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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

 

JONATHON WINGER, elf, regarded as one of the best professional linebikers in the entire World Combat Cycling League. He rides for the Los Angeles Sabers’ combat biker squad and is the long-time close friend of teammate Tamara Ny.

 

DOUGAN ROSE, elf, the only professional linebiker who is rated better than Jonathon Winger. He rides for the New Orleans Buzzsaws and has been in the game for over ten years.

 

TAMARA NY, elf, teammate and close friend of Jonathon Winger. She loves Grids Desmond, a freelance simsense guru, but has been carrying on with high-placed Saeder-Krupp executive, Andreas Michaelson.

 

SYNTHIA STONE, human, hermetic mage and Jonathon Winger’s girlfriend.

 

GRIDS DESMOND, human, simsense guru and boyfriend of Tamara Ny.

 

VENICE JONES, troll, Jonathon Winger’s bodyguard.

 

MARIA NIGHTFEATHER, human, Owl shaman, ex-lover of Dougan Rose. She used to run with La Muerte, a Los Angeles gang and shadowrunning team that has long since broken up.

 

ANDREAS MICHAELSON, human, senior executive vice-president at Saeder-Krupp, plans to defect to Mitsuhama Computer Technologies. He is having an affair with Tamara Ny.

 

LUC TASHIKA, human, executive vice-president at Mitsuhama Computer Technologies, in charge of the entertainment division. He has contacted the fixer known as Cinnamon to arrange the extraction of Andreas Michaelson from Saeder-Krupp.

 

CINNAMON, free spirit, fixer hired to extract Andreas Michaelson.

 

HENDRIX, human, leader of a team of shadowrunners who are hired by Cinnamon. His team includes Layla, Juju Pete, and Mole.


 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

First simtime. First day of release.

You are there.

It is the summer of 2057, and you’ve been waiting ever since they started showing previews on the trid—cuts of the catastrophic motorcycle wreck, the giant ball of flame erupting in the center of a crowded stadium. The adverts’ staccato images and the tense voice-over hinted that this sim is based on the true story of Jonathon Winger and his deadly rivalry with fellow combat biker, Dougan Rose. That makes it all the more enticing; everyone wants to know what really happened in the days before Jonathon Winger died.

The harsh afternoon heat dissipates in a wash of cooled air as the line advances and you step inside the theater. The sweat on the nape of your neck grows cold, sending chills down your back. Glass doors close behind you, their mirrored surface blocking out the heat and the sun. The odor of burning asphalt and the choking scent of diesel exhaust lingers in the air for an instant before the theater’s odor dampeners absorb them.

The real world is harsh, and you’re glad to escape it for a moment. It is an Awakened world where powerful magic coexists with rapidly advancing cybertechnology. Where elves and dwarfs, orks and trolls share the streets with humans. Where megacorporations are more powerful than governments, and the global computer Matrix is the conduit through which all information is passed.

Today’s simsense will take you away from a world where  dragons can run for president, and creatures even more powerful can assassinate those dragons. Where reality is more shocking than fantasy has ever been. The sim will make you forget about the insanity of 2057, help you escape from the day-to-day grind. If only briefly.

A uniformed teenage girl with platinum blonde hair offers you the choice of an electrode rig or a datacord for straight jack. You slot your credstick into her scanner and grab a datacord. ‘Trode rigs are for wimps. You can hardly believe anyone ever uses them.

The simsense in this theater is first release, primo urge, unlike anything you can get at home or on chip. It is Dir-X, a direct recording, untainted by the signal loss that comes with compression and decompression. Using a ‘trode rig would dull the experience, like walking through life in a thick rubber suit. No, straight jack is the only way to fly.

You enter the theater and the world of noise and distraction gives way to the lush black carpeting of the aisle. The walls and the ceiling inside the room are lined with black, sound-dampening foam, and hidden subwoofers rumble with infrasonic white noise to prevent random vibrations from interfering with the sim. The last smells from outside disappear inside the chamber; there are to be no external distractions during the sim.

The chairs are self-adjusting recliners, all facing the same direction, but there’s no stage. The chair fits you snugly as you relax into its comforting grasp. One end of the datacord clicks into the control panel by your right hand; the other end snaps into the silicon datajack in your temple.

Whatever remains of the real world dissipates as the sim begins and the sensedeck’s RAS overrides kick in to dampen your own senses and muscle responses. The chair cradling you is gone, replaced by a wash of color and pulse of urge. The room fades, and the others around you vanish.

The opening music rises into your awareness as you stand in the body of a young elven boy in the throes of adolescence. Thin and tall with bones poking against skin. Heat blasts your face and your bare arms as you watch red and orange flames engulf an old wooden house. Wind rushes past to feed the fire, and you smell the black smoke of burning upholstery and bubbling plastic.

Through the melted remnants of the front window, you see a grandfather clock, its once polished hardwood blackened, its ornate face twisted from the heat. Across the room from the destroyed clock is a bassinet, and for the briefest of moments you think you hear the soft cry of a baby amid the banshee scream of the fire. Then it’s gone, and only the crisp anguish of loss remains.

Adrenaline makes your heart pound in your chest. Firefighters rush to pump water over the blaze, but it is a futile gesture. The great roar of the fire seems to laugh at them as the water spray sizzles and vaporizes. Sadness wells inside you, bringing you close to tears. The house is too far gone to be saved. Too far gone. Such a waste.

A thin hand touches yours, and abruptly you realize that a crowd of people stands with you, everyone watching the fire. Gathered for the spectacle. You grasp the hand in yours and turn to see an elven girl of your age. The sadness wanes and a surge of affection rises in you. She is your best friend, your constant companion. You are happy she is here.

Her long hair is raven black, pulled back behind her sharply pointed ears. Her skin is the deep russet of an Amerind, and smudged with dirt. Her eyes are a dull copper color. Beautiful. She stands slightly shorter than you, but she is more fully developed. Rounded in places. She continues to stare at the fire.

You look back into the flames, their ravenous tongues licking black death into the wood around the doorway, the windows, cutting sharp grooves through the walls. The orange and red defocus as you stare, growing glassy and reflective. For a second you see yourself in the reflection.

You are tall even for an elf, but haven’t put on the muscle to match your height. Your hair is a shaggy mane of auburn, straight as straw, unkempt and dusty. Your features are classic; prominent cheekbones, proud straight nose; uptilted hazel eyes flecked with blue. The line of your mouth turns down at the corners.

The reflection of your face grows larger and larger until you can see nothing else. The sound of the fire fades slowly, replaced by the rising swell of orchestra music. Your face loses its color, becoming ghostly transparent, and the flickering orange of the defocused fire provides a backdrop for the opening credits. The words DEAD AIR appear and a simultaneous pulse of adrenaline rockets through you.

Time to fly.


 

 

 

 

ACT ONE

 

His First Death


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Jonathon Winger stifled a yawn where he sat in the boardroom on the twenty-seventh floor of the Angelic Entertainment arcology in downtown LA. Seated all around him in high-back synthleather chairs were men in gray or blue suits and muted ties, complete with discreet datajacks and pocket computers. 

Most of their faces were familiar to Jonathon by now. Execs and VIPs of Angelic Entertainment, which owned the Los Angeles Sabers, the combat biker team Jonathan rode for. There were also some promotion people from Saeder-Krupp, but Jonathon and Tamara were the only actual linebikers present. Everybody knew Angelic Entertainment was merely a shell company for the mighty Saeder-Krupp Corporation, which could technically not do business in California Free State. Too magical or too metahuman—or maybe both—for the folks up in Sacramento. 

Coach Kalish was there too, and though she was a great coach as far as Jonathon was concerned, she was an aging dwarf and not the most trid-ogenic. The promoters were obviously not interested in using her in any special adverts.

Jonathon, however, they were most pleased to have riding for them. He was large for an elf, bulked up by augmented muscle and a regimented workout to almost ork size, but with clean-line good looks. Superstar charisma, according to the promoters.

Whether they were right or not, Jonathon’s mane of auburn hair, intelligent hazel eyes, and ten-thousand-nuyen smile had helped, along with his skill in the arena, to land him an unprecedented number of endorsement contracts for one so new to combat cycling. He certainly loved the publicity.

And that’s what this meeting was all about—publicity. The promoters and producers and ad people wanted to hype up the relationship between him and Tamara. Wanted to imply something going on between them. Something intimate.

Sex.

They could use that to sell millions of simsense chips and motorcycles and articles of clothing and whatever else they wanted to put Jonathon’s name on. But it bothered him that it was a lie.

He and Tamara had never been lovers even though their relationship was deeper, closer than anything he’d ever imagined possible with another being. And sex had never been part of it.

Jonathon turned to look at her, seeing all the details of her face and posture. Reading her thoughts in those details. Her raven black hair, dark Amerind skin. The dull copper of her irises and the fine, beautiful line of her mouth.

He’d been in her mind so many times via the simsense link they shared. Feeling her emotions as though they were his. He knew what the tilt of her head meant, what she was feeling as she absently scratched the polished red-brown surface of the table in front of her. She was just as bored as he was.

She looked up at him and smiled, then rolled her eyes playfully. And in that smile, Jonathon read her thoughts. She wants to get out of here.

Jonathon stood up at the same time she did. “Excuse us,” he said, interrupting the suit who’d been pontificating. “But we’ve got a tough match tomorrow night in New Orleans, and we’d like to get some rest.”

The suit just stared at him, not knowing how to respond.

“I don’t really think you need us anymore right now,” Jonathon said. “Whatever you decide will be all right with us.” He put his hand out for Tamara, and they turned to leave the room.

When they’d cleared the doors, Tamara burst into laughter. “Thanks,” she said. “I was about to suffocate in there. How’ve you been able to sit through those meetings all this time?”

“Must be all the extra nuyen that comes pouring in with the deals,” Jonathon told her. “Guess I’ve just built up a tolerance.”

“Slot the nuyen,” she said. “We make enough riding for the team. What I want out of it is the limelight. Maybe a chance to make a simfeature or something. But I hate this board meeting drek.”

“It gets easier,” Jonathon said as they reached the elevator. “You want to stop in the atrium for a cerveza? Venny’s meeting me downstairs.”

Tamara considered. “Sure, but I need to make it quick. Got a date tonight.”

“Oh yeah? The dreamer again? Grids?”

“Grids will be there. . .sort of. . but my main date is that S-K exec from Essen.”

“Michaelson? I didn’t think you were seeing him anymore.”

“This’ll be the last time.”

Jonathon just shook his head. Tamara was scheming something, he could tell. But he didn’t ask about it, didn’t really want to know. Besides, she would elaborate if and when it suited her.

“I’ll tell you about it tomorrow,” she said. “In New Orleans.”

“Just be careful,” he said. “Playing around with powerful people is a dangerous business.” Jonathan spoke the words even though he knew they weren’t needed. Tamara already knew everything he felt, and she would either act on it or not.

Probably not.

She just smiled at him as he pressed the tab to call the elevator. A smile that told him everything was going to be fine. Just fine.

He only wished he could believe it.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

High up the blue, steel-and-glass side of the Venice Beach Hilton, Grids Desmond stared out the window of his hotel room, watching the huge orange sun setting in an ocean of aquamarine green. A brilliant red streak reflected off the water, shimmering, glowing like a broad trail of fire between him and the sun. The Los Angeles smog had few redeeming qualities, but it did help turn the sunsets from merely beautiful into spectacular.

Grids was thin for a human, with little muscle on his bones and less fat. Maybe because he subsisted mostly on a diet of cheese crackers and soykaf. His pale skin showed no trace of amber melanin hue since he almost never ventured into the sunshine without his customary black jeans and Mickey Mouse T-shirt. Despite that, he was handsome in an old-fashioned film star way. Black, tousled hair, white skin. Thin face with delicate, almost feminine features. All but the eyes; his hawk-sharp, dark eyes hinted at what was behind them—a genius intelligence, and a quick, if detached, wit.

Grids watched and waited. Waited for the sting to begin.

Nearer, the daytime spectacles at Venice Beach were winding down, and the evening shows were about to begin. Grids brought his Ares CCD binoculars up to his eyes and scanned the beach. A team of hugely muscled joyboys performed acrobatics to a crowd of onlookers. The men had been surgically altered to look like clones—all natural flesh, identical deep brown tans, and blond wavy hair.

Grids scanned across the crowds. There were magic illusions, dance routines, basketball, volleyball, and sparring matches. People sold ‘ware of every shape, size, and prescription. Venice Beach was safe territory, bounded by a huge desalinization plant to the south and the walled-off corporate beaches of Santa Monica to the north. It was also protected by the Mafia and thus considered neutral turf by the local gangs who prowled the toxic beachfront district south of the desalinization plant.

Grids brought his headclock into focus on his retina as he pulled the binox from his eyes. 07:18:24 PM. Almost time.

He’d been waiting for Tamara since just after one o’clock that afternoon, arriving at the Venice Hilton early to avert any suspicion. He’d checked into room 2305 seemingly at random, but had actually chosen it from a list stored in his internal headware memory of rooms within range of Tamara’s simlink transmitter. He’d had plenty of time to set up the Truman Realink simrecorder and double-check the mods that would make the signals to and from the simrig implanted in Tamara’s head look, at a glance, like portable telecom carrier waves.

Tam’s simrig had been far easier to tweak than others Grids had worked with because it was UCAS military grade, from her years as a test pilot for the United Canadian and American States. Its virtual interface was clunky, but once he figured out what it could do, he marveled at its versatility. 

 Though most simware controls—the kind used by actors and simtech crews—were standardized for ease of use, Tamara’s required fine-tuning. Even the most rudimentary features like adjusting range and EC/PC ratios required programming, but the sheer range of wiz options in the hardware made it all worthwhile. It was so flexible that the signal could be encrypted in any number of ways. Grids had found it harder to modify the Truman recorder.

But now, the time for action was near at hand. Even though, technically, he wouldn’t participate in the flesh. Simming Tamara’s wet feed from five floors away was as close as he wanted to get. He never took action directly if he could help it.

Better living through vicarious reality.

Grids turned from the window and sat on the bed next to the simrecorder. The Truman was a small quasi-portable unit in a black plastic box about the size of a briefcase. He set the small gray CCD binox next to the Truman, took the last gulp of  cold soykaf in his cup, and double-checked that the chip in the slot was still the ten-gigapulse stack he’d popped in earlier. Wet-record simsense gobbled memory like a ghoul in a graveyard—one megapulse per second at baseline. That meant he had just under three hours’ worth.

Unless Andreas Michaelson was some sort of sexual marathoner, three hours would be plenty for what Tamara had planned.

Grids jacked in and made another check of all the systems for lack of anything better to do. A few minutes later, as he was running a diagnostic on the on-the-fly decryption algorithm, the unit picked up Tamara’s simlink signal and started recording.

A thrill of excitement shivered down his back as he reclined against a stack of pillows and faded himself into her feed. The signal was strong and clear, the decryption working perfectly.

Suddenly he was in a helicopter, feeling the resonating rhythm of the rotor blades as the machine descended toward the roof of the hotel. His body was tall and elven, lean and well-muscled. And female, very female.

He drank in the ecstasy of her scent—the primal sex of this new body, Tamara’s body. Drekking tailored pheromones.

The signal coming from her was full-X, the entire spectrum of sensory and emotive tracks, but Grids had programmed the Truman to record only the baseline—the sensory tracks—to save on memory. Besides, Tamara had specifically requested that her emotions not be recorded, saying they weren’t important or relevant to the task at hand.

She was the boss on this one. He was just technical support. It felt like old times, really, back when he used to run the shadows, decking for Grayson Alexander. Burning ice. Those were really old times. Before his stint with Brilliant Genesis, before Amalgamated Studios.

At least he wasn’t dueling IC on this one. He hated decking, and had never really gotten good enough at battling intrusion countermeasures to suit his sense of self-worth. No matter that the Matrix was virtual, it was all too real for him. In the consensual hallucination of cyberspace, the virtual became realer than real. Data turned physical. The drek in there could kill you.

It was harder to die in sim. Not impossible, but harder. The technology was the same in both cyberdecks and sensedecks—Artificial Sensory Induction System Technology, otherwise known as ASIST. But commercial simsense chips were regulated and most sensedecks had built-in peak controllers. Cyberdecks did not.

In the sim, Tamara’s svelte elven form sat poised on the edge of the helo’s synthleather seat. Grids tasted mint and the faintest hint of garlic leftover from Tamara’s dinner. It amazed him how fit she was, how good it felt to be able to move with grace and dexterity without strain or effort.

That professional athlete training really does pay off, he thought.

Tamara was broad-shouldered for an elf and strong for her size, though Grids knew she was acting the role of the female consort this evening.

Cool wind blew her long hair back, tugging at the loose hem of her sleek black evening dress as the helicopter door breathed open. The security guard holding the door for her was a troll of considerable size. Horns jutted from the top of his head, curling up and back like the rack on a huge mountain goat. The ends had been filed to a point and tipped with engraved silver caps. The troll wore a black tuxedo, mirror shades, and he smiled at Tamara as she stepped out.

Behind her came a large man, easily as tall, with a barrel chest and a graying brown beard. His name was Andreas Michaelson, and Grids knew he was an exec of some rank at Saeder-Krupp. He’d been seeing Tamara off and on since before Grids had come into the picture.

Michaelson wore an impeccably tailored suit of shark-skin gray, and a fancy datajack gleamed gold on his balding forehead. He took Tamara’s outstretched hand, his palms rough against hers, and escorted her through the blustering wind of the helicopter to the set of double doors.

The troll took up a position behind them as they reached the edge of the helipad and passed through the doors, flanked by two Saeder-Krupp security guards. She flashed them a coy smile as they passed, all the while cozying up against Michaelson’s shoulder.

She was really turning it on.

When the high whine of the helicopter’s motor faded enough to hear, Tamara spoke. “I’ve missed you so much,” she said. “LA is hardly bearable when you’re gone.” Her voice was breathy—a harsh rasp in the back of her throat. “And, of course, I can’t come to Essen.”

Michaelson laughed. “Yes, well, I’m sorry my wife is such a traditionalist.”

Tamara smiled at him. “Is she?”

Michaelson nodded. “But soon, my sweet, soon I shall be spending more time here.” He pulled her close and put his mouth over hers.

She reacted in kind, pressing her breasts against his chest and parting her lips slightly in the embrace.

Grids recoiled instinctively as the hairs of Michaelson’s mustache and beard scratched against the edges of Tamara’s mouth and the warmth of his tongue pushed past her lips. It tasted of cigar and beer. He was glad when Tamara pulled back and pecked Michaelson on the side of his mouth. She jerked her head in the direction of the troll with the mirror shades who walked behind them, simultaneously pulling at Michaelson’s arm. “Let’s get inside first,” she said.

The hall led to another set of double doors adorned with antique-looking silver door knockers in the shape of lions’ heads. A palm-scanner hung on the wall next to the entrance. Michaelson pressed his hand against the scanner’s matte-black surface.

A second later, the lock released the doors with a sliding click, and Michaelson escorted Tamara into the plush suite. She kicked off her shoes and rubbed her stocking-covered toes into the thick gray carpet as she pulled from his grasp and danced away from him. Playing.

“Ruger,” Michaelson said, addressing the troll who stood waiting to attend them, “please have Claudio bring up some chilled champagne and a sushi tray.”

Ruger inclined his horned head. “As you wish, sir.”

“And nothing local. The champagne should be French and the sushi from Japan or San Francisco.”

A slight frown touched Ruger’s face. “Of course,” he said, “I’ll tell him right away.” Then the troll closed the double doors, leaving Tamara alone with Michaelson.

Grids took in the hotel apartment through Tamara’s eyes as she looked around. The suite was massive and luxurious, with a full kitchen, a dining room, a sunken living room, and a large bedroom. The walls were adorned with paintings of beach or desert scenes represented in Southwest impressionist style—lots of browns and gray-blues, blurry images, and such. A wall-sized trideo filled one side of the living room and adjacent was a bay window  offering a fantastic view of the ocean.

Tamara walked to the window and stood watching the blazing half-circle of the disappearing sun. “Grids,” she whispered, “I hope you’re getting this. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it as much as I do.”

Michaelson came up behind her and put his arms around her in a bear hug. His beard nestled up against her neck.

She moved her head against his, nuzzling him.

Shivers of the heebie-jeebies shook Grids, but he fought them and stayed locked into the sim.

Michaelson kissed Tamara’s neck, and she responded by granting him access. His kisses were warm and wet, leaving a trail of cooling saliva on her neck and up to the point of her ear.

Grids fought down the urge to yarf up his soykaf.

But Tamara’s physical body was responding to Michaelson’s attentions. Her breathing grew deeper. Her lips parted slightly, her eyes closed.

Michaelson moved his hands over her body. One pressed low on her stomach, crushing the black silk of her dress against the sensitive skin of her abdomen. His other hand traced tiny circles over her breasts, causing her nipples to harden.

A knock at the door brought Michaelson’s advances to a halt.

Grids breathed a sigh of relief.

“Yes?” Michaelson said.

“It’s, Claudio. Here to serve you, my executiveness.” Even through the electronic modulation of the intercom, Grids could hear the affected, fake British accent.

“Come in.”

The door clicked open and Claudio entered with a silver cart. Michaelson’s aide was a fat dwarf, plump and aging; the stark white hair on his head had mostly migrated to his chin. He wore a traditional black tuxedo. “Ah, my dear lady, Tamara Ny,” Claudio said, parking the cart near the dining table. “How good it is to see you again.”

“Likewise, Claudio.”

“I must say that I was impressed with my lady’s performance last week against Atlanta. I particularly enjoyed the goal you scored on that hand-off from Jonathon Winger. That was—”

“Claudio!” Michaelson cut in. “Please set the cart by the couch. And then go.”

“Yes, of course. So sorry.”

Tamara burst out laughing, rich and full. And after a slight pause, Michaelson joined her.

“I will expect your assistance with the Magenics visit tomorrow,” Michaelson said.

Claudio nodded and smiled his assent. “I will be ready.” Then with a slight bow, he retreated through the doors.

As Tamara glanced after the dwarf, Grids caught a glimpse of Ruger standing alertly just outside the door. Several other security personnel stood with the troll, including a human woman Grids took for a security mage—a potential problem if the simlink signal was discovered and decoded.

“Now, where were we,” Michaelson said, “before that rude interruption?”

“Right about here.” Tamara put her arms around his neck and kissed him.

He reacted by lifting her into his arms. She laughed as he carried her into the bedroom, then laid her down on the king-size bed. Grids tried to get a sense of the room while Michaelson caressed Tamara’s whole body as he slowly undressed her. Anything to avoid concentrating on what was about to happen. He thought briefly about jacking out for this next part, but Tamara would kill him if anything went wrong. So he clenched his teeth and tried to keep his attention on the periphery of Tamara’s vision, on the decor and layout of the bedchamber.

The room was huge and had a desk along one wall, presumably where Michaelson worked late into the evening. Executive VPs were expected to work long, hard hours, or at least that’s what Grids knew from his friends at Amalgamated Studios. On the desk was a cyberdeck and a small telecom unit as well as an open briefcase.

Tamara’s vision was filled by Michaelson’s hairy chest now. She was naked down to her black silk bra and panties. Her body, when Grids could catch a glimpse of it, was fantastic. Abdomen, arms, back, and legs cut with muscles hard as stone. Michaelson’s, by contrast, was soft and pliable. She kissed one of his nipples, then the other, working her way down.

Grids knew what was about to happen and he cringed. She removed his pants slowly, teasing him. Driving him wild. Grids faded his senses out as she reached to brush Michaelson’s groin. Grids couldn’t take any more. He dulled the input to where he could know what was happening, but he didn’t have to experience it.

The fact that she seemed to enjoy it was bad enough.

Thirty-three minutes later, the two of them had finished and Tamara fell asleep. The Truman simrecorder recognized it and paused itself. Grids had faded himself in once or twice to make sure the signals were clear and strong. After the initial act, to which he had a particular aversion, the sex was more bearable. He even found himself having fun. Michaelson was no porn star, but Tamara knew how to enjoy herself.

By the time the Truman shut off, Grids himself was ready for sleep. Instead, he reviewed the chip. Tamara would be pleased; for a wet record, the chip was excellent. It would serve her purpose well. If Michaelson’s wife was as traditional as the exec implied, Tamara now had a perfect tool for blackmail.

Grids fell into a deep sleep on the bed, and didn’t wake until 09:28:43 AM the next morning. He went to pack up the Truman and noticed that another fifty-eight minutes had been recorded after the sex. The Truman had detected Tamara’s signal in the morning and started recording again.

Grids prepared some instant soykaf, then jacked in to sim it. And as he experienced Tamara’s morning, a sinking feeling took hold of him. She had done something stupid. Dangerously stupid.

Something that could easily cost them their lives.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Jonathon breathed deeply and took in the lazy morning. The Café du Monde was crowded as usual, filled with tourists and New Orleans locals enjoying the tastes and sounds of the French Quarter.

Even on this humid, cloudy mid-morning, the Vieux Carré was a feast for the senses. The rich aroma of freshly ground coffee filled the air. Real coffee, not soykaf. A lazy jazz melody drifted in from outside where a black-skinned ork wailed on a dented trumpet while his human companion picked accompaniment on an acoustic banjo.

Jonathon took a bite of his powder sugar-adorned beignet, then took a sip of his café au lait. Damn, I like the feel of this old city, he thought. Timeless and vibrant. So serene compared to the insane rush and dirty air of Los Angeles. The people here know how to live.

Across the polished hardwood table sat Synthia Stone. A petite human with shoulder-length red hair, Synthia’s features were sharp and delicate, as though painted by some artist with fine strokes of a detail brush. Her irises were the color of faded denim, and her oval eyes were outlined with carmine-colored pencil.

She extended a delicate hand and laid it over his. The bones of her wrist were thin, birdlike beneath porcelain skin, but Jonathon knew appearances could be deceiving, especially in Synthia’s case. Her thin hands could wield powerful magic, at least as powerful as any of her associates at UCLA’s Department of Occult Studies. She wore a bracelet on her left wrist, crudely hammered from dull bronze-colored metal and covered with fine engravings. Jonathon had never seen her take it off, even at night. Even during sex.

She squeezed his hand. “Isn’t this wonderful?” she asked. “The two of us alone in the French Quarter.”

Her childish romanticism always brought a smile to his face. “It’s great,” he said.  “As long as no one recognizes me.”

“You’re not all that famous, Winger.”

“Shh, not too loud. They must hate me here.”

“No one’s going to recognize you; I’ve masked us with an illusion to make us look like Japanese tourists.”

“And what about Venny?” Jonathon nodded toward Venice Jones, his troll bodyguard seated at the next table. A huge mug of coffee steamed in front of him, but Jones hadn’t touched it yet. He was working, totally alert, his eyes scanning the crowd, his magically enhanced senses primed to detect danger.

“Venny looks like a huge troll with surfer blond hair, a goatee, and mirrored razor glasses,” Synthia said.

Jonathon laughed. “Right, I suppose he looks touristy enough without masking.” He munched down the rest of his beignet, and grabbed another from the plate. Gotta feed the beast, he thought. His gengineered hyperactive thyroid boosted his metabolism and gave him extra quickness and strength, but it also made him hungry all the time.

“You seem. . .pensive,” Synthia said. “You nervous about the game tonight?”

“Not really,” he said. “Just tired, I guess. But by bogey time, I’ll be prepped and in a zone.” Jonathon paused. “The only thing is. . .”

Dougan Rose. The name jumped into his head unbidden. Like a ghost from the past.

“What?” Synthia asked.

“It’s Dougan.”

“What about him?”

An image came to Jonathon. He was young, some time after the fire, after the funeral of his mother and sister. He’d gone away with Tamara and her band of gypsies when they’d left Lake Shasta, becoming part of their raggedy caravan of old rusted vans, junked cars, and a few motorbikes.

Jonathon had ridden with Tamara on her old Honda, and when the caravan stopped for the night to set up camp in some farmer’s field, the two of them would weave the bike along gravel roads. They played a street version of combat biker with Ryan and Homey and the other caravan kids, all dreaming of being able to dodge and jump and flip the bikes like the great players. Like Dougan Rose.

“He psyches me out of the game every time.”

“Why?”

Because he’s been the greatest biker for the last ten years, and he still rides the line better than anyone.

“He was my idol when I was growing up,” Jonathan said. “I even had a holopic of him and his Yamaha.”

Synthia grabbed his hands and made him look at her. She stared into his eyes, unflinching. “You’re better than he is,” she said. “You don’t know it yet, but you ride better, you’re younger, stronger. You’ve got quickness and drive.”

“You sound like the producers: ‘Wingman and Sabers versus Rose and Buzzsaws.’ I’m sick of the comparisons.”

Synthia gave him a hard look, then smiled. “No, you’re not,” she said. “I know you. You eat up all in the media hype.”

Her smile was infectious. “’Tis true,” he said. “And as long as we keep winning, I’ll continue to enjoy every minute of it.” But even though Jonathon was smiling, and even though he was happy to be alone with his love, taking in the scent of fresh-ground coffee and the wail of lazy jazz, in the back of his mind he worried about the upcoming, must-win match. About Dougan Rose, and how in the Awakened world he was going to beat his childhood idol.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Andreas Michaelson hummed as he checked himself in the mirror. Tie straight, hair nearly perfect. Nice smile. Claudio would have to check his appearance for the luncheon, but all in all, not a bad bag of bones. Slick, elite. Definitely shark-proof.

“Still good enough for Tamara,” he said to himself. Michaelson was amazed at how voraciously the elf responded to him sexually whenever he visited Los Angeles. He liked her, liked her almost too much. They romanced each other, but neither of them really expected the relationship to change.

He would never leave his wife, Nadine. And Tamara knew that, just as he knew from his sources that she had a boyfriend as well. An unemployed slot named Grids Desmond. It tweaked him that someone of her looks and money would consort with a type like that. From the Sabers alone, she must make at least a million a year.

Michaelson laughed at himself as he realized he should know exactly how much she made, because, technically, she worked for him. The Sabers franchise was ostensibly owned by Angelic Entertainment, which, among other Saeder-Krupp divisions, Michaelson oversaw .

That’s what he was here for: to oversee. At least that was the official reason. In reality, he had come to discuss the so-called Magus File with the team at Magenics, another of S-K California’s puppet corps. The research project was top-secret, and his boss, the dragon Lofwyr, wanted everything checked and double-checked. It was a testament to how twisted the world had become that a dragon could awaken from centuries of sleep to purchase and run the world’s most powerful megacorporation.

But was Michaelson going to face the dragon down? Was he going to tell the worm to crawl back into its hole and leave people alone? No fragging way, omae. Like the marionette he was, Michaelson jerked when his strings were pulled. As long as the dragon’s in charge, he thought, I do what it wants. With luck, it won’t be my fragging boss for much longer.

The telecom beeped as Michaelson completed the finishing touches on his facial make-up, giving himself that smooth-skin appearance. Unmarred. Immutable. In control.

He stepped out of the bathroom and sat at his desk chair. “What is it?” he asked.

Ruger’s huge warty face appeared on the screen. “Hello, sir,” he said. “Sorry to disturb you, but the head of hotel security has uncovered something I think you should know about.”

The only drawback to staying in the Hilton as opposed to the Angelic Entertainment facilities downtown was the security. Although the Hilton was owned by S-K, and was as well-protected as any other elite hotel, even the highly secure penthouse suite couldn’t match the sheer impenetrability of a corporate enclave. But the view here was much nicer, and the privacy allowed him to see Tamara. No price could be placed on such an advantage.

Michaelson looked into the telecom. “What did he find?”

“Last night, they detected a transmission, and they’ve narrowed down the source to your suite.”

“What kind of transmission?”

“Well, it looks like an encrypted portable telecom signal. Nothing unusual there, but it lasted for almost an hour. And under the circumstances, I thought it unlikely that you were on your telecom for that length of time.”

“I was not.”

“And Miss Ny?”

Andreas smiled despite himself. “No, she was otherwise occupied.”

“Just as I suspected. And that leaves me with a mystery.” The troll frowned, a frightening look on his tusked face. “I don’t like mystery, sir. Not at all. I like clarity. Cause and effect. I like neat and orderly.”

Michaelson sank into the synthleather of the executive chair, and breathed a heavy sigh. “Give me your best guess, Ruger.”

“Do you trust Miss Ny, sir?”

Michaelson thought for a second. “No, not really.” It was harsh to hear himself say it, but he knew the truth. She could be trying to use him, or steal from him, or blackmail him. He’d never thought she’d be that stupid; he’d hoped she was above such actions.

“We have a complete file on her, sir. She doesn’t have a headphone, but she does have a simrig and a simlink transmitter. Perhaps the simlink was tweaked to disguise its signal.”

“But how could she record with it?”

Ruger shrugged. “She’d need a simrecorder or a signal booster within range,” he said. “Hotel security didn’t pick up anything looking like boosted simsense or satellite uplink, but they’ve scanned their files and someone matching the description of Grids Desmond checked into room 2305 yesterday. He checked out late this morning, just after the helo took Miss Ny to Long Beach International Airport.”

Michaelson needed a drink. It became all too clear to him now. She’d been nervous and anxious to leave this morning, claiming that her flight for New Orleans was leaving soon. Had Tamara recorded their sex, to blackmail him later?

Could there be any other explanation?

No. And that slotted him off.

Frag! I’ll make that slitch pay. But what if. . .

Michaelson looked at his briefcase, sitting to the left of the telecom screen. The lid was open, the hardcopy of the Magus File resting inside. Did I leave it open? Yes, I think so. What if she read through it?

He checked to see if any pages were missing or out of order, but as far as he could tell, nothing had changed. Maybe she didn’t see it after all.

Ruger’s face peered from the telecom. “What should I do, sir?”

“Nothing. I’ll handle it.” Michaelson put on his impenetrable corporate smile. “Thank you for notifying me, Ruger. As usual, your thoroughness is unmatched. It will be amply rewarded.”

“It’s my job, sir.”

Michaelson disconnected, and his smile evaporated instantly. He was up to his neck in drek. The sex was no big deal compared to the possibility that Tamara had seen the Magus File. If that got out, many lives, including his own, were forfeit.

I have to assume she glanced at the hardcopy and that now there’s a simrecording of it. Spirits, I’m fragged!

He put his head in his hands and tried to relax. I’ll crush the slitch, he thought. If she’s compromised my extraction, I’ll watch her pretty face bludgeoned to a sopping red sponge.

Slow breaths, he told himself. Relax. Think clearly.

After a minute his breathing was calm and steady, his anger abated. He meditated for a second, then knew what to do. He would call the headhunter he’d hired to get him out of Saeder-Krupp and tell her to find him a place with another megacorp. Yes, that was a good plan; he would contact Cinnamon.

He engaged the security protocol on the telecom, waiting for it to find a secure line, and then brought the fixer’s number up onto his display. Once he was certain the line was secure, he tapped in the LTG number.

After a second, Cinnamon answered, her gorgeous face filling the screen. “Yes?” she said, her soft brown eyes narrowing in a barely discernible expression of distaste. “Ah, Mr. Michaelson, what can I do for you today?”

“It concerns the sale of certain talent which we discussed earlier.”

Cinnamon’s golden hair had fallen over one side of her face, and as she shook it back out of her eyes Michaelson reminded himself not to let her appearance deceive him. She was razor-sharp intelligent and quite resourceful. Her full lips curled down into a delicious frown. “Are you certain this is a secure line? My clients don’t wish their acquisition of new assets to be made public until well after said assets have fulfilled the first contractual obligations.”

“I’m confident this line is as secure as possible. And the matter is urgent.”

Cinnamon looked off to the side, and Michaelson realized she was reading something from another window on her telecom screen. “No line is completely secure, Mr. Michaelson. However, I will listen.”

“It seems that one of the. . .ah. . .items that was to have been part of the transaction may have. . .” He took a breath.

“Yes?”

Michaelson swallowed hard and dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. He hated hitches and despised looking stupid. “I have reason to believe that one of the items may have been compromised.”

Cinnamon pursed her lips in thought. “Is this one of the previously discussed assets that were part of the original agreement?”

“Yes.”

“It has been stolen?”

“It may have been copied illegally.”

“Do you still have a copy?”

“Yes.”

Cinnamon ran a hand back through the shimmering gold of her hair. “Do you still wish to proceed with the talent transfer?”

Michaelson took a deep breath and tried to relax despite his pounding heart. “More than ever,” he said.

Cinnamon smiled. “I see no cause for undue concern,” she said. “I think my clients will agree to proceed with the transaction despite this setback. However, I’d like you to send me any information you have on the suspected culprits so I can investigate. Perhaps there is nothing to worry about.”

Michaelson felt his muscles relax. He should have known that the headhunter would take care of it. That was her job after all. He hated feeling so impotent. In Essen and Berlin, his network of contacts was extensive, especially in the corporate world. But he couldn’t risk disappearing there; only here in the jungle sprawl of Los Angeles would he be able to escape the vigilant eye of that fragging worm, Lofwyr.

And here, he needed Cinnamon’s help. She would orchestrate his extraction and transfer. She came highly rated.

Michaelson told the telecom to interface with his private datafiles and send anything on Tamara Ny. When it was finished, he spoke, “She’ll be in New Orleans this evening for a match against the Buzzsaws, but she should be back here sometime tomorrow.”

“Say nothing further.”

Michaelson nodded.

“For now, proceed as previously planned. I will contact you when I know more.” Cinnamon cut the connection, turning Michaelson’s screen black.

OEBPS/images/cover.png
;‘;i;”{”&:f 5
" DEAD '‘AIR

JAK KOKE





