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      It was too easy to get lost in the crowd of beautiful people, pounding music, and party lights surrounding her. Makeda allowed herself to be pulled along, becoming part of the whole. Blending in with her short green cocktail dress that slithered against her deep mahogany skin, she danced her way across the room toward the ramp that would let her board the Brussels2Rome Party Train. She felt every pounding beat cascade through her, driving her to dance.

      “You’re on the clock, Makeda.” TechnoGalen broke the spell of music and lights as he murmured in her ear. “Don’t have too much fun.” Sometimes, she hated having her team in her head through her internal comms, but when one was on the clock, duty always came before pleasure. Makeda let her head drop as she raised her arms, still dancing. “Don’t rush me,” she subvocalized. “I haven’t seen the target

      yet. May have to look for him on the train.”

      “Roger that. Security is tight. Can’t even get an eye on things.”

      She raised her head and let her gaze roam the party people. It was a who’s who of the world’s novahot rich and famous. Over there was a pack of Arabic royalty, famous for being famous. Next to them was a pair of top-rated ork urban brawl players. They were dancing with a trio of elven trid stars. Makeda lingered on the elves. She liked her men lanky and her women blonde. All three of them qualified.

      “On the clock,” she reminded herself. She pulled her eyes away and let herself stop seeing the individuals. Instead, she watched the crowd as a whole and found what was out of place. Sprinkled throughout the lounge were official Party Train security personnel. About half of them were in classic uniforms and wires. These were stationed on the outside of the dance floor—visible to one and all. The rest moved through the oblivious dancers, discreet and professional. Makeda had to admire their calm, cool efficiency. One of the humans dancing near the current trid “It” girl, SKYLAR!, got too close. Her security man moved in, sliding between them with a dance move worthy of a stage performance. He executed a couple more dance moves that shifted the interloper back an acceptable distance. The whole time, no one around them knew what had happened.

      She eyed the Japanese security man for a moment longer, appreciating his form and his ability to do his job. Makeda pondered the idea of flirting with him just to see what he’d do. Then the hair on the back of her neck stood up.

      Someone was watching her as closely as she’d been watching SKYLAR!’s man.

      Moving back against the crowd, Makeda shifted as close to the lounge’s temporary wall as she could. She stood across the way from the ramp that led onto the Party Train. The hosts had set up a small gate with an electronic sensor. Two train station security personnel stood on either side of it. Through the gate was a short ramp into a longer covered tunnel that hid the train station from the partygoers and the elite from anyone who might be in the train station for other reasons. The door onto the actual train was at the end of the tunnel.

      The way the lounge was set up, it was hard to imagine that this room, with its tables, chairs, and couches, didn’t exist in the normal day-to-day operation of the train station. Makeda fanned herself and looked around as if trying to find the bar or the restroom. She wanted to know who was watching her. It was probably harmless. She was in a tiny cocktail dress that made her look divine, after all. Still, one could never be too cautious.

      Makeda found the person watching her. The two of them locked eyes. There was no hiding that gaze from across the room.

      Standing next to the bar, he was the most beautiful human she’d seen in a long time. With mint-colored hair, high cheek bones, and a slender face, he would’ve been considered “elven” if elves didn’t already exist in the world. His matching mint suit—slacks, vest, jacket thrown over the chair he stood next to—would’ve looked garish on most people. On him, it fit like it was meant to be. She could tell he had dark eyes, but she couldn’t see much more from this distance. Makeda wanted a closer look, and she was going to get it.

      Despite her returned scrutiny, he didn’t look away. Instead, he lifted his glass in toast and invitation. Come drink with me, come dance with me, come here and be with me, the gesture said.

      Makeda was more than happy to oblige.

      The music shifted from the wordless techno into the industrial pop song “Alpha Ghoul” by the hottest indie band featured on the Party Train: the GlitterGuys. A cry went up and the dance ﬂoor

      surged as the revelers gave themselves over to the beat.

      “Got my arm candy onto the train,” Makeda subvocalized. She let the music take her back into the heart of the dance floor. She gave the beautiful man a beckoned invitation as she did.

      He put his drink down, held his arms behind his back, and sliced through the crowd like a man on a mission. By the time he got to her, Makeda was sure her new crush had had some sort of defensive-arts training. He was able to bend around and move through the mass of dancers without interrupting a single one.

      Makeda faced him as he stepped in next to her. He matched his dance moves to hers and bent in close, “I’m Imre…”

      The song gave her the answer she needed for this moment in time. She sang along with it to him, dancing close, letting her arm and hip bump against his. “‘…I wanna run, but I don’t dare / You’ve got me in your sights / And I’m caught by your stare.’”

      Imre got the hint, shut up, and just danced. He was as good as Makeda had hoped. Bowing her head again to cover her subvocalizing, she ordered, “Galen, get me everything you can on this guy.”

      “Get me a good full-face look.”

      Makeda peeked at Imre. He wasn’t much taller than she was, but he carried himself like he was well over one hundred eighty centimeters. She was only one hundred sixty-seven and was almost eye-to-eye with him. Imre gave her a rakish smile but kept his hands to himself. He appeared content to let her take the lead.

      This time, she raised her hands and ran them through his hair, letting her internal eye cameras get a good shot of his face. She gave him a broad smile as she realized he’d gone way old school with his looks tonight. There were hints of dark brown roots; Imre had bleached his hair, then dyed it mint. Part of her wondered what he’d look like without the eyeliner and with his natural hair color.

      Her internal comms came to life as her hacker gave her the download. “Imre Dahl. German. Address in Hanover, Germany. Occupation: Casino Hanover VIP relations. That means he’s on call for the whales. Don’t know how far up the food chain. May be a good guy to keep in contact with after all this is done.”

      It explained a lot about her new acquaintance: his ability to afford this trip, his skill in moving through the crowd without disturbing anyone, his good fashion sense, and his apparent ease with strangers. He might be a very good person to keep around. She gave him another smile. Or to keep close in the short term.

      Galen interrupted her prurient line of thought, “Saladin says to remind you that while you can have fun, you’re still on the clock. It’s less than ten hours to Lucern and the call to your ride out of Switzerland. Find the target, then nail Imre to the furniture.”

      Makeda spun away from Imre, making him chase her across the dance floor as the song wound down. “Shut up, Galen.” The fact that her team would be in her head if she did decide to have some carnal fun put a wet blanket on things. It came with the territory, though— you never shut your team out when you were on a run. Even if it was a simple extraction with a willing target. There was too much money on the line.

      The crowd rushed to the bar after “Alpha Ghoul” was replaced with a lighter rock song, one Makeda didn’t recognize. Imre’s left- behind jacket allowed them to get a seat at the bar. He gestured for her to take it as he stepped to the side.

      “Do I get to know your name?” he asked as she sat. “Maybe.”

      “Or do you want to be my Alpha Ghoul?”

      Makeda laughed and glanced at him from under the veil of her eyelashes. “What’s a ghoul anyway? Is it a vampire?” She, of course, knew the answer. Every shadowrunner did. She wanted to know if he knew. From the smoothing of his expression into something neutral, hiding a grimace, he did.

      Imre shrugged. “It’s actually not very nice. I had to look it up when the song became popular. They’re, well, undead cannibals, really. Not in control of themselves for the most part. I suppose that’s the attraction. Powerful but not responsible.”

      She made a face and shook her head. “Oh. That’s not very nice or sexy. Then again, people turned Nosferatu into a romantic lead. In that case, I don’t want to be anyone’s Alpha Ghoul. I’m already powerful. And I like being in control.”

      Imre gave her a lascivious smile and gestured to the bartender, “What may I get you, my black beauty?”

      “Taéngelé.”

      “A woman after my own heart.” He ordered two glasses of the elven liquor and leaned against the bar. “Do I get to know your name? Or shall I make something up?”

      “If I tell you what it is, what will you do with it?”

      “I will whisper it in your ear at the most inappropriate times.”

      His purr made Makeda shiver, and they both laughed. She shrugged. “Makeda. Just Makeda.” Behind him, she watched as small groups of people began to enter the train. First was a Japanese man in leather pants, a leather jacket, and no shirt—though he was adorned with bloody scratches that appeared to have come from his retinue of Japanese cat girls in identical vinyl bodysuits. Each one tapped their Party Train band to the electronic sensor as they entered.

      “Ah, the lovely queen of Saba—better known as the queen of Sheba. Powerful, indeed.”

      She gave him a bright, surprised smile. “Most don’t know that. Yes. My mother has big plans for me.” Makeda sipped her drink, savoring the bite of the anise. “In time. Just not now. I have my own plans. My own ideas.”

      The next group included an aging dwarf couple. They tried to get on the train without tapping their bands to the sensor, and security had a very quiet, smiling word with them. Both dug through their clothing for their Party Train bands and scowled as they were made to tap them to the sensor and then put the electronic bands on.

      Makeda touched her own Brussels2Rome band. It was her ticket onto the train, her wallet, and her identification wrapped up in one. She couldn’t get it off once she’d put it on. She’d tried all of the manual, conventional methods. The band was too strong to break, too small to slip off, and sealed itself upon closing. To remove the Party Train band, you needed a special electronic pad to unlock it—or a very good set of tools. Fortunately for her, she always came prepared.

      Imre followed her gaze and shrugged at the dwarves. He shifted the cuff of his sleeve, revealing his own band. “Security is tight.”

      “It needs to be. It’s very exclusive. It’s the place to see and be seen at the moment.” A foursome of orks and trolls approached the gate. Sportsmen from the World Wrestling League and urban brawl. Security was just as polite and professional with them as they had been with everyone else.

      “What do you do for fun?”

      Makeda pulled her attention back to Imre. She had to trust that everything was going to go as expected. If not, she would use this man in front of her to get what she needed. “Whatever I want. Right now, travel. This was a good way to get to Rome. What about you?”

      “When I’m not working? I like to travel, too.”

      “You work?” She touched his vest, feeling the soft suede under her fingertips. It made her want to pet him more.

      Imre nodded. “I do. Is that a problem?” She shook her head. “No.”

      “Good. Because, lovely one, I would like to spend more time with you, but I want you to know what you’re getting into.”

      She widened her eyes. “What’s that, working man?”

      “I’m going to make the most of this trip because I’ve got reality to get back to in a couple of weeks. That means I want to party like tomorrow will never come.”

      “I think I can handle that.” Makeda leaned in close, whispering in his ear. “I’ll tell you a little secret, Imre…I work, too.” This close, she could smell his cologne, something with lavender, cloves, and amber. It smelled as good as he looked.

      He put a hand to his chest, “Be still my beating heart. What do you do?”

      “Organize fundraisers for orphanages. Right here in Belgium.” She grinned at his surprised look. “No, really. I do.” She shrugged. “What good is money if you can’t use it to help people who really need it? My parents are simultaneously proud of and aghast at my actions.”

      “I’m particularly proud of that background,” TechnoGalen interrupted. “Also, head’s up. Get on the train. Time’s wasting.”

      Makeda glanced over his shoulder and saw the dance floor and lounge clearing out with remarkable decorum. Various security personnel moved in a coordinated sweep to bring the guests from their spots to enter the train without making anyone wait too long.

      “You surprise me,” Imre said, “And I might be able to help you with fundraising in the future.”

      “Oh?”

      Imre didn’t get a chance to answer before a tall ork woman in a train station security uniform appeared at their side. “Excuse me, the train will be leaving soon. May I escort you to the ramp?” Everything in her tone was polite and diffident, but both of them heard the command within the request.

      Imre gestured to Makeda, allowing her to go first. He murmured, “I hope you keep surprising me…and I hope to surprise you.”

      Makeda glanced coyly over her shoulder at him then followed the security woman. Holding her head high and her shoulders relaxed, she waved her Party Train band at the sensor. This was the moment it would all come together or fall apart. Either her cover would hold…or it wouldn’t.

      Without waiting for the accepting beep, she was already turning to Imre, gesturing for him to join her on the ramp. If it went bad, she’d let the tears come and have him deal with it.

      The sensor turned green.

      Imre grabbed her hand and touched his band to the sensor with his other arm at the same time. Laughing as the sensor went green again and the train security personnel muttered welcomes, the two half ran up the ramp that led to the train.

      Just inside the tunnel, Imre pulled her close, hovering his lips to hers, asking without words if he could kiss her. Beneath the cologne the scent of his sweat—woody and clean—enticed her as much as his body language.

      She answered by kissing him, long and lingeringly, tasting his cologne and him as she did so.

      An alarm blared, and the lights in the hallway went red. The doors on either end of the ramp hallway slammed shut.

      “What?” Makeda looked around, not panicked, but curious. Like someone who didn’t have anything to hide. Inside, her heart hammered in her chest. Something had gone wrong. Already, she was working through the problem, coming up with solutions. Everything from collapsing in a fake faint to taking Imre hostage.

      Imre looked at the closed doors. He took both her hands in his. “I’ll take care of this. Don’t you worry.”

      She nodded, trying to keep her eyes wide and innocent. As soon as he moved to the train side of the hallway, she walked to the other door. “Galen, what’s wrong?”

      “Working on it. Someone’s SIN tripped the shutdown.”

      She knocked on the door. “Hello? Hello? We’re locked in here.” She knocked again. “Me?”

      Galen took too long to answer. “No. Not you. Not your arm candy either. Someone just behind you two.” He sent her the security image of an elf with his hands up.

      Makeda didn’t recognize him. The lights went from red to white and the door in front of her opened just as she was about to knock again. A very large troll in a Party Train security uniform stood before her. On his chest was the name Jarvis. She opened her eyes wide and let some of the fear of being caught leak through. “We were locked in here.”

      “I’m so very sorry, Miss Makeda.” The troll stepped forward and started herding her toward the other end of the tunnel, where Imre waited. “We take security very seriously. We thought it better to protect you and Mr. Dahl against the breach rather than subject you to possible injury.”

      Makeda nodded, then giggled. “Oh, I’ll have such a story to tell my friends.” She nodded to Imre. “When life does this, it’s like a plot twist. It gives you something to gossip about at home.”

      Imre slid his arm about her waist as Security Captain Jarvis opened the door between the tunnel and the train. Makeda watched the captain’s hand, and the code, with interest. She knew Galen would, too. It might come in handy in the future.

      Nodding at her and Imre, the troll said, “Please accept our sincerest apologies for this minor inconvenience. I’ve let the hosts know, and they will make sure that something special is delivered to your sleeper suites. Please, have an excellent time on the Brussels2Rome Party Train.”

      “Thank you,” Imre said. “We will.”

      Makeda gave Captain Jarvis a little wave as the two of them entered luxury incarnate.
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      The Brussels2Rome Party Train was a custom-built train designed to hold and entertain the world’s elite. Everything from the floor to the ceiling had a designer’s touch. From marble inlays to gilded tiles to polished wood, this first train car was as ornate as a five-star hotel lobby. Behind a small wood-and-marble podium stood a handsome Sikh man in a black dastaar and the Party Train uniform of black, white, and gold. Next to him was a map of the train.

      Forty-five cars long, it showed everything from where all of the dance, bar, dinner, and lounge cars were—front of the train—as well as where the sleeper cars were—back of the train. Makeda noted that, while the graphic of the train appeared complete, there were at least five cars missing from it, including the engine, security, the kitchens, and the caboose. She also knew, from the team’s previous investigations, that the train would be preceded and followed by double-car security trains. With this many of the world’s VIPs looking to have a good time, security had to be tight.

      Another colorful graphic showed a simplified version of the train’s path through Europe. Most of these were not stops—just waypoints to be noted. The maglev track ran from Brussels to Köln to Greater Frankfurt to Stuttgart to Basel to Lucern (the location she was most interested in) to Zurich, then Innsbruck to Verona and from there to Rome. It was an ambitious train ride with almost too many dangers to count.

      Least political among them was the Alpine Interdiction Zone. It was a pristine wilderness guarded by the Swiss Gebirsjager—mountain infantry. The train wasn’t going through it, but it was traveling near enough that everyone was on guard. Lucern was the Party Train’s only scheduled stop before Rome. It was a refueling station only. No one on or off.

      Not too long ago, the Brussels2Rome Party Train would never have happened, no matter how much money had been thrown at it. Only the formation of the New European Economic Community, bringing in the fifteen biggest European corporations, allowed them to bypass almost all border controls. Only Switzerland still had some restrictions, and most of those revolved around metahumans. It was something Makeda didn’t have to worry about.

      “Where do you want to go first?” Imre gestured to the train map as he put his hand on the small of her back.

      “I think I want to go freshen up after all that dancing.” She moved away from him and paused at the sudden hurt look on his face. “Don’t worry. We have twenty-four hours to enjoy. The party will still be here when I’m ready.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Go on. Have a good time. I’ll find you.”

      As if by magic, a lovely brunette in the feminized version of the Party Train uniform appeared at the concierge’s side. The Sikh man gave Imre a respectful nod. “I took the liberty of summoning one of our entertainment hostesses, Mr. Dahl. Again, we are so sorry you were locked in the entrance tunnel.”

      Imre looked at the three of them and laughed. “A hostess just for me? I’m honored. It is a vacation, after all.” He glanced at Makeda. “I will see you soon, I hope?”

      Makeda leaned forward and brushed her lips against his ear. “Count on it.”

      His smile returned. He stepped to the hostess and offered his arm. “Lead me to paradise.”

      She dimpled at him. “As you wish.”

      Makeda hoped Imre would have a good time. Good enough to forget her while she did her job. As the brunette led Imre away, the Sikh man came out from behind his small podium. “If you will allow me to escort you to your sleeper car, Ms. Makeda? Your baggage has already been placed within your suite.” He offered her his arm.

      Looking as amused as Imre, Makeda took his arm and allowed him to lead the way. She didn’t say anything, testing to see if he was one of those who would chatter on about everything and nothing, or if he would remain as silent as those he escorted.

      It seemed to be the latter as they walked through three sleeper cars. Each one appeared identical to the previous one, only reversed to keep the train’s weight evenly distributed. The airlock between cars was obvious by its door system, but easy to navigate. With the thick, malleable walls, there was no danger of falling off the train. Makeda took note of the keypad next to each one. The rooms could be locked down.

      The sleeper cars themselves were carpeted in deep burgundy that matched the curtains inside each of the sleeper car doors. Outer hall walls gave the impression of stone while the inner ones were a light rosewood with brass diamond inlays. Each door had a small window bracketed by interior curtains and a canted brass bar to help slide the door open. The doors’ sensors were a smooth, matte black.

      Glancing around, Makeda spotted areas where she would put cameras if she were designing security, but if cameras were there, they were well hidden. Luxury came with the illusion of privacy. Just as the train gave the illusion of old-world wealth while it floated on some of the best maglev technology money could buy. It was why there was almost no sense of movement.

      When they stopped at sleeper car 9, her escort bowed his head and gestured to the door’s sensor. “Only your Party Train band will open it.”

      Makeda tapped the sensor. It lit up green, and the door slid open a small bit. Makeda’s escort slid the door the rest of the way open for her. Looking in, the sleeper suite itself was small but lovely. The size of a small office, three meters square, it currently looked like a living room with a small washroom. The scent of fresh citrus floated on the air. With a touch of a button, the whole room would transform into a bedroom with a queen-sized bed. It was the luxury version of an airport capsule hotel.

      “Thank you.” Makeda stepped into the room.

      “If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask. We are at your beck and call.” With that, the concierge left her to the room, closing the door after himself. The door locked into place.

      “Beck and call? That’s new.” Galen chuckled in her ear. “Why do you get all the face time and luxury while I’m stuck here in the Matrix?”

      Makeda went to her small suitcase on the counter and pulled out her makeup bag. As she opened the foundation compact hiding a small toolkit underneath, she keyed the hidden switch on the side and set it on the counter. “Clear?”

      “All clear. No bugs or cameras.”

      “I’m prettier than you. That’s why.” She said this aloud as she gazed in the mirror. She really did need to towel off and reset her makeup. “Besides, they’d have a fit over your wheelchair. You can’t get on an airplane without setting off alarms, much less a train like this with a bunch of high mucky-mucks. You’d upset their delicate sensibilities by reminding them that not everything is perfect in this world.”

      “I may resemble that remark in meat space, but in the Matrix, I’m a fraggin’ Adonis.”

      “I know. I’ve seen you.” She meant that in the literal sense. While her Matrix avatar was a cheetah, his was of the statue of Adonis— naked and all. Somehow, he made the classic statue lascivious. No matter what he did in the Matrix, it was tinged with a sexual magnetism.

      In meat space, TechnoGalen was a small Hawaiian man born without the bottom half of his legs. His parents, for whatever reason, had chosen to leave him without prosthetics, and he’d embraced this as his identity. Makeda suspected he also had spinal issues that precluded the use of prosthetics, but it wasn’t any of her business unless he chose to tell her.

      Galen was just as flirtatious in meat space as he was in the Matrix. Just as successful, too. When not on the job, he was a party animal. She rarely saw him without one of his three girlfriends—unless he was working. Like now.

      Makeda wasted no time stripping off the cocktail dress and ducking into the washroom. She gave herself a quick wipe down to get the sweat off, then changed into black, hip-hugging slacks and a silky red top cut down to there, showing off her gold jewelry.

      “Right, has HiddenPlath reported in?”

      “Yes. She says the target entered the lounge not long after you did.”

      Makeda added the latest fashion—knee-high suede boots. For once, fashion had merged with the practical, and low heels were in vogue. This would probably last for about three more months. In the meantime, she was going to enjoy being able to move without pain and run without having to ditch her shoes first.

      “Wearing what?”

      “Skinny black slacks and a white, open-collar shirt. Long sleeves.

      Sending you an image.”

      Makeda paused as she gazed at the image. Not a bad-looking guy. The wrinkles around his eyes clashed with his youthful clothing. She shrugged. At least he was trying. “Doesn’t look like much of a salaryman. Good. He’ll fit right in.”

      “Still going to bring him back to your car for the duration?”

      “That’s the plan. I just have to find him first. I’m going to wring his neck for not meeting me in the lounge like he was instructed.”

      “What about Imre?”

      She checked herself in the mirror one more time. Yep, still stunning. Everyone was going to be looking at her cleavage or gold eyes and likely wouldn’t notice much more than a beautiful black woman enjoying herself on the Brussels2Rome Party Train. “I’m sure he’s having a very good time wherever he is. I can hunt him down after the job is done. I know where he works.” Makeda squared her shoulders, then let them relax. “Right. I’m going to find the target now. Going silent. If you see him before I do, let me know.”

      “Roger that.”

      Makeda slipped out the sleeper suite door and wondered where the target was now that he’d missed their rendezvous. Most likely in one of the bars in the open. At least, she hoped. Until she found him, there was nothing more she could do but a car-to-car search.

      Crossing through the lobby car again, a new set of concierge personnel were on duty. They were attentive, but did not speak to her as she passed by. It was something of a relief. Having her face—along with Imre’s—blasted to all train personnel as someone to be extra attentive to could make life hard in the long run.

      Stepping from the lobby car into the first bar area was like stepping into another world. Gone was the old-world charm of wood and brass. In its place was a sleek, modern design of matte metal, clean lines, and muted pastel lights. The bar was to the right side, surrounded by people. The left had tables bolted to the floor but chairs that could be moved, and were. The music was soft rock, and the crowd had an older sense of age.

      She strode through, glancing about. No sign of Tojo Isoshi. Makeda kept walking, shaking her head at invitations in the form of raised glasses and stroking fingertips. The party had just gotten started. Those who’d come alone were looking for playmates.

      The next car was styled as a living room. It had a long table filled with finger foods and attendants ready to refill drinks. The music was low, but had a pulsing beat. Again, no Tojo, but Imre was here with several lovely young women. Makeda pretended not to see him. If he saw her, he decided to stick with his present company. She slipped out of that car as quickly as she could.

      The industrial music hit her like a sonic punch to the face as she opened the next car. The GlitterGuys were playing live, and the crowd was a mass of dancers, flailing about to “Blood & Nuyen,” another one of their hits. She scanned the room in a back-and-forth fashion, trusting that Galen would notice what she didn’t.

      While the target wasn’t in sight, there were a couple of corp- security personnel against the wall of the car. They scanned the room like she did. By the patch on their shoulders, they appeared to be from Saeder-Krupp. That was not good. Makeda turned away as one of them looked to her.

      “Is he here?”

      “No. But there is a Saeder-Krupp exec over by the stage. Small Japanese man in purple.”

      Glad that her hacker was on the same wavelength, Makeda looked and spotted the exec. She made the mental note to stay as far away from the man as she could when it was time to exit the train. With that in mind, she slipped through the crowd, bouncing to the beat of the song. If she were on vacation, she’d just stay here. But duty before pleasure.

      The next car was another bar car, almost identical to the first one she walked through. At the bar, drinking by himself despite being surrounded by people, was her target. Tojo stared at his drink, looking at the bottom of the glass as if it somehow could convey something meaningful to him.

      He was a handsome man with a slight build and black hair. Now that she saw him in person, she could see he was older than she’d first assumed. Despite being designed for a younger crowd, his clothing suited him—even if it clashed with his current demeanor. She eyed him as if she were just a woman looking for something interesting.

      Tojo was shorter than her. Makeda could tell that much from where she stood.

      As she headed toward to the bar, she saw two more Saeder- Krupp security people standing in the corners; one near the bar, one near the opposite exit. The SK woman next to the bar straightened up as Makeda slid in next to Tojo. Not good. The target was under surveillance. Also, not good at subtlety.

      Makeda ordered a cider and then leaned to Tojo, “For a man on vacation, you look like you’ve lost your last friend.”

      Tojo shrugged a little, not looking up. “I was supposed to meet someone. I missed them, or they didn’t show.”

      “Life’s too short to waste it on people who don’t show up. Why don’t you hang out with me? I’m by myself.” She offered her hand. “I’m Makeda.”

      Tojo’s head snapped up, his eyes wide. He started to bow. She stopped him. “I’m American. We don’t bow. We shake hands.”

      “Makeda?” Tojo thrust his hand to her.

      As she took his hand in hers, she squeezed a little tighter than she needed to, leaned in, and whispered. “We’re being watched. So, now I’m whispering something naughty in your ear about dinner and then dessert and licking things off your body.”

      She pulled back, pleased to see Tojo blushing to the roots of his hair. It was exactly what she wanted to happen.

      “Heads up, Makeda. Someone’s flagged your SIN and is investigating.”

      That was the last thing she wanted to hear.
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      Makeda glanced around, waiting to see if either of the Saeder-Krupp security would move to intervene. She wasn’t sure what she would do if they did, but something would occur to her. She worked best while under stress and improvising. Both guards stood their ground. The woman looked away as Makeda’s gaze drifted in her direction.

      “SIN being hit hard, but holding. No alarms.”

      Makeda smiled at Galen’s report and tilted her head to the side, giving Tojo her full attention once more. “So, dinner?”

      Tojo nodded with a broad, embarrassed but pleased, grin. “Yes.

      Dinner. And dessert.”

      She took his hand and led him to the exit next to the other Saeder- Krupp security person, a stocky dwarf. Though he stared straight ahead, she knew he was examining her. Just before she pulled Tojo out of the car, she paused to murmur in his ear, “We’re going to have a good time, I promise.”

      Tojo nodded. “I hope.”

      Makeda smiled on the surface. That smile did not meet her eyes. With Saeder-Krupp security watching the target, this was going to be a bit more complicated than she thought. Like every run ever. It might involve throwing Tojo from the train and following after. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but was prepared to do what was needed to get the job done. In the meantime, she knew she had to keep the target out of the public eye.

      She mentally shrugged as they entered the next car—another dance car full of beautiful young people and techno pop music—it wasn’t the first time she’d used her body to keep a target safe and pacified. It wouldn’t be the last. The two cut through the crowd. As they exited the dance car, the Saeder-Krupp security woman entered. Makeda knew she was going to have to do something about that. She just didn’t know what. Not yet, anyway.

      The next car was exactly what she was looking for: one of the dining cars. They were met by a Party Train host and led to a booth in the middle of the room. Makeda gestured for Tojo to sit first. She slid in after, right next to him. At first, he looked startled, then his blush returned. Makeda gave him a coquettish glance. The more he was distracted by her, the less he would give away to their observers.

      They both ordered the shabu-shabu hot pot and wine. As soon as the server left, Makeda murmured to him like a lover, “Tell me, my little okurimono, why would your soon-to-be former employers have watchdogs on you? What aren’t you telling us?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m nobody. I don’t have an important job.”

      She waited until the dining car’s din rose to answer. “No one pays this much money to extract someone ordinary, and Saeder-Krupp wouldn’t spend watchdog resources on a nobody. What do you do?” Based on all her team’s research, she already knew that Tojo worked for Krupp Specialist Engineering. A talented developer was worth poaching, but having security personnel assigned to a salaryman on vacation? There was more to this story, and she needed to find out what it was fast.

      Tojo shrugged. “I’m just an engineer.” He paused, tapping his fingertips on the table as he thought. “I’ve never taken a vacation before?” He offered up the suggestion like a sacrifice.

      “Have you been talking about being unhappy?” He shook his head.

      “Recently broken up with a girlfriend? Closed any accounts?”

      Tojo started to shake his head, then shrugged. “I consolidated my credit cards into one account last month. Paid off a lot of debts.”

      Makeda pondered this. “Anyone close to you died or committed suicide recently?”

      He blinked at her, surprised. “No.” He thought some more and shook his head. “No,” he repeated.

      “But you changed your routine and booked the Party Train.” She gave him a slow smile, then leaned into his lips and murmured “You caught their attention as a flight or suicide risk.” She kissed him before he could protest her assessment. She let the kiss linger, tasting him. Not bad at all. When they came up for air, she ducked her head. “I’ll take care of it…and you. All will be well. That’s what I’m paid to do.”

      They looked up as the meal arrived in a series of fresh vegetable dishes and thinly sliced beef on a tray. Another server brought a boiling hot pot of soup. The meaty, savory smell of it wafted close, making Makeda’s mouth water. She gestured for Tojo to put the vegetables into the bubbling broth and gazed around the dining car. The Saeder-Krupp security woman was nowhere to be seen. Then the back of a familiar head, exiting the dining car in a rush, caught her eye.

      Imre Dahl had seen her kissing Tojo and appeared to be making a hasty retreat. Makeda rolled her eyes at the implied high-school antics. In truth, she would have rather been with Imre, but she had a job to do. She was going to do it and do it well. Imre could be contacted later. She glanced at Tojo. He wasn’t going to be bad company. Just complicated.

      “Tell me about you? Your job? Your home?” Makeda took a pair of chopsticks in hand and selected a slice of the raw beef to swish into the hot broth. She might as well keep Tojo talking about himself while they ate. It would keep him from asking about her. Also, it might give her a bit more insight into the Saeder-Krupp guards and why they were following him. Most people knew when they were important enough to warrant extra protection.

      She ate as he talked, cooing at just the right moment to keep him talking. “That sounds hard…” or remarks to that effect were all she had to say to re-invigorate the conversation. Part of her studied the rest of the diners. Part of her kept an ear on Tojo’s monologue.

      “—Have you ever tried to make an elevator go sideways? Not as easy as it seems.” Tojo flourished a bit of bamboo at her before popping it in his mouth. “Up and down are easy. There’s only two directions. Sideways, not so much. There could be any number of directions.”

      Makeda turned her full attention to Tojo. He looked pleased with himself. “Make an elevator go…sideways?”

      Tojo nodded, scooping fragrant rice and vegetables into his mouth. “It’s going to be the next big thing. Elevators go up and down. But think about arcologies. They want—need—something more adaptable. The problem comes when you want the elevators to go north or south or east or west as well as up and down. Or any approximations of the four cardinal directions.” He grinned. “Then again, some don’t want straight lines. Some like curves. Like an airport tram, but in elevator form.”

      It was rare for an idea to bring a new perspective that was so weird and so outlandish that it had to work. It was much like the vaunted doggie door. Weird in conception, but once you had it, you wondered how you could’ve lived without it. Makeda considered some of the arcologies she’d “visited.” All of them would benefit from elevators that moved sideways. She eyed her target. Things were starting to make more sense.

      Tojo worked in Krupp Specialist Engineering. Thyssen-Krupp, a Saeder-Krupp subsidiary, was responsible for most of the world’s elevators. If he was part of the team working on these sideways elevators, he was more than a nobody. There was a lot of proprietary information that could be worth millions in his head. Maybe. Perhaps that was why he was being extracted, and why Saeder-Krupp security was keeping an eye on him.

      “I’m amazed at this idea. It’s not something I would’ve ever thought of.” Makeda smiled, truthful and worried. It was more important than ever to get him tucked safely away in her sleeper suite until they escaped the train.

      “I know.” Tojo’s eyes lit up, warming to the subject.

      A lovely blonde woman in one of the Party Train uniforms sat down in the booth across from them. “Good evening. May I join you?” Makeda started to say “No,” but Tojo answered before she could.

      “Yes, of course. It’s good to see you again.”

      Makeda looked between the woman and her extraction target. First, Saeder-Krupp was watching him. Next, he was inviting strange women to eat with them. This was getting better and better. Maybe she should just drug the drek out of him and make him sleep until they got off the train.

      The woman offered her hand, “I’m Beauty, one of the Party Train entertainment hostesses.”

      Makeda paused before she shook the woman’s hand. “Hello.” “This is the hostess who made sure I got on the train all right

      when I missed meeting up with you.” Tojo’s cheeks flushed a hectic red that was more than the wine they were drinking.

      Beauty smiled and glanced between them. “I had to check in on Tojo and see who this lovely lady was. He was so upset at missing you. We absolutely cannot have that on the Party Train. It’s against the rules. I’ve been assigned to do anything—anything—I need to help our guests have a good time. We’d like to make this an annual event. Happy partiers are repeat partiers.”

      Makeda chuckled. “I think we have our entertainment well in hand. Thank you.”

      “What do you suggest?” Tojo blinked at the woman like he’d been drugged.

      Makeda realized he was trying to flirt with her. She was all for Tojo having a good time while they were here, but with Saeder-Krupp nosing around, she’d rather they kept things low key and private.

      Beauty leaned forward. “I have a private suite at my disposal. I would love to entertain you there. She locked eyes with Makeda. “Both of you.”

      “We’d love that.” Tojo nodded like a teenager. He leaned to Makeda. “Please?”

      It was all Makeda could do to keep from slapping him upside the head for destroying her neatly laid plans—again. She glanced at Beauty. The woman did
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