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      One of the biggest heists in Australian history began over a pitcher of beer at the University of Western Australia’s Student Guild on a hot day in November.

      “You’ll find somebody else,” said Heather, as Lynda refilled their glasses. “I’ve never understood how you could date somebody with a cybereye, anyway. Because,” she added before her friend could interrupt, “how would you know if he was recording?”

      “Glenn didn’t have the camera when we started going out,” Lynda replied. “It’s not like he meant to get it.”

      “It was a birthday present?”

      “Someone glassed him. And why would he bother filming me?” Lynda asked with a slight shrug. “Who would want to watch it? It’s not like I’m a celebrity, and we don’t all get offers to pose for Playelf.”

      Lynda was conventionally pretty when she wanted to be, but Heather was beautiful even by elvish standards; a blue-eyed immaculately coiffed platinum blond more than a head taller than her friend, with much of the difference coming from the long shapely legs she usually dressed to display to their best advantage. She’d bought herself a new Dodge Xenon and a closet full of designer clothes with the money she’d made as a model. “And didn’t you say we were in a post-privacy era?”

      “Yes,” Heather said, “which is why we have to be careful to control our own narratives. And I’m not saying he did film you, or that he’s going to put it on the Matrix, but maybe you should check. You’re a good enough decker to do it, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe, but he’s gone up north to see his family. Middle of the desert, no wifi.”

      “When he comes back, then.”

      Lynda shrugged again. “I’ll think about it,” she replied.

      “Good. How’re things going with Vince? He certainly seemed interested.”

      “He drove me home after the party and nothing happened. You know you don’t have to keep setting me up with your classmates, right? I don’t mind being single for a while.”

      “Come on. Exams are over. Live a little.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want me to get that?” asked Vince.

      Lynda muttered something unintelligible and brushed her hair out of her eyes. She’d only been dating Vince for four months, and hadn't meant to fall asleep in his single bed. Vince sighed and reached for the Erika Elite to silence it. He blinked when he saw the wallpaper on the screen, and found the icon to project the image onto the wall. He peered at it for nearly a minute, then returned her commlink to the nightstand and reached for his own.

      A few hours later, when Lynda had woken up enough to have sex again, get dressed, and go out for a better breakfast than the residential college could promise, he said casually, “That’s a great picture on your screen. Did you take it?”

      “What? Oh, that. No.” The photo was one she’d found on Glenn’s commlink, an old Sony Emperor. The IC was unmodified standard factory issue—no encryption, just a firewall with a retina scan of his remaining good eye, ridiculously easy for Lynda to get through with her stealth software. She’d run a browse program through the memory to find any video files, then copied those to her own commlink to examine later. The only images she’d found of herself had been innocuous—one of her trying to smile as she’d visited him in hospital after his surgery, a few taken on campus when the sunlight turned her ash-blond hair an ethereal shade of gold, a slightly embarrassing one of her eating an ice cream at Yagan Square—and she’d felt slightly guilty about having distrusted him. The most recent photos had been landscapes from the Kimberley and Pilbara, and one shot of what looked like opal in a sandstone cliff face. It was beautiful enough that she’d decided to use it as a wallpaper on her screen. “I just liked the pattern. It’s like a fractal. It’s opal, right?”

      Vince nodded. “Looks like it.” He was a business studies major like Lynda, but he came from a long line of rockhounds, and remembered some of his high school math. “A really great picture, too. Where did you find it?”

      “Online,” she evaded. “Why?”

      “Can you send me a copy? For my rock collection?”

      “It’s just a picture.”

      “I’m a very lazy collector; I only collect pictures. And that’s the best photo I’ve ever seen of black opal still in the matrix—that’s ‘matrix’ with a small ‘m’—”

      “I know,” she said, irritated by the mansplaining. “Okay, I’ll send it to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Vince rarely phoned his father at the office, and he half-expected him to ask “How much do you need?” rather than “How are you?” once he saw his face on the commlink screen.

      “Doing okay,” Vince replied. “Got something to show you. What do you think of this?”

      “Looks like opal,” Richard Peters replied after quickly examining the picture and the accompanying data. “Some black, some crystal, a lot of it looks like gemstone quality…where is it? I don’t see any GPS reading.”

      “There isn’t one,” said Vince, his smile fading slightly. “But filter out the surrounding rock and look at the shape of it, particularly these…” He circled some triangular blotches. “Do they look like anything?”

      “They look a bit like…teeth?”

      “That’s what I thought, soon as I saw it. Now look at the scale again.”

      His father did, and whistled. “What is it? A dinosaur skull?”

      “That’s what I thought at first, but if that scale measurement is accurate, the teeth are bigger than those of any Australian dinosaur or crocodile in the fossil record: I checked. It might be some sort of marine reptile, or maybe an early whale, but I think it’s a leviathan. Some sort of dracoform, anyway.”

      The mining engineer was silent for a moment. Despite his prompting, his son had rarely shown much interest in geology or any fieldwork, but he was good at spotting visual patterns and hadn’t entirely outgrown his boyish love of dinosaurs and dracoforms. “Are you sure it’s not a fake?”

      “No, but you must have people there who can check. If it’s not fake, how much would it be worth?”

      “That’s going to depend on a few things,” Richard mused. He kept his voice low to prevent his boss from overhearing: he spent enough time in the field that he didn’t yet qualify for a soundproofed office, just a cubicle on the east side of CNiFe’s 101-story skyscraper with a view of the reflective windows of a rival mining company’s tower. “How much of the skeleton is hidden in the matrix, for one thing. But what we can see in this shot looks like most of the skull and jaw, and at least two vertebrae. What that would be worth to a museum or a talismonger…tens, maybe hundreds of millions just for the skull. And if there’s more of the skeleton still in the rock, throw in the 3D printing rights, and we’re looking at a billion or more.”

      Vince grinned.

      “What it’s worth to us,” his father continued in a less enthusiastic tone, “depends on whether we can find it and dig it up.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Vince replied, “but if you can get somebody at work to confirm it’s real, I may be able to find out where it is, and then—”

      “I don’t want to burst your bubble,” his father said, “but what if somebody’s already beaten us to it?”

      “That’s possible, but the metadata says the photo was taken less than a month ago. Have you heard anything about a big opal find? Or another company staking a claim that might include it?”

      “Nothing lately. I’ll see what I can learn at this end, if you’ll do the same.” Then, more softly, “Good work, Vince. Even if it doesn’t pan out, it’s good to see you’ve got the right instincts. And with a bit of luck, we might be about to make a killing.”
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      Nan grinned as she saw the wedge-tail bring down the drone.

      It was an ordinary eagle, nonmagical—Nan could tell that without needing to assense it—but the raptors were large and strong enough to inflict serious damage on most unarmed UAVs. This one had a wingspan of nearly three meters, and had made short work of the small craft.

      Nan trudged through the spinifex to where the eagle was scratching at the drone’s metal belly, obviously disappointed it wasn’t tastier. “Thanks for your help, mate,” Nan crooned in Jaburara. “Couldn’t have done it better myself.”

      The wedge-tail looked at her suspiciously, then flew back to its nest. Nan cautiously approached the damaged UAV from what she hoped was its blind side, making sure it wasn’t armed, then stomped on the fuselage to prevent it from righting itself and flying away.

      She grabbed the titanium survival knife from her belt, and used the screwdriver built into the handguard to open the battery compartment. She removed the battery, replaced the cover, photographed the drone with the camera in her commlink, took note of the GPS reading for Jimmy’s benefit, and memorized the nearby trees so she could find the site again, then walked back to the camp.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s an Espirit Recon TF-1 with an enhanced sensor pack,” Jimmy told Nan in a kriol of English, Jaburara, and other First Nations languages when she returned the next day and showed him the picture. “I can probably get five, six thousand for it if I take it into Hedland or Broome.”

      Jimmy was a qualified electrician, and occasionally left Daybreak Community to work on mining sites, saving his wages to buy more tech for himself and his extended family. He had no magical ability, but Nan knew his tech skills were regarded with awe by most of the community. His home was a demountable building salvaged from a mine site, but rather than being insulated by rammed earth like Nan’s warded shack, it was roofed with solar panels and adequately air-conditioned. Tjarruru, the camp’s Cleverman, was wary of wadjela technology, but he enjoyed watching football games too much to object to the solar panels and wind turbines that powered the communal trid set and the satellite uplink.

      “What was it doing up here?” Nan asked. “Looking for someone?”

      “Something, more likely. It’s fitted with serious geophysics stuff. Lidar, snapshot hyperspectral imaging, that sort of thing. Why? We hiding someone up here again?” he asked with a grin.

      Nan shook her head. “Far as I know, no one’s here who shouldn’t be, unless they sneaked past the watchers. So what was it doing on our land? Who sent it?”

      “WARG,” said Jimmy, pointing to the logo. “West Australian Resources Group.”

      “Who’re they? Mining company?”

      “Sort of. Back when the last big boom ended, some of the people who got laid off—riggers, mostly, with a few middle management types—got together and bought up some of the hardware that wasn’t being used. Now they hire it out and provide some other services to the miners. That’s WARG. They’re good riggers, and most of the mining companies use ’em.”

      “So what were they doing sending a drone here?”

      “Dunno, but there’s a good chance it was a, what’s the word? A diversion, a red herring. They probably know we won’t let ’em mine up here, but sometimes when mining companies have made a big find, they’ll hire WARG and as much exploration equipment as they can afford, to stop other mining companies making the same discovery and applying for a mining exploration lease ahead of them.”

      Nan considered this. “What are the chances they know about the Old Timer?”

      Jimmy looked startled. “Bugger-all, unless someone shot their mouth off, and I swear I haven’t. And you wouldn’t find the Old Timer, even with gear like this, unless you knew exactly where to look. Besides, the Council won’t let any wadjela within cooee of the Old Timer, right? Much less a gang of miners.”

      “Right,” Nan replied, trying to sound more reassured than she felt. She didn’t need magic to know Jimmy was telling the truth, and that he was right about the Council, but she still had a strong feeling something was very wrong. Even a technophile like Jimmy, who couldn’t sense the Old Timer’s power the same way a magician could, had been initiated into adulthood at the sacred site, and understood how important it was to the Jaburara. “You going into town today?”

      “Nah. Next week, maybe. You could ask Gaz, he was talking about taking his ute. What do you need?”
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        * * *

      

      Having finished his regular Tuesday night session at the dojo, Professor Jon Darger had been looking forward to a quiet evening updating his annual lecture on the Permian extinction, and he wasn’t pleased to see Nan’s astral form perusing his paintings of prehistoric landscapes and his personal collection of fossils.

      “Hi, Aunty. Good to see you, but couldn’t you have called first?” He dropped his bag on the couch and walked to the kitchen.

      Nan shrugged. “I’d have come back later if you’d had company. Not before I’d checked her out for you, of course.”

      “Thanks,” he said sourly, grabbing an onion from the fridge and a knife from the block. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      “Have you ever told anyone about the Old Timer?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Not even a hint? Or by pronouncing of some doubtful phrase, as ‘Well, well, we know,’ or ‘We could an if we would,’ or ‘If we list to speak,’ or ‘There be an if they might,’ or such ambiguous giving-out?”

      Darger raised an eyebrow, but didn’t ask where his great-aunt had picked up the Shakespeare. He was no magician, but he knew enough magical theory to know he wasn’t hearing her words with his ears, but a translation into familiar phrases directly into his mind. He rarely spoke his native kriol except during his annual visits to Daybreak Community, but Nan understood English perfectly, and he suspected she could have followed him even if he’d switched to his clunky Mandarin Chinese. “I’ve never told anyone.”

      “Stored anything online?”

      “No. I’ve done some sketches of the bones, taken some measurements and made some notes, but all by hand.” The Council of Elders didn’t allow electronics or even old-fashioned film cameras near the cliff face where the fossil dracoform was entombed. Fortunately, Darger was an excellent draftsman and illustrator.

      “Never shown them to anyone?”

      “No. I always keep the notebook with me, and even if someone could translate Jaburara, they’d still have to deal with my calligraphy.”

      Nan smiled. “Nothing that would give away its position?”

      “No.”

      “You’ve described other fossils you found on our land.”

      “Only with the Council’s permission,” he said as he diced the onion, “and only ones small enough to be collected without a helicopter. And even if it’s not opalized, we never reveal the exact position of a fossil until it’s worked out, in case of thieves and vandals and creationists. And none of the ones I collected were within a hundred klicks of the Old Timer, and probably nowhere near the same age.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “About the age? Not absolutely,” he admitted. “The Old Timer probably died before we settled in the area, but it could be anywhere from a few thousand years old to a hundred million. Maybe older; we don’t even know for sure that dracoforms evolved on Earth, and the mana storms might have mutated a fossil that was already there, a big croc or a marine reptile, as well as causing the opalization—”

      “I thought you paleontologists were good at dating rocks.”

      “Well, I prefer women, but I only get to do that on weekends.”

      Nan’s expression showed him the joke hadn’t translated successfully, and he cleared his throat. “I can’t even make a good guess at a date for that cliff face because it used to be horizontal, not vertical,” he continued. “I’d have to take a core sample to see what strata it came from originally, find some microfossils that would let me make an estimate—and I know the Council won’t allow that.”

      “No,” Nan replied. “Are you sure no one outside our mob knows about it?”

      “Not from me,” he said firmly. “Look, I’ve told you any number of times what that fossil could mean to science, and you’ve always told me what it means to our mob, not just the magicians. I don’t own it, I don’t have the right to decide what happens to it, so I’m not going to tell anyone about it unless the Elders give me permission. I may be five-eighths white, but when I became a man I swore an oath on that skull to protect our land and everything on it. Ask Tjarruru; he was there. Or come down here and do a mind probe, if you like, though there are some scenes—”

      “No need,” said Nan hastily. “I believe you. Enjoy your dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Lenore would have heard the man sneak up to within easy grabbing distance if she hadn’t been listening to Nan’s voice in her commlink earpiece. “Where the bloody hell are you?”

      “Kununurra,” she sub-vocalized, hoping the signal was strong enough for the medicine woman to hear her clearly.

      Nan tsked. “And you haven’t dropped in to see us?”

      “I’m working. Maybe after I’ve finished here. Those Humanis thugs have been dwarf-tossing again. Concussion, fractured skull, possible spinal cord injury, but they won’t be sure until he’s conscious again. The hospital really could use a healer as good as you—” She stopped as she felt her wig slide from her head, and suppressed her impulse to kick back in case her assailant was merely an unusually tall, curious child.

      Instead, she spun around to face a man whose weather-beaten complexion and badly shaved head made his age difficult to guess. He wore camo cargo shorts and a gray sleeveless shirt that might once have been black or blue, and which revealed Humanis symbols among the many faded tattoos on his arms and legs, proudly advertising his human supremacist beliefs. No sign of a weapon except for his much-scuffed steel-capped work boots. Australia’s strict gun laws weren’t always adhered to this far from the city, but they kept prices high and supply scarce, and Kununurra needed tourist nuyen badly enough that the police cracked down on anyone carrying knives.

       Lenore had chosen the long black wig because it covered her pointed ears and made her face seem paler by contrast: she was slightly short for an elf, and had been passing for human and white while she interviewed the townspeople about the recent violent incidents. The man’s expression showed he’d recognized her for what she was, and wasn’t happy to see an elf in town.

      She smiled sweetly and feinted a knee strike at his groin, confident he’d instinctively protect it with both hands. When he did, she grabbed his ears and twisted them painfully as she pulled his head down and her knee up. She released her grasp when she felt his nose crunch and shoved him backward so he sprawled in the dust on his back.

      She scanned the area to make sure he was alone, but even with her low-light vision, the street was empty. The pubs can’t have closed yet, she thought wryly, and looked down at her would-be attacker. His hands were examining his bloody nose, and she kicked him in the balls—not hard enough to cause lasting injury, but with sufficient force to slow down his retreat to any allies he might have nearby. He shrieked and rolled onto his side, then tried to scramble to his feet.

      Lenore pulled her commlink out of her electrochromic jacket pocket and took a photo of his face. She knew he wouldn’t admit to having the crap beaten out of him by an elf woman and would make up a story blaming at least two orks and a troll, but she didn’t want to be responsible for any reprisals on innocents. “Drop the wig, and if I hear about you shitheads hurting anyone else,” she said, “you’ll be the first one we come looking for. Now piss off.”

      She watched him scurry away, bent over with pain, then retrieved her wig and sub-vocalized, “Sorry. You were saying?”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “The motel.”

      “Wait by the pool. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      “No, I’ve never told anyone,” Lenore said with some asperity after Nan’s astral form had followed her into her affordable but rather drab motel room. “Why would I? Have you asked the professor? Publishing a paper about a fossil dracoform would make his career.”

      “First place I went,” Nan assured her. “It wasn’t him. And an exclusive like that wouldn’t be bad for your career, either.”

      “You call vlogging a career?” Lenore retorted. Her income from her citizen journalism vlog rarely even covered her travel expenses; she made more from teaching mixed martial arts and a little shadowrunning, with occasional stints as a topless bartender when her share of the rent was due and her credit was maxed out. “Look, it wasn’t me. Read my mind if you want to.”

      “Why does everyone always say that? I don’t even know that spell! I believe you, but have you heard anything about any mining companies taking an interest in the place? Hiring equipment from WARG?”

      “No.”

      “Can you find out?”

      “I can try, but WARG’s security is scary good.”

      “Can you think of anyone else who might have said anything about the Old Timer?”

      “Not while they were sober.”

      “Sounds like you have someone in mind.”

      Lenore chewed her plump lower lip for a moment, then shook her head. “I hear a lot of gossip, but I don’t like repeating it.”

      “If someone’s got problems and I can help…”

      “Had. Past tense. Had problems. He was going through a rough patch, but he’s over it now.”

      Nan was silent for a moment. “Was it Glenn? He seemed okay when he came home.”

      Lenore nodded. “He was hitting the sauce for a while after he lost the eye, but I still don’t think he would have told anyone anything he shouldn’t have. I’ll see what I can find out about WARG, okay?”
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        * * *

      

      Glenn was sharing an old house just outside Midland with three of his classmates, and the place smelled like a locker room, even in the astral. Nan shook her head as she looked at the clothes strewn on the bedroom floor, then noisily cleared her throat.

      Glenn rolled over on the sagging single bed and opened one eye. The cybereye showed only an empty room, so he opened his other eye and saw Nan’s astral form standing amid the detritus. “Uh…”

      “Morning. How you doing?”

      Glenn yawned as he sat up. “I’ve been better, but I was enjoying sleeping in.”

      “You still going to classes?”

      “Yeah, but my first isn’t until eleven. What’s this about?” When his great-aunt hesitated, he asked, “Grandpa ask you to check up on me?”

      “He can do that himself if he wants. Do him good to travel a little, see more of the world.” Tjarruru was a less powerful magician than Nan, but was more than capable of astrally projecting down to the Perth suburbs. “No, this is just me making sure you’re okay. You lost an eye, lost part of yourself. That’s not good.”

      “Some people don’t seem to have a problem with it.”

      “Some people don’t know themselves.”

      Glenn snorted as he swung his huge feet out from under the covers. “No offence, Aunty, but I’m a big boy now. I can look after myself. And don’t try to tell me what I lost.”

      “Football isn’t everything,” she said, and waited for the explosion. One of the reasons Glenn was Tjarruru’s favorite grandson was because he was the first Jaburara man in decades to play for the semi-pro Western Australian football league—but the league, like many traditional sports clubs, had only reluctantly accepted metahumans as players, and still drew the line at any cyberware, bodyware, or transplants. They hadn’t yet ruled on his eye, but he was suspended until they did.

      To Nan’s amazement, Glenn merely shrugged. “Yeah, I know that now, but it took me a while. But that’s why I didn’t drop out. I get my degree, I can teach.”

      “Did they ever catch the scumbag who glassed you?”

      “No.” He walked to the chest of drawers, carefully stepping over the clothes on the floor, and grabbed a clean pair of boxer shorts. “Pity I didn’t already have the eye; I could’ve given them a photo.”

      “You still seeing that girl?”

      “Nah,” he said, and regret tinged his aura gray. “I wasn’t much fun to be around after I got out of hospital. Drunk or sober. She deserved better.”

      Nan didn’t argue. “Okay. I hate to ask this, but I saw a drone buzzing around up here a couple of days ago. Have you ever told anyone about the Old Timer?”

      “Fuck, no!”

      “Okay, that’s all I needed to know. Look after yourself, okay? But don’t be scared to ask for help if you need it, so ka?”
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      The magically secured, windowless meeting room on the skyscraper’s 88th floor was tiny, with only four ordinary office chairs, because Hopkins’ orders were to involve as few people as possible at this stage of the search for the fossil.

      To mundane eyes, it was as boring and spartan as the interior of a police interrogation room, though Hopkins occasionally wondered what the wards in the soundproofed off-white walls, wood-veneer door and under the sand-colored carpet looked like to those who, like Albrey, could see them in astral. It was as secure electronically as it was magically, secure as the boardroom and executive offices on the top floor or the Vault on the 13th, and reserved for the most secretive of meetings. The wagemages who maintained the wards called it the Inner Sanctum; the few other employees who knew of its existence called it the Submarine. Even Hopkins had rarely been inside it, and he could see the blandness made Peters nervous. Good.

      Cole and Albrey weren’t executives—merely a rigger and wagemage—but Hopkins had worked with them before, and knew they could be relied upon to do the corporation’s most secret dirty jobs that couldn’t be left to shadowrunners. Cole was a loner, touchy about his height and fiercely competitive, who didn’t so much bear grudges as have them grafted on for easy access. Even in the office, he wore armored jackets with (empty) concealed holsters as though they’d make him look bigger. His psych tests showed he was a sociopath without anything resembling a conscience, and it was rumored (though never proven) he’d used his rigging skills to engineer the car crash that had killed his wife.

      Albrey was more even-tempered, an immaculately groomed Snow Queen with just enough empathy to have learned some social skills and apply them when she sensed they were useful. Ambitious, arrogant, and aromantic, she’d ascended the company’s magical hierarchy relying entirely on her strong work ethic and impressive spellcasting skills.

      The four of them watched the footage from the drone again, and Hopkins sighed. “Any chance that was a shapeshifter?”

      Albrey and Cole looked at each other for several seconds before the mage replied, “No way of telling without seeing it in astral. The First Nations have their own magical traditions—it’s called ngangkare in some of their languages. It’s a lot like shamanism, though with different totems, and since the Awakening they’ve been much more powerful.”

      “It looks like an eagle and flies like an eagle,” said Cole, “and wedgetails have been attacking drones since there have been drones in their airspace, long before the Ghost Dance or mana storms. Shaman or not, we’re only down one drone. The other three made it back safely.”

      “Without any useful data,” Hopkins grumped. “Can we do any better with magic?” The chair, though solidly built, creaked softly as he shifted his weight. “You can fly faster in astral than a drone can, right?”

      “Yes, but not if we want to keep it a secret,” said Albrey. “The mob in that community may not be much good at electronic security, but their magicians have watcher spirits patrolling the borders for anything alive, and I’m betting that includes anything astral. I’ll go in if that’s what you want, but I think the risk is too great—to the company, not to me.”

      Hopkins looked at the map of Daybreak Community projected on one wall and shook his head. “That’s a lot of border to watch.”

      “It’s a lot of territory, nearly twelve thousand square klicks,” said Peters.

      “Jesus. And how many people did you say lived there? Three hundred?”

      “Two hundred and seventy-six with SINs at the last census, and maybe a hundred without,” Peters replied. “Most are Jaburara, descendants of people who worked on the sheep station there back before mana storms made it unprofitable. Most of them live near the old farm buildings where they have bore water and solar power. Most of the rest of them are from other Yamatji mobs who haven’t been granted native title on their own lands, plus a few Noongar who got tired of city life.”

      Hopkins grunted. “What can you tell me about the photo?”

      “The opal’s in a cliff face and shadowed, so it’s probably in one of these gorges in the northeast, a few hours from the nearest camps by car and a few days on foot.”

      “That’s still a lot of land. We need some way to narrow it down. Do you know who took the photo?”

      “I know where it came from.”

      Hopkins waited.

      “His name’s Glenn Young, he’s a student at UWA, and he used to play football and date my son’s girlfriend until he got injured—Young, not my son. That’s all I know.”

      “You don’t know him?”

      “No.”

      “Close friend of your son’s?”

      Peters snorted. “Hardly.”

      “Good.” Hopkins looked at Albrey. “If we find him, you can do a mind probe?”

      “Yes,” she said, “but again, I don’t promise results, and he’ll almost certainly notice it. You certainly won’t get GPS coordinates unless he’s memorized them.”

      “What if he’s unconscious?” asked Peters.

      “Then you’ll get nothing useful, except maybe dreams. Trying to find a fossil in nearly twelve thousand square klicks with a drone is simple compared to pulling one thought out of something as complex as a human brain. Mind probe spells work best as part of an interrogation, so that even if you only get surface thoughts, they’ll be about the subject you’re investigating. Otherwise, you’ll probably get his dinner plans or some orxploitation earworm or some crap like that.”

      “If we find him, there’s always gamma-scopoline. Or we can hack his commlink,” Cole suggested. “The coordinates may be in there. Though if he took the photo with his cybereye, and it looks like he did, then they might not. GPS doesn’t come as standard in cameras that small.”

      Hopkins nodded. “Fine,” he said. “Mr. Peters, if you can find out where this Young character lives and where he drinks, we can look at our options. Thank you both. Ms. Albrey, if I can talk to you in private for a moment?”

      Albrey waited until the rigger had closed the door behind him, then raised an eyebrow. “You want me to go ahead with the mind probe?”

      “I’ll think about it. First, I want you to check with HR that we have Peters’ DNA on ice, a…what do you call that again?”

      “A material link.”

      “Right. Well, he may be the weak link, and we can’t afford one. And find out whether his son has ever worked or interned for us, just in case, and see if you can find out whether anybody else saw this photo. If they did, I’ll get onto HR and see if we can offer them a job so we can keep an eye on them.”

      Albrey nodded. Freezers filled with material links gave the company the power to silence or remove inconvenient employees through ritual magic without having to rely on cortex bombs. Most of the deaths seemed to be natural, though the occasional case of spontaneous human combustion helped to discourage employee demands for better pay and conditions. “I’ve just thought of a way we might be able to mind probe the boy. It’s not entirely risk-free, but it should work, and all I need is an intern for a few days, and a little cash.”

      “What’s your plan?”
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        * * *

      

      Glenn was walking across the oak lawn toward the food trucks when he noticed the pretty elf running toward him. There were usually students hanging around the guild trying to sign up volunteers for everything from the University Dramatic Society to the Young Conservatives, so he continued walking until she ran directly into his path.

      “Hi,” she panted. “Sorry if this is a personal question, but do you identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander?”

      He stopped suddenly and stared at her. Though obviously not allergic to sunshine, she was as pale as a neo-Goth, with blond ringlets streaked with iridescent pink, but dressed for the warm weather in a short skirt and cream-colored chemise and brandishing a Hermes Ikon. He found it difficult to guess the ages of elves, even ones who weren’t allergic to the Australian sun, but she seemed to be in her early twenties. “Um…yes.”

      She sighed in relief. “I’m helping with an anthro project, and I need to interview some…anyway, it takes about half an hour and we can pay you 50 nuyen, and you go in a draw for a new Renraku Sensei. Are you interested?”

      “Maybe. When and where?”

      “In the psych building, and I have slots free every afternoon this week. Please say yes!”

      He considered it, and shrugged. “This afternoon, after three?”

      “Thank you! I’ll see you there!”

      He smiled and watched her jog back to the shade of the guild building, then scanned the options available from the bao truck. Their soft-shell crab was always good, and with an extra 50 nuyen, he decided, he could splurge a little.
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        * * *

      

      The small room in the psych building had a large mirror Glenn correctly guessed was two-way glass. Cameras would have been cheaper, but of less use to the School of Magic (which had also taken over most of the offices and lecture theaters in the arts building while they waited for their own labs to be finished).

      The elf, who introduced herself as Nuala, started with a series of innocuous questions about fitting in at the university before asking about his life in the outback. Then she scrolled down to the next page, smiled, and asked, “You don’t have to give me any details, but did your community have any particular sacred sites? Or anything that was ‘secret men’s business?’”

      Glenn hesitated. “Yes,” he replied, at last, “but I can’t—”

      “I understand,” said Nuala. “Okay, has anything you’ve learned at university made you question what you were taught in your community? Or vice versa?”
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        * * *

      

      Hopkins imagined he felt the lift sigh slightly when he rode it up to the 88th floor. He’d always been heavily built, and now that he rarely needed to travel, he no longer cared whether his armored suits needed to be tailor-made. Twice divorced, he had no family, but ate more than enough natural food for one, prepared by some of Perth’s best chefs and delivered by courier. He considered his bulk a sign of his status in the company, proof he no longer needed to blend into a crowd like a Mr. Johnson (which he’d once been) or travel to mine sites and sleep on army cots like a mere engineer.

      “The fossil is real, and it’s on their land,” Albrey told Hopkins once they were in the warded, windowless room. “I used a mind probe spell while he was answering questions. He took the photo himself, recently, and his people believe it’s the bones of a Rainbow Serpent, though not the Rainbow Serpent. They have a word of their own for it which I didn’t pick up, but in English, they just call it the Old Timer.”

      Hopkins nodded. Unlike Albrey, he’d grown up in Perth and heard stories of the wagyl, or Rainbow Serpent. “So where is it?”

      Albrey winced. “It’s in a dried-up riverbed, several days’ walk—probably inland, to the east or north-east—from the community’s main campsite. Three or four meters from the ground, under an overhang, which makes it impossible to spot from the air.”

      “That doesn’t narrow it down by much,” Hopkins grumbled. “No GPS reading?”

      “Do you memorize GPS readings?” Albrey countered. “Besides, I gathered their ngangkari, their magicians, don’t allow tech near it, not even vehicles. Young doesn’t have any magic and doesn’t know much about it, but he’s been told the Old Timer chooses their ngangkari, gives them their power, and that contact with tech can weaken it much as implants or high-tech medicine can decrease the power of magicians. I don’t know whether they knew Young had a cybereye, much less a camera, but he’s feeling guilty about having taken the photo. I’ll have our intern call him on Friday night to tell him he’s won the commlink, which has a GPS and which we have tapped, so if he transfers all his data to that, we’ll get everything on his current piece of junk as well as knowing where he is at any time.”

      “Which won’t do us a lot of good if he’s not allowed to take it to the location,” said Hopkins. “The boss wants us to grab that fossil as soon as possible—before anybody else knows about it. The kid knows where it is, so let’s see if we can pull the information out of his brain.” Everyone in the room knew there was only one person Hopkins referred to as ‘the boss’: CNiFe’s CEO and majority shareholder, Joe Sutton. CNiFe employees rarely mentioned him by name: legend had it saying his name three times in a row would summon him.

      “I don’t think there’s any way we can do that without the kid realizing—”

      “Who cares, as long as he never tells anybody?” When Albrey didn’t reply, Hopkins sighed. “Look, that skull is worth at least fifty million just as reagents or telesma or whatever, and there’s a good chance if we put it up for auction, some museum or collector will pay a hell of a lot more rather than see it chopped up. That’s at least half a million bonus for you. And if the whole skeleton is there, and opalized, it’s going to be worth many times that. A billion or more. At least, the boss thinks it’s worth a chance.”

      “You’re talking about—”

      “Enhanced interrogation techniques? Yes, I guess I am.”

      “I mean, after we have the information. We can’t just let him go.”

      Hopkins stared at the faintly glowing ceiling for a moment. “His tribe or mob or whatever they call themselves must have some idea what that thing is worth. We did some digging, and one of them’s a professor at UWA. One’s a fairly successful art dealer. One’s an alchemist and talismonger. One’s a pain-in-the-arse shit-stirring vlogger. If we did a deal with the tribe, we’d be lucky to keep half what the thing is worth—and even if we got the government to override native title and allow mining, it would be open to bids and the tribe would be more likely to make a deal with somebody they don’t hate, somebody who doesn’t have the history the boss has. So we’re not going to get it without breaking a couple of laws, and it’s not like you don’t already have some red in your ledger.”

      Albrey remained silent. She’d taken part in executing two whistleblowers and a union organizer with ritual magic, and she knew Morris, the head of the company-sponsored coven they called the Star Chamber, had been with the company much longer—and she was sure his body count was much higher.

      “Look, what happens to him after you’ve got the location needn’t worry you,” Hopkins wheedled. “It’s not as though we need anybody to find him after you’ve finished, so it doesn’t have to look like natural causes. We have plenty of people in security who’ll do it just for the overtime. Wait a week, see if anything turns up on his commlink, but if it doesn’t, then…” He shrugged again.

      “You’ll have to take him somewhere magically secure,” Albrey pointed out. “He doesn’t have any magic himself, but his grandfather’s a magician, and if he hears he’s missing…”

      “Good point,” said Hopkins approvingly. “Well, we can’t bring him here, but we must have some deniable safehouses you can turn into a medicine lodge or however you do it. I’ll make the arrangements. One week, all right?”
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        * * *

      

      The Matrix, astral travel, and the increasing popularity of self-driving cars had finally enabled the university to deal with the problem of student parking: firstly by reducing the hours the average student had to spend on campus, then by giving students the ability to park offsite and have their car drive to campus to pick them up. Glenn was waiting outside the gym for his old Jackrabbit when he saw Lynda walk past on her way to Vince’s room. He waved at her and was pleased and slightly surprised when she changed course and headed toward him. “How’re you going?” she asked.

      “Doing better,” he admitted. “Except for money, anyway. But at least I’m not blowing as much of it on booze. Got my head together, a bit, when I went back up country. How about you?”

      She smiled crookedly. “Same old, same old, mostly. Studying my butt off.” She looked at his commlink, eager to change the subject, and asked, “Is that new?”

      He nodded. “Won it last week, doing some interview thing for some postgrad.”

      Awkward silence reigned for a moment before she said, “Your scars have healed up nicely. I can hardly remember where they were.”

      “They itch a little, but I’m getting used to the eye at last. Someone suggested I take up photography as a hobby and—” He turned as he heard the distinctive wheezing of his car. “Great seeing you again.”

      “You too, Glenn.” She waved as his car headed onto Hackett Drive.

      He left the Jackrabbit on autopilot, and projected his metahuman physiology text onto the polarized windshield as the car sped down the highway to Perth, crawled through the CBD, then picked up speed again. He was so engrossed in his textbook he didn’t immediately notice when the car turned off Guildford Road onto King William Street. He looked out the side window as the Jackrabbit drove under the overpass bridge and turned right, then at the map display on the dashboard. He swore mildly, closed the book, grabbed the steering wheel, and flicked the switch to give him manual control. The car continued down Railway Parade.

      He swore again and tromped on the brake, but the car maintained its speed. He was still headed roughly eastwards, so the route he was on could still take him home, and it was possible the autopilot was responding to some problem on his usual route and circumnavigating it, but it was supposed to warn him if that was happening. He grabbed his new commlink to check the traffic reports, but there was no news that would explain the detour, and when he tried to call his housemates to ask for advice, the Sensei told him it was unable to make an outside call.

      He swore a third time, less mildly, and tried opening the door, hoping it would override the autopilot, but the door remained locked and wouldn’t budge even with all of his considerable strength behind it. He considered smashing the windshield with the stylus in his pocket (the Jackrabbit’s side windows were too small for him to squeeze through), but the car was traveling at 60 kilometers per hour, and the risk of sliding off the bonnet and under the wheels seemed very real. He had already passed into the industrial zone, where there was very little chance anyone would see him before the car took him to Bassendean, assuming it continued on its current course.

      As he thought this, the Jackrabbit slowed slightly as it approached the entrance of a near-derelict factory on asbestos-contaminated ground. Glenn gasped in mingled surprise and relief as the rusty chainlink gate slid open to admit the car, then turned around to see it slide shut behind him. The Jackrabbit decelerated as it headed toward the graffiti-covered door to the factory, and Glenn unbuckled his seat belt and tried again to open the car door. It remained closed, even though the car was moving slowly enough that the safety mechanism should have disengaged.

      Glenn peered into the shadowy recesses of the huge, abandoned building, lit only by a hint of dying sunlight seeping through the dirty windows of the sawtooth roof, and wished he’d opted for a low-light setting on his cybereye. He saw hints of movement in the darkness, and realized the factory door was being closed behind him, pulled shut by a huge figure that could only be a troll.

      Glenn had tackled trolls before—every professional and semi-pro team in the leagues had at least one—and it had rarely gone well, but he had learned how to take advantage of their superior height and size, and was not about to submit meekly if there was any chance of escaping.

      He didn’t know what was happening or whether it was in any way connected to the assault that had cost him his eye eight months before, but it seemed unlikely. That, he suspected, had either been an impulsive act by a Bulldogs fan aggrieved that he’d kicked the winning goal in his last game, or a more calculated assault by someone who’d bet a lot of nuyen on the outcome. Now that he was off the team, he couldn’t understand why someone would go to the trouble of overriding the controls on his car just to bring him to a condemned building on wasteland, but he didn’t feel inclined to stick around and discuss it.

      He smashed the windshield with the hardened point of the stylus and scrambled onto the hood and over the roof, and was barreling toward the half-open doorway when the troll drew a taser out from his armor-lined coat and shot him. A stunbolt hit him, and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      The wagemage approached him cautiously, examining his aura to reassure herself that he was unconscious, then nodded to the troll, who picked Glenn up without any apparent effort. “Put him in the van.”

      She kept watch in astral as the Eurovan headed toward the safehouse. “What are you going to do with the car?” she asked the rigger.

      “I know a chop-shop in Bassendean that’ll take it,” he replied. “Nobody will ever know what happened to him.”
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      When Glenn tried opening his eyes again, everything still looked black. He tried moving, and realized his hands were tethered at the wrists. A band of something bound his arms to his chest at the elbows. There was a tacky sensation when he moved his eyebrows, and he realized he’d been blindfolded, probably with duct tape. Apart from that, his head seemed to be unrestrained and approximately vertical, and his mouth opened without difficulty, suggesting he hadn’t been gagged; his captors, whoever they were, presumably weren’t worried by the prospect of him calling for help.

      He rightly suspected he’d been strapped to an armchair, with his feet bound at the ankles to the chair legs. He wriggled as best he could, and while parts of him ached, nothing seemed to be broken. He tried walking the chair forward, and succeeded in tipping it over, but was unable to move it far from the spot; it, too, had been tethered to something. His fingers touched a floor that was hard, smooth, and cold. Tiles?

      He listened, and sniffed the air, trying to guess where he was. The air seemed too still for him to be outdoors, and there was no traffic noise, so he probably wasn’t still in the abandoned factory where they’d captured him. He had the impression he was in a fairly small and fairly well-soundproofed room. The stench of his own urine-soaked running shorts almost overpowered the faint smells of dust and
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