds. “Time for an illusion—and make it quick!”

The shaman began chanting once more—a soft, cooing noise reminiscent of a pigeon settling contentedly into its nest. He closed his eyes, oblivious to the rainwater that dripped from his face and braids onto his lap. To Alma’s eyes, the van did not change, but she knew what was happening. Even as the Port of Vancouver Security patrol car rounded the corner of the row of containers, the van was assuming the appearance of a mobile crane carrying one of the smaller, five-meter-long containers. When the patrol car hissed past, its driver gave them no more than a passing glance.

Alma turned the van onto the road that led back to the gate, and in a few minutes more they were outside the terminal and back on city streets. In the back of the van, the stabilization unit continued to beep.

Reynolds had slumped in his seat. After a second or two, he sat up with a jerk. When he turned toward Alma, his eyes were wide. He glanced back at the stabilization unit and bobbed his head in a ducking motion.

“Bad news,” he said. “I just did an astral scan of the stabilization unit. It’s Gray Squirrel, all right—but he’s got no aura. It looks like he’s—”

“What?” Alma veered the van over to the side of the road and jammed on the brakes. Her pulse was pounding in her ears. “What happened? Did the stabilization unit fail? Is that why the alarm’s beeping?”

Reynolds shook his head. His face was very pale. “The unit’s working fine. It switched automatically into critical-care life-support mode—that’s what the beeping noise and flashing light are about. But even critical care couldn’t—”

Alma clawed her seat belt open and clambered into the back of the vehicle. She found the stabilization unit’s control panel and stabbed at it with a forefinger until the locking mechanism clicked. As she wrenched open the lid, cold air rushed out of the unit, carrying with it a hospital smell that was a mix of plastic, sterilizing scrub—and another, much more pungent odor that smelled like copper: blood.

Gray Squirrel lay on his back, cocooned in supercooled blue foam. Monitor patches dotted his chest, and intravenous tubes fed into his arms. A clear plastic breathing tube snaked down into his open mouth. His scalp had been shaved so that CAT-scan monitors could be attached; the skin was nicked in several places. His face was as white as paper, his dark eyes wide and staring.

Air was still hissing into the breathing tube, but it wasn’t going far. Gray Squirrel’s neck had been severed down to the spine, and the oxygen-rich mixture sighed out of this gaping wound, fluttering the ragged skin. A thick layer of frozen blood covered his chest and arms—the logical part of Alma’s mind noted that his throat must have been slit just after he had been placed inside the containment unit, just before the lid had been closed. Unable to deal with the sudden trauma, the unit had gone into life-support mode, but too late: there was no life left to support.

Alma touched Gray Squirrel’s cheek. His skin was as cold as glass.

“It’s my fault, Squirrel,” she whispered. “I should have located you sooner.”

A tremor began in Alma’s left hand, but she didn’t bother to time its duration. There didn’t seem to be much point.






MEETING


Night Owl eased her Harley Electroglide into a space between two parked cars and cut the motorcycle’s engine. Rain spattered on the bike’s twin exhaust pipes, hissing into steam as it hit the hot metal. She pulled off her leather gauntlets and night-vision goggles, flicked wet hair out of her eyes, and then checked her face in the bike’s mirror, making sure the thick blue and black lines of the Beijing Opera mask she’d painted on her face hadn’t run in the rain. Then she climbed down from the bike, admiring the winking owl that she’d had custom painted on the gas tank. She heaved the metal monster up onto its kick stand and was just about to jander into the restaurant when a soggy blanket huddled in front of the building unfolded itself.

Instantly on alert, Night Owl whipped a hand back and under her leather jacket, reaching for the Ares Predator concealed against the small of her back. It was halfway out of its holster before she realized that the grotter under the blanket was just a teenage elf, looking for spare cred.

The elf was skinny, with pointed ears that stuck out of ragged holes in his black knitted hat. His plastic pants had been made of bubble wrap and duct tape, and the sleeves of his striped shirt looked as though they’d been chewed off at the elbow. He smelled of hydro-gro weed, days-old sweat and moldy blanket
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