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Prologue

 

Justin Stonewater crouched in the shallow shelter made by the ruined wall, a remnant of a brick and mortar building. Others huddled close to him in an attempt to share their pain, their fear, their isolation.

He knew the sensations enveloping him—pain, cold, exhaustion, hunger—weren’t real; they couldn’t be. That’s what his subconscious insisted, day after day…because there was no night here. No reprieve from the endless sun above them. No relief from the harsh, unceasing wind. No rescue from the twisting, iridescent band that stretched from one end of the sky to the other. Something he had once believed would bring him out of this nightmare.

Now it just twinkled and laughed at him. At all of them.

No one knew where they were or how they got there. Only that the world was a scorched wasteland. His stomach yearned for food, but there wasn’t any. No food. No water.

But no death.

In the dim light, he stared dully at the half-formed avatars around him. Some still looked human, or at least closer to their living personas. But those were the newer arrivals. The ones that had arrived with hope in their eyes who-knew-how-long ago were now hunched into fetal positions, scattered around the hull of what could have been a brick building.

Justin held up his skeletal hand. It no longer possessed muscles or veins. No bloodied nails to bite or fingertips to scrape against the sharp rock walls that kept them in their pen. His other hand was only half-deteriorated, as were his feet and part of his torso.

He knew what his eventual fate was. He’d seen a dozen of his comrades turn to dust as their life gave out. More and more vanished into the sands each time after the Old Man came and blocked out the sun. The routine was the same. To exist in this hell until He called for them.

And then the pain began. Wrenching, tearing, knotting pain as it twisted his soul into blackness. It was the only relief any of them knew any more. That dark, dark, cavernous nothing.

But each time, he woke afterward to the endless hell still around him—just with more pieces of his flesh removed. One day, he wouldn’t wake up at all.

Justin looked up at the twisting pool of energy he wasn’t allowed to touch. Just like he and the others weren’t allowed to go near the only other building in their pen. It was a large metal building, seemingly untouched by the scorching sun and heat. Light pulsed from its roof as the Old Man’s ladder wound its way upward. From where he sat Justin thought it looked as if the ladder had almost reached it. And if he could climb the ladder…he could touch it!

Rising on stick legs and bony feet, he stumbled over the half-corroded group toward the warehouse. His thinking was that the Old Man wasn’t around…in fact, he hadn’t shown himself in…well, a long time now. Justin knew if he could just touch that energy—it had a name, one that danced at the edge of his memory, but he couldn’t remember it any more. All he knew was that if he touched it, he could finally go home. 

Home that felt like a long-lost dream. A life in…somewhere else…with…his family? His…wife and…son…?

The warehouse loomed over him as others reached out to stop him, whispering on the constant wind. “Don’t go! You can’t go in there! If you go in there, you’ll die!”

And what was this? Life?

Justin wrenched at the building’s double door. Its metal surface was cool against his skin, almost comforting, and he felt a vibration. A stirring he hadn’t felt since waking up in this nightmare.

He pressed on the doors. One of them gave a little. He pressed harder as others followed him when they saw he wasn’t destroyed. Some argued against opening the doors, while others tried to help him. Eventually, the door was wrested all the way open, but Justin was the only one willing to step into the darkness inside.

The cool temperature soothed his aching body and chilled the sweat on his brow. He took a few more steps inside, and the door closed behind him. Silence. He couldn’t see anything for a few seconds, until his eyes adjusted. A light up ahead grew brighter, and he trudged toward it.

Thunder rolled outside, and the cool, smooth floor shook as he got closer to that light. Is that it? Is that…the base of the ladder? It had to be. The closer he got, the more detail he could make out. 

Yes! It was the ladder! Only—

This time the thunder shook the building to its very foundation as Justin slowed his pace. What he saw couldn’t be possible. Yes it was a ladder…a wide, heavy ladder that reached up through a hole in the ceiling.

“YOU DARE DEFY ME!” a voice boomed, so loud that it shattered the warehouse walls.

The ceaseless wind howled into a gale around Justin as he ducked down, slamming his skinless hand against the hard floor. Without the walls, he could see the rest of the pen now, scattering before the Old Man in a futile attempt to escape the inescapable.

A black tornado swept up everyone inside of it, including him as he tried to run. He crashed into flying debris, possibly the rest of the ruins. Rocks, bricks, and thin pieces of the warehouse walls and roof hurtled at him. He screamed as he was struck repeatedly, and saw others flailing in the gusting storm beside him.

He lost his legs first, neatly severed by a warehouse wall that blurred by. Next, flying rocks tore his hands off his helpless limbs. A brick smashed into his face, crushing bone and muscle as he caromed out of the tornado and into the void, where the pen no longer existed.

There he fell in a silent scream until everything stopped.

Forever.


 

 

 

 

Chapter One

4 months ago

 

Kazuma Tetsu gasped when the host around him revealed a ravaged world.

At first, he wasn’t sure he was in the right place—it looked like a battlefield. There were no trees or grass under a hazy sky of gold and dark smoke. Jagged, silver tiers of once familiar buildings rose up like broken bones sticking up through charred, blackened skin.

“Wow, chummer…nice pajamas.”

He turned to see a standard, out-of-the-box avatar of a man with dark hair, squared jaw, scruffy chin, and long, dark coat. Yep, generic P.I. from a gaming box.

Kazuma smiled. “Dirk. Nice Dick Tracy motif.” He stepped over a puddle of oily water to take the man’s offered hand. “Interesting choice. This an art piece?”

Dirk shook his head. “Not really. This is a replica made from another host—one a bunch of technomancers nearly died in. They created this to show what almost killed them. But it’s just a representation. If you were really on the host right now, you’d become deathly ill.”

“Sick from a host?”

“A host totally corrupted, omae. I wanted to meet you here so you could see what’s creeping along the periphery of your realms. Take a good look at this, Kaz, and don’t ever get caught in it. The artists for this call it dark resonance. And that description isn’t far off. Memorize, and know it’s real.” He stepped closer. “Your sister’s missing again.”

“Yes, I know,” Kazuma answered, but he kept looking around. “But I don’t think she’s submerging this time. I think she’s in trouble.”

“I think you’re right.” Dirk reached out and put his hand on Kazuma’s arm. “There’s not a lot more I can do for you. You’re going to have to look for her on your own. But there are a few things I can advise you to do, and you should get quicker results.”

He had Kazuma’s full attention.

“Even after you let me know that Hitori had showed up a few weeks after the fun at Cup O’ Sin, I kept doing research because a name kept coming up. Caliban.”

“You mean like The Tempest?”

“Yeah. Like that. Do two things.” He moved in close, so Kazuma could see every painted cell of the comic book icon. “I need you to change your online handle from Dancer to Soldat. Got that, omae?”

“Soldat?”

“It means soldier.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“It’s better than Dancer. That’s a drek name. Then I want you to refine your searches to include the name Caliban. Just keep Hitori’s name and add Caliban. Got it?”

“Yeah…”

“Good.” Dirk stood back. “That’s good. Do those two things and you should be reunited with her soon. Or if not, you’ll definitely attract some interesting company.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

GiTm0

 

Welcome back to GiTm0, omae; your last connection was 13 hours, 9 minutes, 22 seconds ago.

 

BOLOs

Just a reminder—this board’s got less than six hours before it terminates in your comms. Send your sprites out twenty-four hours after that for the new link.

New shadowrunner handles to look out for: Mangle, Blackwater, blessie89, and DongleSave. Full list available [Link][Guest], but don’t read the list online. And don’t forget, these runners are out for the nuyen, and they don’t give a damn about us.

 

Remember, GOD is always watching.

 

 

NeW oNLiNE

* Twenty more known technomancers vanish from Novatech Arcology. No trace. Families won’t even acknowledge they’re missing. [Link]

* Saw in an early morning feed that Contagion Games’ latest MMORPG, TechnoHack, crashed another host early this morning, toppling several regions of play and causing a semi-brownout with a Matrix gateway near Seattle. CEO Ferdinand Bellex held a press conference apologizing for the downtime, and promptly blamed the failure on the resurgence of decking units not syncing with the hosts. He also made a few odd comments about technomancers attacking their mainframe, and is in negotiations with Knight Errant for tighter security to prevent this type of breach again. Bellex also announced a new UV host opening within the week that should relieve traffic to their home host and prevent any more grid inconveniences once Knight Errant’s got their systems firmly in place. Anyone in here played this game? We need reasons why Bellex even brought us up. [Link][Review Posts]

* A breach in security at an Ares facility in Lower Los Angeles has the Pueblo CC buzzing around with hi-tech might—though the local corps spokesperson insists nothing was stolen or tampered with. This is the fifth in a series of random glitches plaguing the company two days after an employee in the personnel department was fired. Coincidence? [Link]

* In a similar thread, Cup O’ Sin coffee house—whose name was in the news cycles a few years ago when it was attacked by hackers—is back in the news. One day after the firing of the above-mentioned Ares employee, the shop experienced the same glitches with the establishment’s PAN. When an espresso machine exploded in an employee’s face, she blamed it on one of the shop’s regular customers—that customer was identified as the same employee fired from Ares the day before. When no commlink was found on him, the man was beaten to death. During his autopsy, they found an internal comm. Things are not happy out there for us, people. Always have a commlink or decking unit visible. If you got jacks, use ’em for show.

 

EYES OPEN

>>>>Open Thread/Subhost221.322.1

>>>>Thread Access Restrictions: <Yes/No>

>>>>Format: <Open Post/Comment Only/Read Only>

>>>>File Attachment: <Yes/No>

>>>>Thread Descriptor: Denial

>>>>Thread Posted By User: Shyammo

 

>      Hey Shyammo! Thanks for finding that article on the missing Novatech employees. I noticed there hasn’t been any comment at all except a blip on a late night vid-squawk. In fact, when I saw the story carried only once, and then it wasn’t carried over to the other networks—I started to wonder if I’d seen it at all.

>      404Flames

 

>      Not sure they were all employees. Read the article. Says most were employees, and the others were just members of employee families. What kind of harsh piece of drek do you have to be to deny your family member is missing?

>      MoonShine

 

>      We need to look deeper into joint ventures. Corporations working in tandem on projects involving technomancers. Look for tags like electronic magic, hacking research, dark waters or caliban.

>      Soldat

 

>      Hey Sol, where you been? It’s been ages since you posted.

>      HipOldGuy

 

>      Did that bit of intel you were checking help, Soldat? Did you find her?

>      404Flames

 

>      I didn’t find her, but I found something that might help. Which is why I’m throwing the suggestion on those tags out there. We need to watch for the corps working together. Possibly forming hush-hush covenants when it comes to technomancers.

>      Soldat

 

>      What did you find, Soldat? You sound like you saw or read something.

>      Netcat

 

>      I’ll get on that, Sol. I’ve already started looking into Contagion Games and their issues. I wasn’t happy old Bellex felt the need to bring us into his problems. If the guy’s team can’t build a decent game, take responsibility. Don’t go slinging mud. I’ll see if anything pops up.

>      HipOldGuy

 

>      I don’t want to say yet, Netcat. I’ve got Silk working on a few things. I’ll post when there’s more. It’s just that…have any of you felt something weird? And I mean weird while in AR or the streams?

>      Soldat

 

>      Thanks ahead of time on that, Hip. I always like to make sure you guys know how much you’re appreciated out there. I was happy I didn’t have to report any of us missing this week. Last week’s number took a toll.

>      RoxJohn

 

>      Hey Hip, been doing a little grade work for Contagion. I’ll check out the game. Been a little curious myself. Might be a little more nuyen to be made if they keep breaking the Matrix like that.

>      Venerator

 

>      Sol, what do you mean weird? I’m asking because last time I submerged, I did run across something. It wasn’t in the streams, but it was there waiting when I left. And I had the feeling I was being watched.

>      Netcat

 

>      Yeah…Ten gone in a matter of a week. Rox, did you find out anything more about their disappearance? Like did they all work for a corp, or were they even connected?

>      EasterBunnyun

 

>      That’s close to what I felt, Netcat. Almost like something’s on the edge in there, on the outside looking in. I’ll make sure to get back when I know more.

>      Soldat

 

>      You know I can’t give out that information on the board, Easter. But if you click this [Link] I can give it to you.

>      RoxJohn


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

Horizon Archive Annex

Los Angeles

Retired DS Host

Thursday evening

 

Kazuma Tetsu’s living persona, a red-headed, black-clad ninja, stood within the drab, gray-walled virtual reality of the Horizon host, sword held in front of him. An antique desk with a worn, leather briefcase visible in the open lower drawer stood between him and his opponent. He raised his weapon as the blade reflected his opponent’s icon.

The icon, a simple, snarling, drooling white wolf, looked like one of those out-of-the-box personas Kazuma had seen with the resurgence of decking units.

He didn’t have time to linger and fight the persona of whoever this was. He needed to do a bit of technomancer hand-waving. A diversion—something with enough power and strength behind it to distract and detain this bastard long enough for him to grab the information and get out. 

The use of his skin-linking echo was draining, but not enough to alarm him just yet. Kazuma hadn’t planned on compiling, given that it would require a bit more of his stamina than he could afford. If he hadn’t physically been next to the host and accessed it remotely, perhaps a fight would be justified. But not right now.

He moved his sword up and around and slowly re-sheathed it on his back. The white wolf roared and drooled as it showed its teeth and pushed its back end up as its front went down. Drek—it was going to attack within seconds. Have to be a fast compile… 

With his hands now free, Kazuma held them out from his sides, palms up, and opened his senses to the whisper and buzz of the Matrix around him. The space between them abruptly swirled with wisps of incandescent smoke filled with 1s and 0s of data. With his arms held out, he inhaled and drew those wisps to him, bringing his imagination to bear and thoughts into sharp focus as he spoke to the datasphere, gave it purpose, and asked it to stand in the enemy’s way.

The Matrix answered him with action as the wisps formed ribbons of colors that spun and danced before him. The 1s and 0s wrote themselves into existence as he called forth its form…that of a Bengal tiger. Twice the size of the wolf-hacker and for a brief time, far more clever. Kazuma liked to give his sprites the freedom of imagination. This decker might think he knew what he was up against, but he would be wrong.

Feeling the drain impact his physical body, Kazuma took a step back as his newly compiled Paladin Sprite roared in the face of the white wolf. 

The white wolf answered with an attack. It vaulted upward, claws extended as the user’s voice came through: “I’m gonna take you down!”

Kazuma’s Paladin sprang forward and intercepted the wolf. Both beasts crashed into a side wall, then the tiger burst into a cloud of small, iridescent, yet iron-clad butterflies that flew into the wolf’s face, knocking chunks off it.

While the two programs tangled, Kazuma grabbed the briefcase, turned, and ran. The Paladin would fight long enough for him to disengage from the host, and its essence would return to the web-like whispers of the datasphere.

Weaving his way through the endless maze of corridors, Kazuma used his katana to cut away the lingering ghosts of previous security protocols, now too weak to be useful. While slicing and dicing, he considered his options. Before Big, Ugly, and Drooly had showed up, he’d planned to open the briefcase and gather only the information he found that referred to his sister and the name Caliban. He hadn’t counted on anyone else being here—much less wanting what looked like discarded files. But there wasn’t time for that now, so he decided to get the briefcase as far away as possible. It would be simple to compile a courier sprite and have it squirrel the briefcase away to a secure location in the Matrix, where he could retrieve it later.

Unfortunately—this host wasn’t connected to any grid.

No outside connections to the Matrix itself.

But there was a wireless signal nearby that allowed him access.

Boss!

Ponsu, Kazuma’s registered sprite, appeared beside him as a large, golden origami swan. She was his first sprite—a creature born and nurtured within the Matrix. She contained information from both himself and from the resonance streams that pulsed like rivers around him. She—and he called her a she because she spoke to him in a soft, feminine voice (not the voice he’d purposely given her either)—had been with him for more than two years, his constant companion in the Matrix.

Kazuma shoved the briefcase into her beak. The host itself wasn’t connected to the Matrix—but Kazuma was. He’d never tried it before—but it stood to reason that he could be the conduit between the two. “Get this away from here—just hide it safely in the Matrix somewhere. I’ll get it later.”

You want me to leave you alone? I can’t do that—have you noticed that big, ugly wolf back there?

“Yeah, that’s kinda why I’m running.” Kazuma glanced back, sensing the dissipation of the Paladin. It hadn’t lasted as long as he’d liked. The wolf might look generic, but its strength wasn’t.

He looked back at Ponsu. “Just get it out of here. I’ve got this guy mad enough to follow me.”

But the sprite was looking down the corridor behind them. Let me take care of the fool. I can—

“Ponsu! Please!”

She gave him a lingering look with iridescent eyes before vanishing.

“YOU GIVE ME THAT BACK, YOU ASSHOLE!” shouted the wolf as it charged into the hall.

Running along his escape route, Kazuma jumped out of VR and back into the disorienting world of reality. The wolf-hacker would have to leave by his own way in—most likely via a deck. Kazuma assumed they were close by. Physically close by. The wolf’s user had to be in the Annex and physically wired to the host in order to be inside—and they weren’t a technomancer. That much Kazuma knew.

Before attempting this harebrained idea, Kazuma had disabled the two other terminals in the building that had been daisy-chained to the host he needed. But somehow the jackass had managed to fix the sabotage. Should have made sure they couldn’t be fixed—but he hadn’t wanted to draw attention to himself in case another tech took a look.

Hindsight. Twenty-twenty. All that. Damn it.

Coming out of VR hot was always a bit of a disaster for Kazuma—re-orientation took a few minutes as he stumbled blindly from where he’d propped his body in an office chair. Compiling that paladin had cost him a bit, not to mention Ponsu’s escape to the Matrix. The dim room grew dimmer as he took his hand from the host’s outer shell and took several deep, stabilizing breaths. He needed to get himself and his gear out of the Annex before the idiot wolf-hacker tripped a security wire he hadn’t disabled.

The deck was still packed in the small bag, but he kept his commlink visible. His datajack was still prominently positioned on his temple, and he kept his hair pulled back to emphasize its presence. He wouldn’t let anyone—especially his employer—know he was a technomancer. Not exactly an advertisable skill nowadays. More like a curse that could get him killed, or vanished.

Like so many others.

He carried a Fairlight headset, the very first commlink he’d bought. But if anyone took a hard look at it, they’d find the thing was factory-modeled. Just like the deck. No upgrades. Not even an app for the most mundane tasks of being a KE tech. His partner, Silk, called his bluff all the time—hammered home that he needed to at least pay for the upgrades and have them visible.

“If you’re going to live the lie, then live it right,” was her constant advice.

But he didn’t need them. Which was a major plus when it came to expenses.

Kazuma had the commlink connection set in place on his wrist, but not turned on. He managed to stumble back into the chair in front of the desk when the door to the terminal room burst open.

He turned, genuinely startled, as an ork in a Horizon Security uniform came in, weapon drawn. Clearing his throat, he presented the guard with his best smile. “Sir—”

“Show me some I.D.!” the ork barked.

Kazuma nodded quickly, taking in the security officer’s yellowed tusks protruding up from his jaw over his upper lip. The ork’s jaw was built forward, allowing for the added weight and space for the powerful teeth. His small, pointed ears twitched, and Kazuma could smell his fear. Something was wrong within the building itself. And whatever that was had this security guard spooked.

Damn that wolf hacker!

Kazuma transmitted his SIN to the ork. The guard kept his weapon trained on Kazuma as the information popped up in his AR. Though Kazuma could see the virtual window in the guard’s PAN, he already knew what it would show.

Morimoto Toshi, Human, Knight Errant Supervisor, Birthplace: Chiba, Japan. The image would be that of an older human. Kazuma had used nano-paste to change his face and hid the arching points of his ears beneath a bushy gray wig.

The ork appeared to be satisfied and handed his wallet back. “Sorry, Mr. Morimoto, but the silent alarm got tripped—over on the south side of the building. We suspect there’s a hacker in the host. Luckily, this is an off-grid system. We’ve got people looking around the building for them.”

Damn it. The hacker had tripped the alarm. Baka. He nodded as he carefully made a show of unhooking his deck from the terminal. “That’s quite all right, sir. Are you here to escort an old man out of here for safety?”

The ork was about to answer when the door opened and a human dressed in the same uniform as the ork stepped inside. “Brigg,” the smaller man said with a narrowing glance at Kazuma. “Got anything?”

“No,” the ork named Brigg said. “This is Mr. Morimoto—he was here working on the security system for KE.” He leaned in close to give a hoarse but audible whisper. “I think he was in the system when the alarm got tripped. He doesn’t look so good.”

The human moved past Brigg and glared harder at what he perceived to be an elderly Asian man. “You need a CrashCart, old man?”

“No, no.” Kazuma shook his head. “It’s just—your friend is right. I wasn’t prepared for the tertiary failing of subsidiary drives, causing a cascading failure that—”

The human guard put up his hand. “I got it, I got it.”

Kazuma smiled inwardly. It was always better to baffle them with bullshit. The key was to know who and when to bullshit. Coming off as a tech-head security flunkie could be disarming enough.

“I am sorry to be so much trouble.” He smiled for real as he finished packing his gear into his bag and stood.

Ponsu was back, hovering just inside of Kazuma’s peripheral vision within his own AR. She gave him a nod to let him know the briefcase was hidden. Nothing to see here—and nothing to find in his deck or his commlink.

The human nodded at the terminal. “You finished? ’Cause we think the autodial’s already contacted your people’s security unit—that happens in a time like this. You want to wait for them?”

No, he did not want to meet them at all. Fooling these two had been easy—but fooling a Knight Errant officer? Or worse, GOD, in case Ponsu had triggered the attention of the Grid Overwatch Division spiders. Kazuma wasn’t ready to test his skills at disguise just yet. “Yes—I would very much like to be here when they arrive. May I gather my things and meet them at the front—”

But as he spoke, the room fell into total darkness. Though the host itself wasn’t on the grid, the Annex’s security system was. Kazuma unconsciously tapped into the faint wireless signal, asking Ponsu to check on the blackout. Within seconds the swan appeared in a new AR window to his left.

Boss—all the power’s still on—otherwise the network wouldn’t be viable. The lights are still in operation.

He cursed under his breath. It was dark, but the power was still on. In theory, the lights were on as well—only none of them could see. That meant the blindness was magically induced. And there was no telling how far the range went, or if the hacker himself was immune. But Kazuma was sure the wolf-hacker was still in the building, waiting for him.

A single shot echoed outside the small room’s darkness. Kazuma didn’t need sight to know both guards had drawn their weapons.

“They’ve cut the power,” the ork said. There was a click. “Mullens, this is Brigg. We heard gunfire.”

Another pause, then static before, “Yeah, we’re in the dark here—you?”

“Yeah, us too. We’re in the center basement. Mr. Morimoto is here from KE doing work—we’re gonna try and find the shooter.”

“Copy. We’ll advance along the south ring. You go north.”

“Roger.”

Kazuma winced at the exchange. They’d used open communication—voice activated. Any hacker worth his cybereyes would have already had taps on bus to bus. Basically, they’d just given out their plan to the shooter. Unless it was code for something else. But he didn’t really believe that.

A small light appeared in the ork’s palm, illuminating the room in a greenish glow. Whether the ork knew he was countering magic with magic was uncertain—but it was enough. Kazuma could see their faces—prints in shadows and emerald. “That’s about as big as I can make it, Chief.”

“That’s good,” said Chief, the human. “Mr. Morimoto, I need you to stay here. This room has a steel door. Once Briggs and I step out, I want you to lock it and just stay calm. I’m sure the KE cops will be here in a few seconds. Can you do that?”

“So ka,” he said.

“Do you have a weapon?” Briggs asked.

“Ee-ae,” he lied. “I’ll be fine.”

Once the two were outside, Kazuma touched his watch. He could see the glow in the dark. The magic had only affected the environment, which meant it had vulnerabilities. Like the ork’s light and the illumination from an electronic device. Using the watch as a flashlight, he found a utility drawer, and in it a small, battery-powered light.

He pulled up a minimized window with a chewing gum-smacking blonde inside it. <You get all that?>

<Yeah,> she said as her persona blinked. Her gaze looked to be tracking something Kazuma couldn’t see. <Wolf dude pulled the fire alarm in the south side.>

Fire alarm? Kazuma moaned. <So KE isn’t coming?>

<Oh, they’re coming all right. I’m just making sure a few red lights stay red long enough. Your car’s where you parked it. I found a rigger nearby—she’s a few tables over from me. Seems I picked the right place.>

<She with this wolf-hacker?>

<That’s my guess. I’ll draw their attention away. Ponsu’s got the strategy. Take care, and remember the GODs are watching.> Her window disappeared.

After surveying the area one more time to make sure he hadn’t left anything visible that could be traced back to him, Kazuma opened the door carefully, wincing when it made a click that resounded throughout the darkened corridor. Hooking his bag around his shoulder, he decided the flashlight would bring too much attention. Since the blackout was magic, then a camera should see just fine.

Mentally reaching out to the closest datasphere whisper, he opened the back door of the building’s security network—which he’d helped install, of course. A new window appeared in his AR—giving him a fully lit corridor on both sides. The angle was going to throw him off, since he would see himself coming down a hallway instead of what was directly in front of him. “Ponsu—you got the strategy?”

Right, Boss.

A grid of the building’s corridors, rooms, and exits appeared in a window to his left. He noted the flashing red dot telling him where he was. The basement. One level up to street side. There were three possible exits out of the Annex—but he didn’t see any vehicles nearby that might belong to the wolf-hacker. Unfortunately, he hadn’t made a contingency plan—never considered anyone else would want the information. Another fact Silk was going to yell at him for.

As he trotted toward the stairs, one of the cameras overhead detected a movement near the door to the basement. Kazuma assumed it wasn’t a security guard, but the wolf-hacker coming to look for him.

Retracing his escape route on the grid, he found another exit open upstairs—rarely used—on the opposite side of the building facing a one-way street. Boulevard Avenue, NE. It wasn’t a usual route for transports to follow, as half of the street on that side had caved in and was under construction. But then, most of this side of town was under construction. If he could get a ride there—

Ponsu rustled in front of him, visible in all the AR windows.

As Kazuma neared the stairs, he heard the telltale sound of boots descending. Moving as quickly as he could, given the constant fatigue pounding at the back of his eyes, he ducked behind the stairs, the spaces between the steps visible. Kazuma moved the AR windows aside except for the single camera that gave him a bird’s eye view of the staircase. He waited for the hacker to appear.

It didn’t take long. As the boots hit the appropriate steps he reached out, grabbed just above the ankles, and pulled with everything he had. The booted man yelled in surprise as he tumbled down the rest of the steps.

Kazuma bolted around him, using the basement cameras to watch himself sidestep the man as he scrambled to get back up. Taking the stairs two at a time, the technomancer reached the top just as the man below raised his pistol and fired.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

Outside the Horizon Archive Annex

 

Mackenzie Fenrir Schmetzer—Mack to his runners, and anyone else he chose to associate with—stood in the shadows of the warehouse across the street from the Annex building of Horizon’s Los Angeles offices. He’d boosted his cybereyes’ vision magnification up by x4, enough to see the tool marks on the Annex’s windowless wall. Traffic was nil this late at night, with the Annex located in a less than desirable area of the city—farthest away from the glitter and lights of the main thoroughfares, and smack in the center of construction. In fact, the entire place was scheduled for demolition.

Most of the street lights here were dark—busted by rocks and bullets long ago. City politicians felt it was a waste of resources to constantly replace them, only to have them knocked out at the next opportunity.

There was one bulb that burned bright enough close to where Mack stood. He liked the light—without light there couldn’t be shadow. And without shadow—there was no run.

And with no run—no nuyen.

Even in today’s economy, Mack was doing pretty good for himself. He owned two successful clubs in the Los Angeles area, a bar in Seattle, and a stash of private homes. Not much else was known about him, except for his ability to complete runs. Not always successfully, but he was fair. As long as the Johnson was fair.

And that wasn’t often.

Mack believed in honor among thieves. Or at least he believed in honoring the deal.

His Los Angeles runners had gone nearly a month with no good jobs until this one. And even this job seemed simple. So simple that Mack was monitoring it personally. He didn’t know why—he just had a feeling that something wasn’t right.

First off, why would a corp like Horizon have an Annex with active hosts that weren’t on the grid? And second, why would anyone store something important on one of them?

Mack considered the recent bad public opinion regarding Horizon, and thought it would be a brilliant place to hide things they didn’t want easily found. The security in the building impressed him, especially the fact they were employing Knight Errant when the PCC police was closer, and probably cheaper. But this fact also set off warning signs all over the place. Five guards for a three-story building that covered maybe an eighth of the block? Excessive was a thin word.

He knew whatever they were extracting off that host was important. Or volatile. And then—in hindsight—maybe this place was the best when it came to disguising something higher up on the food chain?

As he pondered that idea, he felt as well as heard the pop in his speaker—it was a sound he’d committed to memory decades ago in a former life. The sound of a gun being fired.

“Damn,” he muttered as he held up his hand, the rings on his fingers activating his AR. The building’s grid appeared, an electric wire-frame of the first and second floors, as well as his team’s markers. He only had two runners in the building—his hacker and his magic backup. Cole Blackwater was the best money could buy when it came to retrieving information of any kind. His programs and gear were bought out of Mack’s club Worldwide. Blackwater was a man on his game. He was good. Damn good.

And he had the ego to go with it. That was a flaw. And it was a fucking whopper.

Maria Venzuella was a shaman. One of her specialties was security dampening—which Mack had chosen to use on this run.

And it had appeared to be working—until someone got capped.

Mack narrowed his eyes at the markers—he could make out Blackwater’s pulsing red star near the center of the building. But Maria’s wasn’t there.

Moving, twisting, flipping and finally closing the map, Mack broke one of his own rules—using verbal communication during a run. Usually he preferred everything be communicated via one of Blackwater’s texting protocols, but he didn’t have time to text <What the fuck?>.

Instead, his commlink picked up his lowered voice. “What the hell’s going on in there?”

Several seconds passed before Blackwater answered. Mack tapped a small grid icon in the lower left of his vision, bringing the map back up. He overlaid it onto his view of the building. “I got company—fucker was already in there getting the fucking file. Had to cap a security guard.”

Mack swore under his breath. “Cole—you and Maria—”

“I’m on it—I can see where he is. I’ll get the shit from him.”

Swearing again, Mack swiped the map aside and a keyboard appeared in the air, projected by his AR. He typed in a few directory commands for the building’s security system, and was able to tap a few of the cameras. “Visual’s still up. Only a few cameras out. Why isn’t Maria’s spell working?”

There was an uncomfortable pause.

The hairs on the back of Mack’s neck stood up. “Cole—where is Maria?”

“She’s moving just ahead of me. I’ll call when I get the bastard—”

“No, you get out of there now,” Mack interrupted. “If you’ve tripped something, those guards will already have called KE—and I do not want to tangle with them.” And if GOD showed up—that wasn’t a level of trouble he needed. When Blackwater didn’t answer, Mack switched channels. “Shayla, you been monitoring?”

“No sweat,” she said, perky as always—which never really fit the way she looked. Shayla was a changeling, a partial transformation into a troll. And she was the best rigger he’d ever hired. On his best friend’s recommendation, of course. “GMC’s already in position. Got a bead on the Knight Errant boys—about two minutes out.”

“Any sign of GOD?”

“Not yet. Might not have caught their attention.”

Yet. Mack refocused his attention on the physical world. He started jogging down the street. The GMC Shayla usually used for runs should be parked just outside the exit for a quick dive and squeal. He’d worn his soft shoes tonight—no noise on the concrete.

As he reached the block corner, he glanced down the street and saw the GMC parked inconspicuously along the opposite street, complete with a legal parking pass and record. All he, Maria, and Blackwater had to do was run to the van and get in.

Mack took in a deep breath, looked both ways, and crossed the road in a leisurely jog. To any passerby, he would look like any other middle-aged human working on his health.

Only he was doing it at night—in a not-so-friendly area of town.

Mack stopped halfway across the intersection as the GMC’s horn began squawking and its lights blinked on and off. What the—

“Boss!” Shayla’s voice was loud and unhappy over his link. “Someone’s hacked my RCC.”

What? Still in the street, Mack closed the distance to the annex’s corner. “Shayla—you’re telling me you were hacked?”

“My deck was. Gotta be someone in here with me. I can’t—drek—it’s gonna take me a few to reboot—”

“Shayla—what are you saying?”

“I’m saying KE’s less than two minutes away, and I don’t have control of the GMC.”

Mack moved away from the squawking van. Damn thing was going to draw attention. “Shayla, you gotta shut that thing down!”

“I’m trying—but I have to wait for the RCC to reboot. Gimme a minute!”

Mack stood halfway down the side of the building’s wall. Fuck. He took off toward the GMC. If she couldn’t do it remotely, he’d do it physically.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

Contagion Games

Main Game Host, Login Welcome Center

Thursday Evening

 

HipOldGuy read through the game rules as his living persona paced inside the Welcome Center. The environment alone made him uneasy. Whoever designed the landing platform had thought it would be a great idea to create an invisible floor and then surround the whole thing with a constantly swirling iridescent coiling of white and silver.

This is not what the Realms look like, he thought to himself as he glanced down between his boots. Not having a visible floor…don’t like that.

“Oh. Wow. This is awesome.”

Hip glanced over at the new player as they rezzed on the platform. Young female—or the persona was female, at least. No telling what the Matrix user was. Didn’t matter to him. She was shapely, with great legs, white hair, bright blue eyes and ample breasts. She was dressed in camo shorts, combat boots, and a tight-fitting top. She had some serious artillery strapped to her hips and what looked like goggles perched on her forehead. He didn’t say anything, and went back to reading the rules.

“Hey mister…does this game really make you feel like a technomancer?”

Was that a trick question? Hip looked back at her again. “How would I know?”

“Just askin’. So, how do we start?”

“You read the rules.”

“I hate rules.”

“Don’t we all.” But he continued to read and sort of watched her out of the corner of his eye. She grabbed the booklet with the game rules and sort of skipped through them. But she wasn’t actually looking at them. Finally she skipped ahead to character creation and he watched her make a technomancer street samurai (Seriously?) and buy up all her points in gear.

“Miss,” he said, and she turned to stare blankly at him. “If you’re a technomancer, you don’t need all that gear.”

“Oh please, Mister. Technomancers are just couch potatoes. Can’t actually fight. And I’m not gonna get ganked my first hour out. I want the gear.” She finished and jumped on the pad to teleport her into the game host.

Hip sighed and finished reading the rules. But what she said bugged him. Yeah, it was becoming common knowledge that technomancers were weak physically—but wouldn’t that be true of anyone who spent too much time in the Matrix and not enough in physical life? So why couldn’t a Matrix user also be healthy? There wasn’t a law against it. Then he thought about his own old and plump body kicked back in his recliner. Not moving. Not exercising.

Yeah, well…stereotypes be damned.

The game wasn’t that far off from present day—the player could choose to be a shadowrunner, a wageslave, though the game called them corporate executives. The point of the game was to slip in and become part of the roleplay. Submersive playing. He’d seen this type of game before—and he’d also known players who forgot to leave this kind of game to tend to the meat suit, and either died while online or got really sick. He pulled up a timer on his AR and set it to remind him to pull out in one hour. Should be enough time for him to at least look around the host, map it out, and see if he could use the information Rox sent him on where the deaths took place.

Of course, no one else but he and Rox knew there were deaths—the media was still reporting them as blackouts. Even the boards said Bellex had come out and apologized for the host crashing—and taking out nearby ones as well. But closer digging by Shyammo had revealed an interoffice memo at Lone Star about the deaths during that blackout. Twenty-seven of them. And not all on the Contagion host, but on the other crashed hosts. Hip was out to get more intel so they could upload the truth to GiTm0.

Hip made his character a KE Agent, complete with the latest commlink, and chose his apps carefully. Before he became a technomancer, he’d been a pretty damn good hacker, so even after he found he didn’t need all the gear, he still kept up with the latest versions and bug fixes. Still gave verisimilitude to his continued work as a hacker.

Once he had the map downloaded and the NPC players, group leaders, and storytellers per faction, he jumped on the landing pad and teleported to the host.

Though the Welcome Center hadn’t impressed him, the build overcompensated to a point where Hip had to double check where he was. It was the most detailed duplication of Denver he’d ever seen. Down to the latest street name changes. Hip walked around for a bit, his OOC (out of character) tag on so as not to interfere with any ongoing game play. And again, the immersion was incredible, down to the smell. He was actually smelling Denver at street level. Hip had only been there once as a boy, but he remembered. “Profound” was the word he used later in life.

He took a detour to Genesee Park and stood outside the park’s fence. He pulled up the information on his AR, double checked his encryption and then checked the deaths again, each of them showing up as red dots. A cluster of three dots showed several meters ahead of him.

With a quick glance around, he moved to the left and entered the park, then continued to follow the red dots—

“Help! Someone!”

He and two other players nearby stopped and moved out of character as they looked at each other. Hip was pretty sure the others were thinking the same thing he was—is that a real cry for help, or part of the game?

“Somebodeeeee!”

The voice sounded familiar.

Hip and one of the other players, an ork, took off in the direction of the voice—straight ahead. Right where the dots had shown up on his AR. This couldn’t be a coincidence.

He recognized the technomancer samurai from the welcome center. What he didn’t recognize was what she was half-submerged in. It looked like one of the old tar pits—but this stuff wasn’t just thick and viscous. It looked like it, or something inside it, was…moving.

“Mister!” She reached out to him. “Pull me out of this!”

“Oh wow. That is some messed up code,” the other player who ran with Hip said as he moved past him to offer her a hand. “I swear, this game’s got one glitch after the other.”

Messed up code? Hip looked from the kid to the black tar, and then grabbed the kid’s shoulder. “Tell me what you see.”

“Where? Hey look, we need to pull her out.”

“I know—but tell me what you see.”

“I see a hot chick stuck in pixelated lag. It’s a glitch. Haven’t you been watching the vids? This host’s been having all kinds of trouble.” He pulled his hand away. “I say we get her out and then leave before it goes down again. I was here when it went out last time, and I still have a headache.” He leaned forward to help her out.

Everything in Hip’s head said LEAVE! Everything. “You don’t see her stuck in a tar pit?”

The guy shook his head as he reached out to grab her hand. “Naw, man. I see bad resolution.”

If I see one thing, and he sees something else—

Realization dawned on Hip just a second too late as he watched in horror. Something resembling an oily, dark tentacle slid out of that blackness and wrapped around the kid’s arm. He yelled as it dragged him forward, his feet pushing grass and dirt up in an attempt to stop himself.

“Hey, old man!” came another voice behind him. “Why’re you just standing there?”

Another player, also an ork, ran past him and tried to help them out as well—but more of those tentacles lashed out and wrapped around him. He drew a sword and hacked at it, cutting it off, but more came and wrapped around the ork’s waist, hips, arms, neck, and face. Hip watched as those same tentacles encircled the girl and the first boy who’d come to her rescue.

Their screams brought more attention, and more would-be rescuers.

Hip took several steps back. He had no experience to compare—no way of knowing what it was he was seeing. He broke his own protocol, compiled a recording sprite and told it to record everything in front of him. Every person that tried to help was pulled into that pit of thick black ichor. He watched as their mouths filled with it, blocking their screams, suffocating them until—

Someone put a hand on his shoulder. He assumed it was another player, giving him shit about not helping. But when he turned to face them—

The man was tall, with pale skin. He wore a shiny black trench coat and a skirt that puddled on the ground like the ichor. On his face he wore a gas mask that looked fused to his skin. The moving ichor of his skirt slid up his body, down his arm and over his hand onto Hip’s shoulder.

“There you are,” he said as the spreading gunk wrapped itself around Hip’s head. It blanked out his eyes and filled his mouth so he couldn’t see or speak. Icy fingers pinned his arms to his body as the ichor traveled down his back to his legs, until he was completely trapped in a cocoon of ice and darkness.

His last coherent thought—just as his AR alarm went off—was to tell the sprite to find Soldat.

And then, despite the black ooze filling his mouth, he screamed.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

Horizon Archive Annex

 

Kazuma was able to get the basement door closed and locked. But that wasn’t going to stop the wolf-hacker, just delay him and annoy the hell out of him at the same time. Before he could get far enough away, the wolf-hacker started shooting at the door from the other side. Making a lot of noise and large bullet holes. Whatever this guy was shooting with was actually coming through the door.

Kazuma stumbled backward, only barely aware he could see again without the need for the camera link. The spell was finished. With his bag securely draped around his neck and shoulder, he pressed himself up against the opposite wall, his breathing fast, his heart beating even faster.

Shit…

Boss?

Closing his eyes for a second, Kazuma blinked a few times to try and clear the fog that threatened to pull him down before mentally reaching out to retrieve the grid again. He was fading fast. A red line appeared over the blueprints, starting from where he was and leading to the south end and then through the closest exit. He tried to steady his breathing even as he reached around and put pressure against his right side, just below his ribcage.

Boss? What happened? Your vitals are dropping.

Kazuma’s mouth tightened to a thin line as he dared to move his hand to look down. It was hard to see the blood against the black KE uniform, but he knew it was there. And if he wasn’t careful, he’d start leaving blood drops all over the floor. A DNA trail to find. “I’m hit…I think it’s just a graze.”

Boss!

“I’m fine, Ponsu. I just need to use a slap-patch.”

Boss—those things are dangerous.

“I don’t have a choice—just make sure to get my ass out of here. Got that?” Kazuma managed to keep himself upright as he reached into his bag and pulled out a homemade slap-patch. It was a stimulant mostly used by runners, but he’d managed to learn the technology after reading ShadowSea and created a small set of them.

He peeled the backing away, grunting as he shoved the plastic into his pants pocket, and then hissed as he opened up his shirt and slapped the patch on his bare skin. Instantly the stimulant, absorbed through his pores, sent a burst of energy into his nervous system.

He was up with no dizziness. But it wouldn’t last. When the drugs faded—

So would he.

Orienting himself with the grid and where he was, as well as checking the position of the other security guards, he turned and ran down the corridor. But even as he headed to the corridor’s end, he heard the thunder of footsteps and stopped, pressing his back against the wall on the corner. “Ponsu—”

I see them. Recalculating.

“Ponsu—this slap-patch is only gonna last eight more minutes before I fall on my ass.”

Even as he spoke, the grid on the map shifted several times, Ponsu doing calculations faster than he could blink. The grid reappeared, the route glowing bright white this time.

Take this path. I calculate you should get there with one minute to spare—starting—now!

Kazuma pulled the Fichetti Security 600 from the concealed holster at his back. He checked the chamber. Loaded. Holding it in his left hand, barrel pointed down, he followed the grid overlay to the right and then down a corridor, another abrupt turn right and then—

He’d been so fixated on the route and the timer in the upper left of his AR window that he hadn’t been watching in front of him. He tripped spectacularly over something solid and unforgiving. Kazuma landed squarely on his right hip, jarring his wound so hard he saw stars through the stimulant’s effects. The Fichetti and his bag skittered across the dingy tile floor, the bag popping open and spilling his gear everywhere.

Cursing, he righted himself, taking in air through gritted teeth, and opened his eyes—

A pair of sightless, dark brown eyes met his.

With a sharp hiss he realized he was on the floor, face to face with a dead body.

She had a bullet hole between her open, staring eyes.

Kazuma scrambled back, grunting at the fire in his side, pushing himself along the dusty floor, leaving a smeared trail of blood behind. Using the heels of his shoes, he distanced himself from the body. He could see it was a female. Human. Dark hair, dark eyes, skirts and shawls. There were tattoos on her upper arms and along her neck.

Shaman? Mage?

He didn’t know enough about magic to know which—he only knew that sometimes tattoos could be the effect of magic. But had he read that somewhere?

But magic hadn’t put that bullet into her head. Had it been the security guards? A look around, and he spotted two more bodies—the two guards he’d spoken to before. The ork and the human. Both lay in pools of blood.

What the hell? Had the wolf-hacker done this? Was he insane? This kind of body count was going to draw a lot of attention!

Kazuma’s vision tunneled, and he braced himself against the floor, willing himself to stay conscious. What had he been thinking? For months he’d been so careful, using his abilities to just search here and there. Three submersions to coincide with his vacations. Refining his abilities. And everything brought him to this host. He didn’t think it was a setup—no one knew who he was. Not in the living world. In the Matrix, his name had gained a bit of notoriety among the other technomancers, primarily because of the information he brought them.

Working for a security company, he should have realized seeing that kind of data hidden on a closed host wasn’t a fluke. It had been put there by someone. Deliberately. And now that someone had come to collect it. Was it just fate that it happened to be the same night he’d chosen?

But who was this girl? And why had someone killed her?

Ponsu appeared in a subdued color to his left within his ever-present AR. In fact…his entire virtual desktop was a bit dim.

Boss, Ponsu said. The patch isn’t working. Your vitals are dropping. I need to call a CrashCart.

Well, it’s not an exact science now, is it? “No—no CrashCart. Understand?” Kazuma was still staring at the body, but was able to stagger into a somewhat standing position. His event horizon was totally fucked up, and the floor looked closer than he knew it was. “I need to get to my car.”

Just outside the door. It’s parked and the door’s open. Just…hurry.

What? Kazuma narrowed his eyes as he stumbled to retrieve his Fichetti. He grabbed things and shoved them back inside the bag.

Boss…now!

Kazuma picked up the pace and followed the quickly dimming directional guidance from his sprite, but nothing was stopping the perspiration streaming from his body; a side effect of the stimulant—or the effect of shock and blood loss. “Ponsu…you can’t move a car…”

<No, but I can. Get your ass out here now!>

Silk.

He could see the exit at the end of the corridor—a light beckoning him—and
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