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      Three days ago, the pain had seemed unbearable. But as time passed, the constant discomfort lessened the burden by dulling her senses. As late as this morning, she thought she had grown used to it. Then the cramps had started. The crippling agony had racked her with increasingly frequent spasms all day. Now, it was almost dark.

      She didn’t dare cry out.

      A new spasm tore at her intestines and clawed its way up her torso, firing her insides with blazing agony. Despite her best intentions, she screamed as her muscles knotted in the brutal grip of the convulsion.

      As the wave of pain ebbed, she lay panting, certain she had betrayed herself. Slowly, painfully, she dragged herself deeper into the gloom of her chosen shelter. The inhabitants of this rundown building, if there were any, remained hidden. Her only company was her misery. Moaning at the pain accompanying her every movement, she forced her legs to carry her up the stairs. If she could get far enough away, they might not find her tonight. The ravening fire in her belly threatened to overwhelm her, but she hugged one arm across her stomach and continued, bracing herself against the wall with the other.

      She only made it up two flights before she collapsed, whimpering. Silently she cursed her waning strength. Orks were supposed to be tough. The physical power she had known for the last year had been the only compensation for her change, and now that strength had abandoned her. Just like Hugh. And Ken before him. Even her brother had left her to be disposed of with the rest of the unsightly trash.

      They could all rot in hell.

      The blaze inside her had died to coals, a hot pain, but bearable. In its recession, she became aware of a bone-numbing ache in her limbs. Her muscles, exhausted from her climb, trembled. Her skin was clammy with sweat and itched unbearably. She wanted to puke.

      Her position on the landing offered her a view into one of the derelict apartments. The darkening sky was framed in the room’s window. Outside, the lights of Hong Kong sparkled awake, forming constellations of sublime and taunting beauty. The thin, seesaw wail of a police siren drifted in through the open aperture. It offered no hope of rescue. None of the corporate police ever came to the Walled City. Not even the Enclave Police Agency, money-grubbing hirelings that they were, could be easily bribed to appear here after dark. Gangs ruled the Walled City, and many of them hunted the changed for fun.

      A scuffing came from the bottom of the stairwell and she froze. Her physical torment vanished in a rush of fear. Praying all the while, she strained to hear anything further. The noise began again, and she recognized the thud of footsteps on the stairs.

      She pushed off with her arms, forcing herself upright. The world spun, but she managed to stay on her feet and stagger up another flight. This landing was as littered with trash as the last, but several of the rooms on this floor still had doors. That meant someone still lived here. Hoping the hunters wouldn’t press the search into occupied areas, she chose an open doorway and headed for it. As she attempted to pass through the doorway, her head slammed against the lintel. The shock forced an involuntary grunt of pain.

      In the distant lower darkness, there was a sudden silence.

      She listened, but there was no sound. The hunters would be listening, too.

      Minutes crawled by.

      Her eyes were good in the dark. If she stood by the railing and looked down, she might be able to see who was on the stairs. She didn’t dare. Even if she managed to suppress the vertigo, she would be exposing herself. There were others who could see in the dark even better than her.

      Her legs began to tremble again, and she felt her fear-induced strength fading. She wouldn’t be able to remain standing for long. Ducking her head, she slipped through the doorway. She stretched out an arm and gripped the door, swinging it slowly closed. It made no sound that she could detect. That was good. If she couldn’t hear it, they probably couldn’t either.

      The locks on the door were gone—only splintered wood marked their former presence. Not that it mattered; if the hunters tracked her here, a locked door wouldn’t stop them. Her only hope was that they would pass by.

      The room was a sty, a haven for drifters and the nameless. From the discarded chip casings scattered about, she knew that it had seen its share of Better-Than-Life parties. It would take a simsense world to make this dump vaguely resemble a place to spend any time at all. Any time at all? She might be spending rest of her life here.

      She could see nothing that might conceivably be used as a weapon. That really didn’t matter—she barely had the strength to stand; she would be useless in a fight. She staggered across the debris-strewn floor, barely reaching the far wall before her limbs failed her.

      She found herself on the floor, not knowing whether she had made any noise in falling. There was no sound of eager ork-bashers rushing up the stairs. Maybe her collapse had been silent. Maybe they would not think to look in this room. Maybe she could go back to her old life.

      This squat was an awful place to die. Huddled and heartsick, she waited. If she had had the strength, she would have cried.

      From the other side of the door, she heard the soft scuff of a cloth sole. Someone had found her hiding place. Faintly, she heard the sound of the lurker sniffing the air. It was an animal sound, like that of a hound on a scent. After a moment the noise stopped, then she heard a brief scrape of claw-like fingernails scratching the wood near the top of the door. There was a brief return of the sniffing sound, then all was quiet again.

      There was no reason to believe lurker had left. Perhaps he was patiently listening at the door, waiting for her to make the movement that would betray her. If she’d had the strength, she would have crawled out the window and taken her chances on the crumbling façade. A week ago, she would have been strong enough to scale the wall to safety. Now, her muscles were too weak. Only her fear was strong.

      She knew she hadn’t fooled them when she saw the doorknob move. It turned slowly, as if the lurker himself was afraid. Afraid of making a sudden movement that might frighten his prey. Predators moved that way; slowly and with deliberate care.

      She began to think she had guessed wrong about the nature of her hunters. Gangs made a show of their kills. This sneaking caution wasn’t their style. They wouldn’t be worried about disturbing any squatters in the building. They would just barge in and, if they had picked the wrong apartment, barge right out again. This stealthy approach argued a hunter who didn’t wish to disturb any residents. Deciding she wasn’t being stalked by ork-bashers gave her no relief; there were worse, far worse, hunters that stalked the night in the Awakened World.

      The catch disengaged, the door swung open. Moving languidly, it yawned wider, until she could see the landing. There was nothing there.

      Helpless before whatever was stalking her, she stared at the opening. There was movement low on the left side of the frame, and a face appeared there. The angle of the head suggested that the face’s owner had crouched before peering around the frame—a simple precaution to avoid offering an immediate target.

      Her stalker’s face was long and drawn. Sallow skin stretched tightly over prominent bones, and dark, dark eyes were pools of night under slanted lids. Nostrils distended, and she heard the sniffing sound again. The lurker straightened, head twisting as he took in the room and its contents. As he focused on her, he grinned. His mouth was overfull of sharp, pointed teeth.

      Lord Almighty, you have delivered me to ghouls!

      A second face appeared on the other side of the doorway. It too was almost skeletal in its thinness. Unlike the first, his dark eyes were not slanted, but his skin was as pallid. The flesh of both ghouls was tinted a sickly yellow.

      The second one mimicked the actions of the first, turning his head with sharp motions as he surveyed the room. Apparently satisfied she was alone, he entered. He was big and filled the frame as he passed through. His entry stirred the stagnant air of the room, swirling dust aloft and carrying a putrid scent to her nostrils. The owner of the first face scurried in behind. She could see others gathered on the landing.

      The two ghouls moved toward her cautiously, as if expecting her to attack. She had intimidated a lot of people in the last year. She shifted and raised a hand. It was all she could do, and she almost blacked out from the effort. Unaware of how helpless she was, they flinched back. It was a small victory, but all she was likely to get. She had no strength to resist them. The ache in her limbs had kindled to fire, and she wilted in the rising blaze.

      When they saw she made no further motion, they resumed their approach. Just short of her outstretched leg, the big one halted. The smaller one sidled carefully up to the other, sheltering behind his broad back. The big one crouched. With a start, the other followed suit to avoid being exposed. A soft hissing came from the others gathered in the hall.

      The big one reached out a tentative finger to poke her. When she didn’t respond, he ran his hand down her calf in a caress as he spoke to his companion. Most of his words sounded like gutter Chinese, but some were Japanese and English. His accent and the speed with which he spoke left her uncomprehending. The small one straightened and took a step back. Watching her with wary eyes, he backed away.

      They remained like that for a time. She lay still, her only action an occasional convulsion or shiver. The big ghoul stood silently by the door, watching her and waiting. Maybe they had to gather the rest of the pack before they feasted. Now that they had cornered her, she found it hard to care. If they killed her, the pain would stop. Once she was dead, what they did to her body wouldn’t matter to her. Having surrendered to her despair, she found it easy to contemplate surrendering to the insistent call of oblivion.

      A commotion roused her from her drifting, semiconscious state. Though still racked with pain, she found herself able to shift her head slightly. It was night—or night again. She had no way of knowing. The big ghoul was still in the room, but he had changed his position. The small one was returning, leading a figure much bigger than himself. She wasn’t really sure who or what the newcomer was. She couldn’t seem to focus clearly on him. One moment he seemed huge and menacing, a lumbering furry hulk; the next, he was a slim, strongly-built man attired in street leathers.

      He entered the room, moving confidently and showing none of the fearful reticence of the ghouls. Kneeling beside her, he placed a hand on her wrist. To her surprise, he showed no reluctance to touch her. Hugh hadn’t been reluctant, either.

      The stranger felt her pulse while he examined her. She noted that his eyes stopped at the band on her left wrist. Completing his survey, he looked her in the eyes and smiled.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said in Japanese. “They won’t hurt you.”

      “Why’d you pick Japanese?” she asked. She wasn’t ready to trust him yet. Anyone who ran with ghouls was an outlaw. But then, she was an outlaw herself now.

      He glanced at the band on her wrist before replying, “I’ve been to Yomi, too.”

      Nothing else was said for a minute. What needed to be said? Anyone who knew Yomi understood pain and fear. She felt suddenly reassured. Not all outlaws were criminals by choice. Maybe he was a shadowrunner, one of those renegades from the corporate world who fought injustice. Or he might be a murderer. How could she know?

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Janice.”

      “No family name?”

      “No family.”

      “I see. I am called Shiroi, Janice. I am most pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      His politeness seemed all out of place in the crumbling ruin, but still she felt embarrassed by her churlishly terse responses. Nevertheless, doubts and suspicion ruled her tongue. “Why is that?”

      “There is no need for you to be so defensive. I would be the last one to take you back to Yomi.”

      “I didn’t think you were jigoku-shi.”

      “I am no master of hell. I assure you, I have no connection with those abhorrent racists.”

      No, he wasn’t. He was too handsome to be jigoku-shi. But no man walks the face of the earth alone. “Who do you work for?”

      “Myself.”

      So ka. If he wasn’t lying, he’d want to be recompensed for his trouble. In the last year, she had learned about paying her own way. “I haven’t got any credit to pay you.”

      “I am not asking for payment, Janice. In my own small way, I am a philanthropist. I take joy in helping people adjust to their new lives. I look forward to helping you find your way.”

      Could she believe him? “All I want to find is a way to escape this pain and a way to get out of this dump.”

      “That I can arrange.”

      He began to sing softly. Succumbing to his song, she passed away from her pain and suspicions, falling into a healing sleep.
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      The passengers were nervous—with good reason. Sam Verner was nervous himself, and he didn’t have any guns pointed at him. To the terrified corporates huddling in their seats, the shadowrunners would seem like rabid beasts, ready to savage them for no reason. Such an evaluation might in fact not be too far from the truth. It was certainly Sam’s own assessment of the unstable muscleboy in front of him.

      Jason Stone was short, but he didn’t need the heavy-barreled Sandler TMP submachine gun in his hands to give him a dangerous presence. The Amerindian’s rebuilt muscles and quick, nervous motions told their own tale. He was what was known in the alleys as a street samurai; muscle for hire, chromed with cyberware to raise him beyond the frailty of the flesh. Like many of his kind, the trade of meat for machine meant some of his spirit had been tossed out with the undesired body parts. The cold chrome eyeshields shuttered the windows to what was left of his soul, but his leering smile exposed what was left of his emotions, leaving no doubt he would be happy to use his weapon on the corp salarymen.

      At the other end of the cabin, Fishface George and Grey Otter were menacing the crew in similar fashion. They were samurai too, though less extreme examples of the breed, and neither walked as close to the edge of sanity as their leader. That was just as well. Sam needed the muscle for cover, but he didn’t think he could deal with more than one samurai of Jason’s hellbent aggressiveness.

      Sam slid past Jason. He knew he was blocking some of the samurai’s field of fire, but he was confident the others would cover the gap. They always had before. They might not like Sam, but they knew he was their meal ticket. They’d keep him safe until they were paid off.

      “Two minutes, Sir Twist,” buzzed the receiver in Sam’s ear. Sam nodded unconsciously to the speaker, but Dodger couldn’t see the acknowledgment. He was on a remote broadcast, the only way to link the elf’s position in the Matrix with Sam’s ground team aboard the shuttle craft. Dodger could have left the mundane time count to a subroutine, but his personal attention indicated his concern. They were all expecting the run to be easy, but Dodger was playing cautious. If anything blew up, a subroutine would be outclassed and purged by intrusion countermeasures before Sam could know about it. An online decker was Matrix security every shadowrunner wanted.

      In two minutes, the craft’s preplanned ground time would be up and, by then, the Aztechnology shuttle was supposed to be airborne, on its way to Sea-Tac international airport. If the runners delayed it, the metroplex air traffic control would be alerted. The plan called for the shuttle to lift on schedule, giving the runners time to get away with their prize before pursuit could be called in. They had managed to board just as the craft was leaving the gate, successfully slipping past the ground crew.

      So far, only the passengers in the main cabin knew of their presence. Dodger’s black box had frozen communications with the pilot’s compartment as soon as Sam had affixed it to the wall. They should have been gone already, slipping away into the night, but their man hadn’t responded to the code phrase when they had announced their presence to the passengers. Time was trickling away.

      Where was Raoul Sanchez?

      Sam moved down the aisle, checking faces. The craft swayed as it continued its taxi. Fringes on his jacket’s arms brushed across the tops of the outer seats as he passed, occasionally flicking into the face of one of the seated passengers. No one complained.

      Was Sanchez really onboard? The passenger manifest Dodger had boosted said he was. The man should have reacted to the code words, but he hadn’t. Maybe he was scared, getting cold feet now that his escort away from cozy corporate security had arrived. Sam was annoyed. What did Sanchez have to be afraid of? His corporate exile would only be temporary. Mr. Johnson had a comfy hidey-hole all ready, and in a week or two Sanchez would be back at work, safe and sound in his new corporate home.

      Three rows from the forward bulkhead, Sam found Sanchez. He was staring fixedly ahead, sweating. The corporate’s hands were rigidly gripping the arms of his seat. Sam spoke the man’s name, but was ignored. Reaching out a hand to shake Sanchez, Sam was surprised when the man shrank away, “Come on, Sanchez. We don’t have time to fool around.”

      Sanchez finally turned his head to look at Sam. The man’s dark eyes stared, wide and full of terror. He swallowed convulsively before saying, “Please. I have done nothing.”

      Sam didn’t know what to say.

      “Frag it, Twist. If that’s the suit, get him moving.” Jason moved up the aisle as he spoke. Reaching the perplexed Sam, he stretched an arm past and pulled Sanchez to his feet. “Last thing we need is getting hosed cause the suit’s gone limp.” Jason shoved his gun muzzle under Sanchez’s chin, forcing his head up. “You don’t jerk us. Comprendé, chummer?”

      “Please, señor. Do not shoot,” Sanchez pleaded. “I do not know what you are talking about. I am only a technician. I am not an ahman. I have no access to secrets. I am nobody.”

      “You’ll be nothing but a corpse if you don’t get your ass out of here.”

      Sam reached out to touch Jason’s arm but the samurai shifted, placing Sanchez between them. “Jason, I think Señor Sanchez knows less about this run than we do.”

      “I don’t care what he knows. We’re taking him out.”

      Sam frowned. There was more going on here than they knew, and he didn’t like what he was thinking. “Otter, check outside. Dodger, anything moving on the air traffic grid?”

      “Negative, Sir Twist,” the elf replied instantly. He must have been monitoring the conversation through Sam’s microphone. When she ducked back in, Otter gave the same report.

      So much for his first thought. “Well, whatever the screwup is, it doesn’t seem to be a trap. Still, we’d better buzz.”

      Otter nodded and started to undog the cabin door. Fishface looked as blank as usual, but remained standing where he was, his eyes fixed on Jason. The Amerindian still gripped Sanchez.

      “It stinks. It’s gotta be a trap, and this pedro’s part of it.” Jason leaned into his gun, forcing Sanchez’s head even further back. “Ain’t that right, pedro? Sure it is. You’re too nervous. Don’t like being the bait when the fish have teeth, do you? I don’t like being fooled, pedro.”

      “Chill, Jason,” Sam snapped. “You’ve got a gun in his throat. Of course he’s nervous. Let’s just get him out of here. The sooner we’re gone, the better.”

      Jason slowly turned his mirror eyes on Sam. “I say we smoke him. It’ll be a lesson.”

      The Amerindian was pushing, testing Sam as he had ever since the split with Ghost. Jason liked to claim he was as good as Ghost, but Sam had never seen even a remote resemblance. Ghost Who Walks Inside was a real warrior, cast in the mold of his people’s ancient heroes. Ghost was worthy of being called a samurai, unlike this cybered-up punk. Ghost only killed when necessary, but that was just one of the differences between the two warriors. Jason had never really understood Ghost’s principles; he had only been blinded by the glittering street reputation of a man who stood up for his people. Sam couldn’t deny that Ghost had embraced violence, but only as a means, never as the end Jason seemed to believe it was.

      It meant nothing to Jason that he was using a man’s life in his dominance games. But it did mean something to Sam. There was more at stake than Sanchez’s life. If Sam backed down now, he would have no more control over Jason.

      Too aware of the Amerindian’s enhanced reflexes and deadly aim, Sam straightened. Height was one advantage he had over Jason. He tried to put utter assurance into his voice. “I said no killing. We take him with us.”

      Jason simply stared. Sam knew he relied on the unnerving effect of his chromed eyeshields to intimidate his target. Determined to be unimpressed, Sam stared back, but a motion in the back of the craft caught his attention. Someone was rising from his seat. The passenger’s right hand was cocked back and a shiny barrel protruded from the base of his palm.

      Whether Jason used his own peripheral vision or saw the reflection in Sam’s eyes, he was moving before Sam could say anything. The man in the back was moving at chipped speed, but Jason was faster. The Amerindian shifted sideways, vacating the space in which he had stood. Sam felt the heat of the bullet’s passage and heard the slug bury itself in the cabin wall.

      The gunman started to drop lower, trying to use a seat and the passenger in it for cover. Jason swung Sanchez around with one arm and shoved his other arm in the direction of the gunman. His movement looked deceptively awkward, almost haphazard. Sam knew that it was anything but. The Sandler TMP had a smartgun adapter, feeding targeting information through the induction pad in Jason’s palm to establish a feedback circuit. When the crosshairs appeared on Jason’s cybereyes, he could be sure that his weapon was effectively aimed at his target.

      Jason fired as he dropped into the seat that had been Sanchez’s. His Sandler shrilled as it spat slugs to rip into the gunman’s cover. Blood and polyfoam stuffing erupted into the air. Jason’s line of fire skipped up past the head rest and clipped the gunman in the shoulder as he ducked.

      Fishface’s gun chattered behind Sam. Women’s wails and screams of pain joined the noise of the guns. The sea of corporate faces that had been staring at the runners vanished beneath the waves of the head rests. The passengers were huddled, praying, hoping, and pleading that no fire be directed at them.

      Slow to react, Sam found himself the only one still standing. He reached for his holster. As his hand closed on the butt of his Narcoject Lethe, he knew he wouldn’t be fast enough. The gunman was rising for another shot.

      Again, Jason proved faster. The Sandler roared as it pounded slugs into the man. Sam watched the slugs chew away cloth and flesh to reveal the implanted armor that had saved the gunman from Jason’s first shot. The impact drove the man back, spinning him out into the aisle. More bullets gnawed at him, pounding through his protective plates. He started to collapse, his palm gun firing convulsively, the bullets spanging wildly around the cabin.

      The gunfire stopped as soon as the man hit the deck. With Fishface screaming that no one move, Jason rushed down the aisle to his victim. He ran a quick hand over the dead gunman. He found a wallet and, after only a brief glance, tossed it on the man’s chest. He spat on the corpse and stood. “Azzie corpcop.”

      Sam relaxed a bit. The attack wasn’t the closing of a trap. The gunman might have been an air marshal, or he might have been an off-duty officer on his way somewhere. The man had just been trying to do his job and keep some shadowrunners from killing a corporate. Likely, he had seen the confrontation between Sam and Jason as his chance. He had bet on his own skills and lost.

      “Heat’s on now, Twist,” Jason said. “Pedro’s dead weight we can’t afford.”

      Before Sam could respond to the samurai’s latest challenge to his authority, he felt a hand grip the fringes of his jacket.

      “Señors, you cannot leave me now.” Sanchez’s fear seemed to have redoubled.

      “The hell we can’t,” Jason snarled as he shoved past.

      Sanchez winced. His glance darted nervously to the door Otter had opened, then flickered around the cabin. Finally, his panicked stare alighted on Sam.

      “You have condemned me.”

      “They saw you weren’t involved,” Sam assured him. “Your corporate masters understand this sort of thing. They will know it was all a mistake.”

      Sanchez shook his head vehemently. “The ahman. They will not believe.”

      “Everyone here saw he started the firefight. They’ll tell your ahman what happened.”

      “No, señor. The ahman will not believe.”

      “Why not? You’ve got fifty witnesses.”

      “No, señor. Look at them.”

      Sam looked around the cabin at the faces that had reappeared. They were all strangers, but he knew them. He knew the grim determination and fear that lived in every one of them. These people were already denying that Sanchez was one of them. Sam understood such draconian group dynamics from his years in Japan.

      There, an entire family or organization took the heat for the actions of a member. The only way to avoid destruction of the group was to deny the membership of the offender. Sanchez’s fear told him the Azzies believed in group responsibility, too.

      The cabin stank of death now. The cowering salaryman was right—it wouldn’t stop here if he left Sanchez behind. An Aztechnology security man and at least two other corporates were dead. Several more were injured. This was no longer a minor matter, and Sanchez’s fellow corporate employees would not defend him. The ahman might decide Sanchez was responsible despite the evidence. If the ahman condemned Sanchez, those who spoke in his defense would be under suspicion—if they didn’t share his fate. Aztechnology was not known for its understanding and forgiveness. These people would not take the chance.

      Sam looked down into Sanchez’s face. The man was full of fear. He was terrified of staying, terrified by the thought of leaving the corporation, terrified by the shadowrunners, and terrified of his own presumption and desperation. His fears fought their war openly on his face.

      Sam understood those fears. He reached down and took Sanchez by the shoulders, drawing him up.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      The gratitude on the man’s face almost masked his fear.
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      The room was quiet, but Dodger knew he wasn’t alone in the darkened library. His knowledge wasn’t anything mystic; spells, conjurings, and astral voyages weren’t his kind of magic. It wasn’t that he heard them, or smelled them, or, as yet, saw any evidence of them, either. His awareness might have been due to some combination of his physical senses operating below his consciousness. He didn’t need to know how it worked; the fact that it worked was enough. Still, there was no sense of danger. He had been on enough shadowruns to know that feeling. At least for the moment, whoever watched wasn’t planning to attack.

      “I told you he’d be decking.”

      The deep voice throbbed with vindication. Dodger knew it too well. Estios had never liked him and never would. The black-haired elf had squared off against Dodger from the first time they had met. Like their hair colors, their personalities were opposites. There was no attraction between them save a mutual call to hostility.

      With slow deliberation, Dodger prolonged his disconnection from the Matrix, tapping in a few more commands before logging off. He took the connector from the datajack on his left temple and held it with just enough pressure that the reel wound it smoothly and the plug nestled safely into its niche. Sliding the compartment cover closed, he turned his chair around.

      Estios glowered at him, as expected. Professor Sean Laverty stood by the elf’s side. That was also expected; the officious Estios’ words only made sense if he had the professor’s attention. Chatterjee stood on the other side of the professor. The Asian elf’s presence was not expected, but not surprising either; he was a frequent resident of the mansion. Hanging back near the door was the real surprise, Teresa O’Connor. Dear, sweet Teresa. If he had known she was at the mansion, he never would have come.

      The professor waited until Dodger wrenched his eyes away from Teresa before speaking. “Dodger, you know the rules.”

      Indeed he did, but when had that stopped him from doing what needed to be done? Sliding the corners and skipping over the bounds were what made life worth living. True as that was, there were some matters best dealt with carefully. “The cyberdeck’s running a sidecar copy now, Professor. I didn’t break any of your rules.”

      “You ran the Matrix without authorization,” Estios accused.

      “A decker always runs without authorization. ’Tis what decking is all about.”

      Estios’s eyes narrowed. “Cut the snow. You’ve spent enough time here to know no one connects to the Matrix from the mansion without clearing it first.”

      “And if anyone, even you, Estios, can find anything compromising in the copy of the run, I shall submit to any discipline the professor deems proper.”

      “We don’t need to see your concocted evidence, alley runner. You’re not welcome here any longer. Leave now.”

      Estios stepped forward, apparently ready to enforce his demand, but Laverty restrained him with a touch on his arm. “Dodger may stay as long as he wishes.”

      Estios turned his head sharply and looked down into Laverty’s eyes. “That’s unwise.”

      “Technically, Dodger is abusing your hospitality, Professor,” Chatterjee said. “It sets a terrible precedent.”

      “He should be expelled and banned,” Estios said.

      “Dodger is free to come and go as he pleases, Mr. Estios,” Laverty said.

      Chatterjee inclined his head in acceptance of the professor’s decision, but Estios just scowled and stepped back to his place at Laverty’s side. Laverty gave the taller elf a rueful shake of his head.

      “Come, come, Mr. Estios. I feel confident that Dodger would never betray this house. He is difficult on occasion, and less than mannerly at most times, but his heart is great. I am sure there is a good and sufficient reason for his actions.”

      “Verily,” Dodger agreed. “’Tis most assured that I meant no disrespect for you and your hospitality, Professor. Circumstances conspired to force me to this end.”

      “Don’t they always?” Laverty said, then chuckled. “Circumstances seem to conspire against you regularly.”

      Dodger shrugged. “Time is an unreal concept in the forest. I stayed too long and found myself in need of a safe place to conduct my business. Lacking access to any other place where my flesh would be safe while I roamed the Matrix, I came here.”

      “You could have decked from your precious forest,” Estios said. “You’ve done that often enough.”

      “Alas, I had no transmitter. I had not expected to be gone so long, and so neglected to make such preparations. When I found that time had passed more swiftly than expected, I found myself in an awkward situation. Were it not for my obligations to my fellow runners, I would never have imposed so.”

      “What do you know of obligations, alley runner?”

      “I know that a person is obligated to follow his conscience rather than the letter of orders imposed from above. Surely, even a grand soldier such as yourself can grasp such a basic concept?”

      “Enough. There have been enough disturbances of the peace in this house. I do not need you two tearing at each other,” Laverty said. “Dodger, this run wouldn’t be one of Samuel Verner’s, would it?”

      Seeing no harm in admitting it, Dodger said, “In truth, it is.”

      Laverty was thoughtful for a moment. The other elves waited silently; they knew better than to interrupt the professor’s thoughts. At last, he said, “You have shown a remarkable loyalty toward that man.”

      “Any loyalty is remarkable for an alley runner.”

      “I said enough, Mr. Estios.” There was no harshness in Laverty’s voice, but Estios looked stung just the same. Laverty’s attention remained on Dodger. “Another data run? Verner is still searching for his sister?”

      “Always that,” Dodger replied. The professor’s renewed interest in Sam made him a little uncomfortable. “This run was simply business. Even a knight errant needs operating capital.”

      “Another theft,” Estios scoffed.

      “’Twas no theft.”

      “Call it what you want,” Estios continued, ignoring Laverty’s sharp look. “You can’t alter its nature.”

      Dodger’s initial annoyance at Estios’s suggestion of larceny eased as he saw the professor’s reaction. Estios lost points by being the first to break the imposed truce. Unable to resist, Dodger said, “Some people never change.”

      A slight motion near the door caught his attention, and he immediately regretted his words. In the exchange with Estios, he had forgotten Teresa was there. She had been so quiet. Thinking he had no way to fool the professor, but that he might cover his chagrin from the others, he launched into an explanation of what had happened.

      “Our run was supposed to be a simple extraction. A friendly one, at that. The subject had supposedly concluded a contract with new employers, but had failed to secure release from his current corporation. Mr. Johnson assured us the subject was not in a sensitive position, so it should have been a clean in-and-out. Someone hosed up. The pickup apparently had no idea what was going on. He did not even seem aware that Sam and the others were there for him.”

      “A deliberate ruse to trap Verner,” Chatterjee suggested.

      Dodger wondered just how much Chatterjee knew. The dark-skinned elf had not been present when Sam had been at the mansion last summer, and normally, he would not have been briefed on old business. Perhaps he only drew the obvious conclusion. “If ’twere a trap, ’twere a poor one. There seemed no reasonable chance of closure.”

      “A Renraku reprisal, then?”

      Chatterjee’s mention of the corporation Sam had fled from banished any remaining thoughts of innocence. His knowledge was a sign the professor still retained an interest in Sam. “An unlikely circumstance.”

      Laverty nodded. “A conclusion based on your research into Mr. Johnson’s real identity.”

      Dodger tried his best offended look. “A client expects to maintain his confidentiality. ’Tis most unhealthy to inquire into such matters.”

      “Dodger?” Laverty smiled, and the decker knew his ruse had never had a chance.

      “Andrew Glover of Amalgamated Technologies and Telecommunications. Mister Glover is a vice president, on the fast track with a bullet. His firm has a pedigree that’s about as pure European as they come. ’Tis not the slightest hint of Renraku influence. Of course,” Dodger added with a sly grin, “there does seem to be a connection to Saeder-Krupp.”

      Laverty raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      Estios did the reacting. “Saeder-Krupp! They’re Lofwyr’s puppets. If the beast is making moves in Seattle⁠—”

      Laverty’s voice was stiff as he clipped Estios into silence. “Mr. Estios, you are being most disruptive today. The dragon’s plans are not of importance in this matter. Simple stock ownership is insufficient evidence of his involvement. Although ATT is owned by Saeder-Krupp, the corporation remains essentially independent, and I think it unlikely Lofwyr even knows of this operation. Dodger, you did say your Mr. Johnson was Glover?”

      “Andrew.”

      Laverty nodded to himself. “Though I doubt your friend is enmeshed in some dragon’s schemes again, I think he will have need of his budding magical talents.”

      Dodger understood the implied question. He even had some idea of the offer being made. “He still won’t come to see you.”

      “I understand. His rigorous logical training and scientific orientation made a very convincing argument that his mind would be oriented to the hermetic tradition. Your report of his vision of the Dog totem was most startling. I had not conceived of that possibility. It was a most embarrassing oversight. He probably holds me in little respect, since I misdiagnosed his calling.”

      Ah, thought Dodger, if you only knew. “’Tis not the reason. Despite surviving dragonfire, Sam barely believes in his magical powers. ’Tis unlikely he would fault you for thinking him a mage when he himself will not accept that he has a shamanic calling. He clings desperately to his scientific view of the world.”

      “Then he has abandoned investigations into his magic?”

      “Quite the contrary. He struggles to learn. It’s driving Lady Tsung crazy.”

      Laverty actually looked surprised. “Ms. Tsung is attempting to teach him?”

      “Attempting is the right word. Were Sam not so stubborn, he’d see that he and Lady Tsung have incompatible magical orientations.”

      “Given what you’ve said, his lack of vision now seems unsurprising. Try to bring him back.”

      “He won’t come. He wants to find his sister first.”

      “Such loyalty is admirable. And very valuable. But do what you can to bring him here.”

      With that, Laverty turned and left the library. Estios and Chatterjee followed. Teresa remained standing at the door, making no move to leave. Estios aborted his own exit, and they exchanged a few words, speaking too softly for Dodger to hear.

      After a few moments, Estios straightened and glared back at Dodger. The decker returned a bland smile, which only infuriated the elf even more. He said one last thing to Teresa before striding angrily through the doorway.

      Dodger was left alone with Teresa. He waited and she made the first move, walking softly across the carpet to the desk where his cyberdeck lay. Dodger stood as she approached.

      She reached a hand past him and took the chip the machine had extruded. She weighed it in her hand and said, “You seem very fond of this Samuel Verner.”

      “I have told him I will help him find his sister.”

      “You’ve set yourself another task?”

      “A noble quest. We have learned she was sent to Yomi Island. ’Tis a foul place where the Japanese send those unfortunate enough to be inflicted with metahuman genes. We would liberate her from such vile durance.”

      “Once you would have gone charging in.”

      “Yomi is not the sort of place where one could do that easily. There must be preparations. We will go when we are ready. First, we must gain information and credit because transportation, equipment, and muscle are not cheap. While we gather what we need, we hone our skills with shadowruns. Were Sam less fastidious about the runs, we would be further along.”

      She made a tentative motion, almost reaching out to touch him. “You would have made a wonderful paladin.”

      The old pain seared. Dodger turned his shoulder to her; he did not want her to see the emotions her words had awakened. “I am no paladin. I never will be. I refuse to be twisted to serve any person’s will.”

      “Yet you serve this norm,” she said softly.

      “I do not serve him. I help him.” Dodger turned to look at her, but her face was shadowed under her hair. His hands hung uselessly at his side. “There is all the difference in the world between those two words.”

      “You always did worry about words.” Teresa toyed with the chip. She would not look him in the face. “Why are you helping him?”

      “We are friends.”

      She tilted her head slightly. He could see her pensive expression now, achingly beautiful in its somber composure. Her serious mien shifted into a wistful smile. “We were friends once.”

      Dodger swallowed hard, “I thought so.”

      At last she met his gaze. Her eyes were pure emerald and as bottomless as he remembered. He had lost himself in those eyes long ago. He found himself ready to do so again.

      “But you left,” she said.

      “I had to.”

      “Have you come back?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “I see.” She pocketed the chip and stepped around him. Pausing at the door, she said, “Come talk to me when you are sure.”

      She was gone.

      The darkness and ancient books his only witnesses, he softly vowed, “I will.”
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      Sam looked down at Sally Tsung. She was a beautiful woman. From her artfully tinted ash-blond hair streaming across the pillow to her slim and shapely feet poking from beneath the rumpled blankets, she was the stuff of a lonely man’s dreams. Only she was no dream, and he hadn’t been lonely for months. He just didn’t understand what she saw in him.

      Sally was tall and trim, fleshed where a woman should be fleshed. But hard muscle underlay those defining curves. A Chinese dragon, vivid in its tattoo colors, slithered along her right arm. The beast’s bewhiskered chin rested on the back of her hand, whose slender fingers were half closed into a fist, almost hiding the missing last joint of her little finger.

      She had never told Sam how she had come to lose that joint. Despite what he knew had been an adventurous life, she carried no other scars. Her lack of scars she laughed off, attributing her smooth skin to the power of magical healing. Whenever Sam tried to ask about the finger, she found something more interesting to talk about. If he pressed, she always had an appointment she was late for. He had given up trying.

      The real issue wasn’t the history of her finger. As free she was with her body, she had never let him touch her past. He hoped that in time she might open up and trust him, but as yet his hopes were unfulfilled. Sally Tsung remained mysterious.

      A cold nose pressed against his naked back told him that he was not the only one awake in the apartment. Rolling carefully to avoid disturbing Sally, Sam slid from the bed; its ancient springs squeaked only a mild protest. Inu lapped eagerly at his face, and Sam rumpled the dog’s fur in an equally happy greeting.

      Sam showered and dressed while Inu waited patiently by the door. He grabbed his fringed jacket on the way out. He really didn’t think he’d need its ballistic cloth lining for his run with Inu. Dark hadn’t fallen yet, so most of the predators were still abed. Still, the armor lining functioned as insulation, making the synthleather the warmest coat he had.

      His runs with Inu gave him time to think. Or more precisely, time to worry. Tonight was supposed to be another magic lesson, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. The lessons weren’t going well. No matter how patiently Sally explained the theory, Sam seemed incapable of grasping any but the simplest of spells. Even those only came after he’d had time to work out his own symbologies. The texts he’d gotten from Professor Laverty seemed only to confuse matters more. Sally insisted he would have more luck with ritual magics, but so far she had respected his refusal to even try them. Conjuring spirits seemed wrong, almost unholy.

      Why couldn’t it have been target practice night, even if that meant dealing with Ghost? With a magic lesson on the docket, facing Ghost’s coldness seemed preferable to Sally’s vituperous condemnations of his intelligence. Sam knew intelligence had little to do with getting a spell right. Even Ziggy, that street kid who dogged Sally’s steps, could get the spells going. He had an IQ several points below Inu’s. Still, even if it had been gun night, he was sure he’d prefer it to be magic night.

      His last several months among the shadowrunners had gone through more ups and downs than a Mitsubishi Flutterer skirting a storm front. Despite it all, he had found himself coming to like life in the shadows. It wasn’t always pleasant, and certainly lacked the everyday comforts of his former corporate life, but he felt he had been given a chance to make a difference.

      Here on the streets he wasn’t just a faceless minion among other faceless minions, plodding to the company’s tune. The street folk were individuals, some extravagantly so. Once they came to trust a person, which wasn’t quickly or easily, they were true friends. He found such company exhilarating. He was pleased that, under Sally and Dodger’s sponsorship, he had been accepted into their circle.

      One of the biggest downs was the estrangement of Ghost Who Walks Inside. The big Amerindian had seemed pleased to see Sam leave the corporate world. He had even been eager to help Sam redress the wrongs caused by Haesslich’s plot. Sam felt good about that; he was impressed by the man’s quiet strength and focus of purpose. But then something had happened to change Ghost’s attitude toward Sam. Since the night they had settled with Haesslich, Ghost had refused to take part in any more runs with Sam. Ghost still helped train him in the ways of the shadows, but he was aloof, appearing for the lessons and vanishing when the instruction was over. Sally shrugged and Dodger told him it would pass, but no one else would talk to him about it.

      Inu finished his business, and they headed back to Sam’s squat. Turning for home set him to thinking about Sally again. Their relationship seemed increasingly fragile. One might almost say it was deteriorating on every front, except perhaps in bed. There the passion seemed as strong as ever. From her first invitation, he had fallen quickly for her. But now, months later, he realized he really didn’t know her at all well.

      When she wasn’t with him, he had no idea where she went. She admitted having her own place, but had refused to take him there, saying it wasn’t his kind of place. He’d never tried to follow her; that would have been a betrayal of trust. But he had wondered a lot about where she went.

      No one could spend as much time together as they had and not get to know something about the other person. Between the shadowruns, the training, and their time in the sack, he had come to know something about her personality. But he wasn’t very sure he liked what he had learned. As far as he could tell, money was her principal motivation. She was mercenary almost beyond ethics; her principles were for sale to the highest bidder. All she knew of honor was what affected her reputation.

      Loyalty she understood; at least, within the bounds of a run where reliance on the team was, by necessity, absolute. But she only gave that kind of loyalty when she was sure it had already been given to her. If she had the slightest doubt, she would arrange fail-safes, backups to ensure that no one betrayed her. At least she hadn’t shown such suspicion toward him. She didn’t seem to understand that a shadow team had to be a family.

      In fact, she didn’t seem to understand family at all. Of all her sins, he couldn’t forgive the way she always tried to talk him into forgetting about his sister. Even for her, he would not forget Janice.

      Inu won the race up the stairs as usual, but Sam was not winded as he would have been last summer. His time in the shadows had toughened him, honing away the fat and softness of his corporate life. He opened the door to the apartment, allowing Inu to scamper in through his legs, and found the dog’s excited yapping had done its work. Sally was awake.

      “Get enough exercise?” she asked slyly as she tossed back the covers.

      He smiled, knowing what kind of exercise she had in mind. “I thought we were supposed to have a lesson this evening.”

      “Too much work makes Sam too dull.” She stretched, testing his resolve. Seeing that he withstood the temptation, she shrugged and pulled on her shorts. “I thought we’d try a conjuring tonight.”

      Sam frowned. “Why? You know I don’t want to do that kind of stuff.”

      “Every magician needs to know how,” Sally said, lacing the strings on her halter. “If you don’t know the basics of conjuring, you can’t banish an enemy’s sending. That’s too useful a skill.”

      “Banishing is sort of like an exorcism, isn’t it?”

      “Give the boy a gold star. Yeah, it’s like that, but it doesn’t have any of the religious nonsense attached.”

      Knowing it was a sore point, Sam said, “Religion is not nonsense.”

      “Don’t start with me.” Sally’s eyes flashed with adamant heat, then softened. “Anyway, what I wanted to do tonight was to get you an ally spirit.”

      Sam knew what she meant; he’d done some reading. Perversely, he played dumb. “You mean like a familiar.”

      “Another star.”

      “You don’t have one,” he pointed out, surprised by the petulant tone in his voice.

      From the look on her face, Sally noted it, too. “I’m not hung up on learning magic, either. An ally may be what you need to break this block you’ve got.”

      She was not going to give up. Well, neither was he. “I won’t deal with the devil.”

      “Idiot! There aren’t any devils but the ones running the megacorps. Spirits may quibble and bargain, but they’re not demons. They’re just energy forms cast into a particular construct by the intelligence whose energy forces them to coalesce. They don’t have any connections with fallen angels or cosmic malignancies or anything like that. All that drek is stories made up by pasty-faced old men to scare impressionable kids into following orders that are too stupid to defend logically. I thought you had a better mind than that.”

      “You’re entitled to your opinion,” Sam said huffily. He knew most of what was said about spirits being demons was garbage—he wasn’t a total idiot. “This dealing with spirits just doesn’t seem right. Even you say they talk. That implies sentience, but whether they are free intelligences or not, talking to spirits is just too crazy for me. I had enough of that in those nightmares last summer when I talked to the dog spirit. I haven’t had one of those episodes in months, and I don’t want to do anything to start them again. I’m just getting back on track. I’ve put all the troubles after Hanae’s death into the past where they belong. I don’t want to wake that kind of craziness again.”

      Sally shook her head, her expression hardening into contempt. “You’ll never learn with that kind of attitude.”

      “I’ll survive,” Sam said defensively. “I’ve done all right so far.”

      “Babe, you’re in the woods. You’re alive ’cause I keep you alive.”

      Sally might believe it, but Sam knew better. He had learned his lessons. “You weren’t there last night.”

      “And you nearly got smoked.”

      “We did fine.”

      She gave him a look that left no doubt she didn’t agree, but she didn’t say anything. Her stony silence indicated she had taken the subject as far as she thought necessary. Sam didn’t want to take it any further, either. They would be snapping at each other again soon enough.

      “Are we going to do some exercises?”

      “What for? You wouldn’t learn anything. You’re too pig-headed.” Sally gestured, casting an illusion spell, and Sam knew that to a viewer he would appear to be literally pig-headed. It was juvenile of her to resort to such a poor joke.

      “I haven’t given up trying to learn,” he said. “Have you given up teaching?”

      She snorted. “You don’t pay me enough for this lost cause.”

      Wondering how serious she was being, he said, “I didn’t realize I was supposed to be paying you.”

      Scowling, she breathed a long sigh. She shook out her hair and turned to stare through the grimy window. Her voice was distant. “Drekhead. You want to learn something tonight, do it on your own.”

      Conversation ended; sentence pronounced. There would be no point in trying to change her mind. Sam found he didn’t mind. He almost felt relief. As much as he knew he needed to learn, their sessions had become increasingly difficult. Another teacher might be better. Professor Laverty had offered; so had the dragon Lofwyr. The dragon’s offer had surely been false, since his agent had betrayed Sam and the runners instead of helping. And Laverty surely had his own reasons. Sam was sure he didn’t want to get involved with some as high up in the Tír Tairngire power structure as Laverty appeared to be. Sally had seemed to be the only mage he could trust, and now he was having doubts about her. He would have to sort the mess out soon. He’d need whatever magical ability he could muster to go after Janice.

      He watched Sally pretend interest in the outside world. She was flighty in her anger sometimes. Maybe she would relent.

      “Just as well that we’re not going to practice. I’ve got a meet with Mr. Johnson tonight. I’d like you to run backup.”

      “Got better things to do than baby-sit,” she said without looking around.

      Sighing, Sam let the insult slide. It was just her heat. He hoped she would feel differently later. “All right. I’ll catch you later.”

      “Later,” she replied almost inaudibly.

      He left her sitting in the apartment. As he walked down the stairs, Inu skipped at his side. Sam wondered if Sally would be there when he got back.
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      As Sam approached the corner of South Main Street and Fourth Avenue South, the dark bulk of the Renraku arcology loomed ever larger before him. The megastructure towered above its neighboring buildings, blocking most of the sunset’s red tones. Already lights sparkled on the east face. Low down on the north face, the glare and blare of the club quarter was awakening. Less than a year ago, the arcology had been his home—and his prison.

      He turned right on Fourth. He was less than two blocks from Club Penumbra, but the walk seemed lengthy. The first time Sally had taken him here, he had almost run away when he had realized how near to the arcology the club was. It had only been a month after the firefight on Pad 23, that regrettable battle which Renraku security forces believed he started. He hadn’t really been there, but a deception on the part of Lofwyr’s agent had made it appear he’d led the attacking raiders. Sam had been afraid of ’Raku retaliation. The thought of walking exposed anywhere near the megastructure had frightened him. But he had learned he was just a face in the crowd; no more remarkable than anyone else to the guards on the west face of the arcology.

      He still wasn’t completely sure the corporation had decided revenge was uneconomical. He had to force himself to keep pace with the pedestrian traffic around him. He didn’t want to attract attention. As a member of the crowd, he could pass, but if he gave the guards cause to single him out, who knew what might result?

      He reached the alley leading to the club. He was surprised but pleased to see one of the three bikes parked against the wall was Dodger’s Rapier. Penumbra was no place for animals, so he looked around for Inu to tell him to wait. The dog was scampering across Yesler Way, off to find his own entertainment. He’d be back eventually, as always. Sam had met Inu on the streets, and had no worries that the dog would be all right.

      Though twilight was still gathering among the rain-laden clouds outside, night had already fallen in Club Penumbra. The gloom was deeper than usual, since the wall-sized tridscreen was dark. Sam picked his way through the entryway mostly by following the sound of Big Tom, the Club’s resident sound engineer and backup musician, practicing his drumbeats. As Sam cleared the arch and entered the main floor, Big Tom deflated his throat pouch and hooted the dual tone he used for greetings. Sam did his best to return the sasquatch’s sound. Big Tom grinned his lopsided grin that only showed the fangs on the left side of his face. Sam was never sure if the furry metahuman was smiling with pleasure or amusement at Sam’s attempts to greet him in kind.

      Big Tom took up his practice again as Sam crossed the floor. His was the only music in the place, but it was a weeknight and still early. The Penumbra wouldn’t start rocking for another couple of hours. There were a few patrons scattered throughout the free-standing tables and in the alcoves along the back wall. That was fine. There were enough people to keep things friendly but not enough to crowd sensitive discussions. The club’s regulars minded their own biz.

      Jim at the bar inclined his head, and Sam altered his path in the direction indicated. The sole occupied booth in that corner had a black booted foot thrust from its recesses. The stud pattern on the footwear’s straps and the faint gleam of a white shag of hair advertised Dodger’s presence.

      Sam kicked the boot’s sole, saying, “Hoi, Dodger. You’re early. Are you feeling all right?”

      “In truth I was. Until you wounded me with your remark, Sir Twist.” Dodger cocked his head to look up at Sam, causing sparkles of light to flash from the three jacks on his depilated left temple. To anyone who didn’t know the elf, the computer interface ports would seem incongruous next to his pointed ears, but Sam knew they were as integral to who Dodger was as his slim elven bones.

      “You’ll heal. Get anything on Mr. Johnson? Like maybe why things got screwed up last night?”

      “Some data has fallen into my hands but, as to yesterday’s difficulties, I can do no
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