

[image: Shadowrun: Shadows Down Under]



 

 

 

 

 

SHADOWS DOWN UNDER


 

 

 

 

DEDICATION

 

For Uncle Wes

And Most Marvelous Mitzi


 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

The storm came before sunset on a Christmas Eve long ago.

Birthed over the Outback from a single, nacreous cloud at the top of the sky, all milky blue and opalescent gray, shimmering, beautiful, shiny, a hint of rosy pink, it invited the original people—the Aborigines—to stand beneath its pulsing strands in wonder and appreciation.

And later in terror.

And then in understanding.

And finally in appreciation again.

First the cloud darkened, roiling as if it seethed with a righteous anger. A mean wind grew with it, escalating to such a gale force that even the original people had to seek refuge. Fingers of lightning arced down to spear those who had harmed the once-fair Earth. Thunder made the ground leap and dance.

The devastation was awesome, wiping away small towns, slaughtering dozens and injuring hundreds. It wreaked havoc on the astral plane, too.

When the tempest eased, all but the original people relaxed and considered it a freak of nature and magic; a mana storm. They went back to their lives, started rebuilding their small towns, and then gaped in disbelief when the terrible cloud returned weeks later and expanded, and the rain came at them sideways, driven by winds the land had not seen in a long, long memory.

Then came another storm.

And another.

And the time between downpours became shorter, and the winds that came after each one were fiercer.

Thousands died.

It was as if the Awakening had declared war on Australia. Clouds churned across the island continent, and the magic that hammered down drove all but the original people into the sprawls, which were mostly unaffected. The Aborigines had found safe places and a more appropriate name for the weather: madjitil boroong, or magic rain. It had chased the white men back to the cities, where they belonged.

The continent-wide deluge eventually, mercifully, subsided—though scattered mana storms appeared from time to time, they stayed only briefly, perhaps to remind everyone to leave the Outback to its original occupants.

Only one big cloud persisted.

A mother-of-pearl beauty, all milky blue and opalescent gray, shimmering, shiny, with just a hint of rosy pink at the edges. Frightening on some days when it darkened like a great charcoal smudge. Wholly terrifying when it turned the world blackest-black and wicked magic coursed down from it.

That cloud had settled over Sydney and stretched out into the bay.

That isolated storm had remained there.

For more than sixty years.


 

 

 

 

One

 

Ella’s Lament

 

The room was long and narrow, the walls shot through with sections of corrugated metal, giving it the feel of a big, antique boxcar that had been canted so one end was higher than the other, descending to the stage down front. Fog clung to the ceiling—or rather what looked like fog, the dense sort that rolls into the harbor and up the pilings of the ruined bridge. The fog was tobacco smoke; the nightclub, unlike many establishments in the city, had no restrictions on that particular vice.

“Welcome one and all on this rare, stormless night!” the announcer boomed through hidden speakers. “Our extravaganza opens with a damsel fair who creates her own thunder, the one—the only—Miss Ella Gance!”

The crowd erupted with applause and catcalls as the house lights dimmed. An alto saxophone wailed; the first of many notes lost amid the cheers. Then the crowd quieted, and the sax’s seductive melody rose, joined by a muted trombone. The curtains parted, and a single, bright spotlight bathed her.

Ella’s coral lips edged up into a suggestive smile, and her perfectly manicured hands smoothed the red silk dress hugging her hips. The slender torch singer swayed gently on her rhinestone-studded heels and crooned.

 

“Love is where you find it, find it.

And if you find it, keep it, keep it.

Keep it close to your heart, where it’s yours alone.

’Cause if someone else finds it, they’ll steal it, steal it.”

 

Ella’s voice, tempered by expensive vocal range enhancers, trilled as she stepped to the edge of the stage and reached a finger up to brush a single strand of shiny, raven hair off her face. Her liquid brown eyes scanned the crowd as she finished the chorus and waited for the English horn’s nasal notes to slice through the strains of the rest of the woodwinds. It was real music, played by actual musicians; finely dressed elves and humans on fourteen instruments comprised the small orchestra. The dwarf who played the cello was absent tonight. Some people came just to hear the ensemble, a rarity in the neighborhood . . . real music getting to be a rarity in the entire city.

She blew a kiss to an elderly ork sitting to the left of the stage, staring at her in rapt fascination, and rolled her shoulders.

Cadigal’s Corner was packed tonight, and Ella knew it was because of her. She was perhaps the most popular singer in Kings Cross, and she drew them in every night—all kinds.

Purists captivated by the neighborhood’s outmoded atmosphere that was still mostly stylish, yet slightly going to seed.

Businessmen passing through Sydney who came out of curiosity, or because they could still appreciate a good act.

Craggy-faced laborers from the surrounding blocks who drooled when she gave them a sexy pout.

A few women were wedged here and there between the men; Ella believed they secretly envied her. A pair of choobs she recognized; sometimes they caused trouble, but the pair looked subdued tonight; an obvious Azzie in the middle of the second row; a stage manager from a joint downtown. Several tourists were here too, mostly Americans and Japanese, and mostly young—they stood out like that proverbial sore thumb. She could effortlessly tell the locals from the foreigners, the regulars from those who were here for the first time. The latter were always marked by the expressions on their faces. They hadn’t known what to expect from the old-fashioned Australian tawdry house.

Ella vowed to give them a show they wouldn’t soon forget.

 

“Lover, won’t you find me, find me?

I’m lonely, won’t you keep me, keep me?

Keep me close to your heart, I’ll be yours alone.

’Til another catches my eye and steals me, steals me.”

 

In the front row, a pudgy elf with obvious cybereyes lit up a cig. She ran her index finger down her throat to her chest and stared at him. Ella grinned as his hand shook, and she drew her finger lower. The cig fell from his doughy fingers and struck his pantsleg. He awkwardly patted it out and looked up, but the singer had already moved on to a new target.

She leaned forward, batting her thick lashes and teasing the top of a young dwarf’s carefully-trimmed mohawk. He stood next to the footlights, mutely gaping at her. A newcomer, she thought, one who dresses well and smells faintly of White Cristal cologne. His breath carried a hint of graypuppy, and made her yearn for a slip. He’ll have something to tell the boys in the office tomorrow—if he doesn’t think this is all a hallucination. She coyly winked at him, then pivoted smoothly and returned to the center of the stage.

 

“Hot passion, let it find you, find you.

Let it burn inside you, ’side you.

Your heart sings a melody, sings you’ll be mine alone.

’Til another comes along and steals you, steals you.

’Til another comes and steals you away...”

 

Ella shut her eyes and hummed the last few notes, the alto sax wailing a sad, haunting riff as her voice faded. The spotlight shrank, allowing the shadows of the stage to reach up and envelope her. The crowd responded wildly, clapping, hooting, whistling, and shouting as the curtain closed. Ella hiked her dress up to her knees and strode off.

“Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful, beautiful Ella dear!” gushed Cadi Hamfyst, the hulking, one-tusked troll who owned Cadigal’s Corner. He gently patted her shoulder as she glided past. “Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful Ella my sweet. I love that song.”

Ella pressed against the wall as a trio of song-and-dance girls tap-tap-tapped past, dressed in silver and blue tights, feathered skirts low around their hips. They were a new act, come up from Canberra, and Ella thought Cadi should have watched their vids closer before signing them. All elven, the tall one in the middle had overdone it with her breast implants, and looked so top heavy that she might fall forward at the slightest shuffle-ball-change. The shortest had fiberoptic hair that was never the same color twice. The third was simply unremarkable, too plain for the live stage. Amateurs.

After they’d passed. Ella headed down a twisting corridor filled with clothes racks and lined with dressing rooms. She was the only entertainer at Cadigal’s that commanded her own room—Miss Ella Gance painted above the door. She’d told Cadi to put a star above it, but that hadn’t happened yet. Maybe she’d get a star elsewhere someday—if she ever made it into one of Brisbane’s top nightclubs. She was always “away with the pixies,” thinking about getting out from under this near-constant mana storm, to a place where fate and a random bolt of magic couldn’t turn someone walking down the sidewalk into a wombat.

But that would never happen, would it? She’d pay her dues in the Cross—amid its antiquated strip shows, sex parlors, tawdry houses, and pubs—until she died. The few-square-block area was Sydney’s armpit, civilized folk claimed, the neighborhood still clinging to the past and its outdated constructions, right down to the original bricks that made up the streets and sidewalks and the metal keys that opened many of the doors.

Despite the area’s backwater vibe, Ella and her friends considered Kings Cross the heart of the city. It pulsed with a rhythm found nowhere else, and everyone of every background and sexual persuasion was welcomed with open arms. The purist Aborigines. The fanatically moral RighteousRight. The wide-eyed tourists. The jaded locals. The zealots of every stripe—from those who embraced the time of Sydney’s founding as halcyon days to the ones who held dear more recent years. Even the cyber-addicts, ever searching for new enhancements and attachments, ever drunk on the technology spewing from Sydney’s research centers...even they came here. The Cross attracted them all like a magnet, enfolded them in its shadowy arms, and hugged them to its big, stormy bosom.

The Cross had welcomed her more than thirty years ago, in an earlier incarnation of herself. And though she wanted to be a star in Brisbane, where the nuyen flowed faster, the weather was kinder, and the audience more sophisticated—thought about picking up stakes and going to Brisbane every day—she knew she’d miss this place terribly if she did. Going somewhere else would just kill her. So she could fragging well dream about leaving, but she knew she was staying.

Ella reached her room and nudged the door open. Twenty-five minutes before her next number. Plenty of time. She grabbed her sequined purse and darted to the back door, looking over her shoulder to make sure Cadi wasn’t around. The troll discouraged the girls from leaving the building between acts—fearful, she imagined, that they’d get it in their pretty heads to keep going. Satisfied no one was watching, she slipped out the security door and felt the alley’s sweltering night air wash over her.

She squatted and groped for the brick, her insurance against getting locked out. There was no handle on the alley side. It was dark behind Cadigal’s Corner; the streetlight a half-block away was broken—again. Had the neighborhood accepted the hydroposts the rest of the city used, there wouldn’t be such problems. But just enough light spilled out from the opened security door and twinkled down from the stars in the rare gap in the cloud so Ella could see a little. At last her hand closed on an empty Toohey’s bottle. It would work. She stuffed the neck into the jamb and the door caught against it.

Padding across the alley, she sat on a crate and fumbled in her purse, retrieving a small compact that held her slips. The lighted mirror showed her face, tiny wrinkles at the edges of her eyes. She shuddered. Need to get them gone, another treatment…and before the week’s out. Her fingers had also been feeling a little stiff in the morning. Another treatment would fix that, too, and shouldn’t be that all expensive. And right now a slip would make her forget the tiny wrinkles.

Just one slip, she admonished, as she placed it under her tongue and felt a rush akin to swallowing a few shots of expensive whiskey. She edged her fingers beneath the gold choker and rubbed her Adam’s apple. The balmy night, coupled with the slip of graypuppy, made her sweat. No, glow, she corrected.

The heat felt good; she never complained about hot weather.

She let the delicious sensation roll through her, imagining herself by a waterfall eternally cascading over some tropical sun-baked cliff. Then the experience ended all too soon, and she nearly reached for another slip.

“Don’t,” she whispered. “Too easy.” Way the hell too easy to pop one after another and be swept away by the rapture, to lose all track of herself, and miss her next number. She’d done it before.

Ella wasn’t sure how much time had passed. She’d put the chrono in her purse, but without the streetlight she wouldn’t be able to read it. Better get back inside to be safe.

She stood, brushed off her bottom, and started for the door, but stopped when she heard a trash bin fall over behind the Chinese restaurant two doors down. Cats, she thought with a smile. Cadi often kidded that the restaurant served Siamese cats with ribs attached. But then another bin tipped over, and Ella heard something shuffling in the debris. Something much bigger than a cat.

 

 

 

From the shadows, the stranger watched the singer. He sniffed the air, sorting out the smells of beef and lamb and soyjerky, of rotten vegetables and redfish. He was hungry, and his stomach rumbled with the thought of the discarded food. But he also smelled the singer, and the singer was what he’d come here for.

He was pleased; this one was walking slowly in the sparkly high heels, unable to move too quickly over the brick alleyway. The one he’d killed nearly four weeks ago had been a more challenging target, faster in flats, athletic, an elf, almost got away. He was glad this singer wasn’t an elf; in another life he’d loved her. That voice. Good thing she was human, wasn’t an elf. Hated elves. Most elves were nimble and quick.

He preferred easier targets, and humans fit that bill; took less time to deal with.

The stranger stuck out his tongue, licked his bulbous lips, and started toward his prey.

This one should be easy enough.

This one wasn’t an elf.

 

 

 

The regulars knew the girls came out back between acts to grab a smoke or some fresh air. They often waited here to buy some of the girls’ services—the ones who were joygirls on the side—or sell them slips, though they didn’t usually do either amid the refuse. But it was a good spot to set up arrangements.

Ella peered into the shadows and saw a man, very dark and well over six feet tall.

“Sorry, mate,” she said. “Break’s over. No time for fun.”

The man walked closer, and Ella guessed he was likely a bum or a pug—Lord knew the Cross had enough of them. Scrounging in the alley for food, no doubt.

“Try the trash behind Wesley’s Diner. The tucker’s much better there—Australian-style.” When she said ‘Australian,’ it came out ‘Strine’ like the Loyalists desperately hanging onto the land’s original accent pronounced it. “Grilled redfish. Smell it? Yum.”

Ella stepped toward the back of Cadigal’s, but the man slid around her even faster. One more large step, and he blocked her from the door. Maybe he was a troll; he was certainly wide enough, and taller than Cadi, maybe taller than seven feet. Ella watched the figure stoop, remove the Toohey’s bottle. The door closed, and the light disappeared.

Ella bolted, but she couldn’t match the large man’s speed. Several long strides and the stranger came even with her, and then shot past, stepping to the center of the alley as he flicked open a long-bladed knife that thrummed softly. He slashed the air with it, the thrum growing louder and the knife’s edge glowing pale red-orange.

A heater. Like some of the bangers carried. Ella felt faint, and nearly toppled off her high heels.

“Please, m-m-mate. Let’s not have any trouble here.” She started backing up, and the stranger followed. “I’m not even a woman. So if women’re what you’re interested in, you can look elsewhere.” Ella reached down the front of her dress and pulled out a piece of sweat-soaked foam. “See? I’m a false sheila. I’m an impersonator. N-not a joygirl, either.”

He took another step forward, and Ella took another one back. The singer was sweating profusely now—from the heat that she’d never minded, from fear, from thinking about how she might get out of this without a scratch on her perfect and oh-so-expensive body with its high-end vocal range enhancers.

“No!” Ella sputtered as her heel caught in a crack between the bricks. She tugged her foot free of the shoe, and then kicked off the other one. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the stranger lean in, the superheated blade edge glowing in the darkness.

She whirled and ran down the long alley, leaving Cadigal’s Corner and the Chinese restaurant behind. She felt her beautiful sequined purse slip from her sweat-slick fingers, heard her bare feet slapping against the bricks, and then heard a louder sound catching up to her from behind—the stranger’s pounding feet.

Her heart hammered madly as she took in great gulps of the humid air. Her lungs burned, and her temples throbbed like her head was going to explode. But she willed herself to run even faster. If she could just break out of the alley on the other side, she’d be near the park. There’d be people around the restored El Alamein Fountain, there always were. They’d help her.

Ella grabbed her aching side, then felt herself flying forward, her feet tangled in her long dress. The ground rushed up, and she slammed hard into the bricks.

The stranger bent down and his muscled arm shot out, fingers closing on a slender ankle. Ella flailed, grabbing at the cracks between the bricks and trying to pull herself toward the end of the alley—closer to the park and to the people gathered there, who were always by the fountain late at night, drinking and laughing and wading in the water.

She felt her battered knees, her sore ribs, which were probably cracked because she’d never bothered with bone lacing, had never thought she’d need it. But she also felt like she was making progress. Clawing at the street with all her strength, Ella dragged the man with her, until at last she saw faint light filtering into the end of the alley. The streetlight from the park.

“Help!” she screamed as the stranger tightened his grip. So strong. Impossibly strong. Pain shot up her left leg as the bones in her ankle broke, then she felt the stranger’s hands on her other leg, squeezing until those bones splintered, too.

Tears spilled from Ella’s eyes, and her chest heaved as she was harshly rolled over. Pain stabbed up from her shattered legs, and she stared in mute terror as the stranger placed a heavy foot on her silk-covered stomach.

Ella whimpered, tears slid down her perfectly sculpted face. She felt the heated knife pierce her skin, heard her blood begin to sizzle, and in that instant, she caught a glimpse of an empty Brisbane stage, and knew she’d never see the real thing.


 

 

 

 

Two

 

Hangover Cure

 

“January.” The word rolled off Nininiru Tossinn’s tongue like a curse. Probably snowin’ in Chicago right now.

She pictured big, wet flakes lazily floating down to join the wind-carved drifts. The air cold enough to see her breath. Ice skimmers at the edge of Lake Michigan, and hot chocolate and after-Christmas sales that filled the sidewalks with bundled-up bargain-hunters.

Ruefully shaking off the image, Ninn headed down Roslyn Street toward a growing crowd illuminated by flashing nightclub signs and elevated police spotlights.

“I hate summer,” she muttered. This one had been brutal, with record temperatures. It was just past midnight, two days after New Year’s Eve, and still too annoyingly warm, despite the late hour. Ninn felt drops of sweat trickling down her face, and tugged up the edge of her shirt to wipe them off.

As she drew closer, she spotted an Aborigine at the edge of the crowd. Thin, old, out of place among the sea of white bodies; he futilely stood on his bare tiptoes to see over the shoulders of those in front of him. Out of place in the Cross, she thought. Hell, I’m outta place here, too. I should go back to Chicago.

Nearby were four men in soiled green coveralls, with satchels over their shoulders and dirt caked on their shoes. Likely opal miners who’d hopped off the late tram and stopped on their way home to get a look at what everybody else was gaping at. Impossible for them to see through the crowd that Ninn estimated at seven or eight bodies deep, a good-sized assembly for the middle of the week and time of day.

Teenagers—bangers, no doubt, judging by their ragged leather, plastic, and denim clothes, vivid purple and blue hair, and glowing tats—darted in and out of the fringes of the crowd, taunting people who snapped at them.

They’re up to somethin’, definitely, the bangers, Ninn decided. But none of my business. And she had no nuyen in her pockets for them to steal.

There were entertainers, too, scattered in the crowd. She noted a second-rate dwarf magician from the Bayswater Hole. Seen him once. Not good enough to go back for a repeat viewing. A pair of dancers, maybe from the magician’s act, tittered within arms’ reach of the man; the taps of their polished black shoes clicking on the bricks. A member of the RighteousRight stood a tad farther back, the ink tat on his bulging bicep announcing his affiliation and prejudice.

They should be in bed. All of them. Where I should be, she thought. Too fraggin’ hot out tonight. Too much to drink an hour ago. Fraggin’ voices in my head won’t shut up.

Ninn recalled how cool the drinks had been that slid down her throat and found that sweet, sweet place in her soul that only addicts possessed. Ruefully dismissing the fine sensation, she shouldered her way into the mass, noting a few more RighteousRight members as she went. The odor of going too long without a shower clung like a second skin to many of the gawkers. Bright clothes meant for dance clubs competed with gutter-crawlers’ mismatched shirts and ragged pants. High heels, sandals, yawns, wagging tongues, cyber attachments, less obvious augmentations. Ninn took it all in, recorded the faces and scattered conversations that added to her throbbing, alcohol-fueled headache. Might need the pictures later, she knew from experience. Often criminals hung around to watch the aftermath of their handiwork.

“Wotter ya doin’, keebler? I was ’ere first!” An ork opal miner objected to Ninn cutting through the crowd. “An ill-bred whacka you are.”

Locals, most of them, she decided, as they rudely jostled her back and made assorted crude comments. She winced while passing a particularly fetid old drunk, and squinted when she caught the flash of the glittery dresses of joygirls working the middle of the pack. One squeezed toward her, smiling. Very young. Expensive-looking. Probably new to the Cross—Ninn hadn’t seen her around before. Her vinyl dress made inviting crinkling sounds. Ninn tuned in on the noise, cut out the chatter of the crowd, and amplified the crinkling with her audio receptor. It reminded her of snow crunching underfoot, and made her pine for Chicago even more.

I should go back. Home, she thought. Someday. When I get enough money. Get out from under the fragging mana storm, back to where I belong. At least the cloud’s quiet at the moment.

“G’day, sweetie.” The joygirl’s feigned Aussie accent was poor, but her voice was pleasant enough. A human, she barely came up to Ninn’s shoulder. Fluttering her long lashes, wetting her lips, she smiled temptingly. Her heart-shaped face filled Ninn’s vision. “Lonely? Need some company, sweetie?” she purred. “I can be very good company.”

Need your company? That could be interesting, definitely.

“The best company.” She blew Ninn a kiss.

“No,” Ninn said with a sigh. If I’d needed company, I would have brought Mordred.

“Show you the city?” the joygirl persisted. “The Cross? Anything you like?”

Thinks I’m a tourist. Ninn’s skin was tanned from the many days she’d spent on Sydney’s nude beach. Work had been slow lately—her own fault; and she’d rationalized that this month-long hot spell was more endurable with her tush on the sand next to the ocean. Her blond hair hung in a braid from the nape of her neck to just below her shoulder blades.

The joygirl reached out a crimson-nailed hand and wrapped the end of the braid around her thumb as the crowd wedged them together. She looked up into Ninn’s bright green eyes and gave a sexy pout.

“I can show you all of Sydney, sweetie—and a lot more. Show you things you’ve only dreamed about…never thought to dream about. Show you things better than this.” She waved a thin hand; in a small gap between the bodies at the front of the crowd, Ninn spotted the tip of a police hat. Being a tall elf had its advantages. “Show you the real Cross, the pleasure of being with a human woman. I know a place we could go.”

Definitely thinks I’m a tourist.

“It’s a very nice place. Quiet.”

“Well, that’d take nuyen, wouldn’t it? And time. Neither of which I have at the moment.” Ninn grinned.

“I treat tourists very special,” she whispered.

I’m not a tourist.

But she had to admit she looked like one. Her khaki jeans were frayed at the bottom, showing off her sandaled feet. Her tank top was patterned with beige kangaroos hopping in unison in perfectly-spaced stripes all the way around. In a semi-circle above her left breast the words “I Visited Circular Quay” were embroidered in shiny ocher thread. Tourist attire. It had been the only relatively clean shirt within reach when she’d rolled off the couch.

“Some other day,” Ninn said almost sadly. “Broke. Seriously, no nuyen for you. Not kiddin’, busted flat.” She turned out her pockets to prove her point.

The joygirl frowned and backed away, squirming between the bodies, her heart-shaped face receding into the crowd, the crinkling of her dress fading as she sought out another mark. Ninn worked her way to the front rank of gawkers, mystically held back by an AISE Investigation—Do Not Cross banner stretched between two buildings that blocked off the alley.

AISE, or “Ace,” as most Aussies called them, stood for Australian Investigation and Security Enforcement, for which she’d worked all too briefly. They were the “big guns,” here, so to speak, and Ninn had only seen them in this neighborhood once before, two years past, when a downtown politician got caught in some sting operation. AISE didn’t bother with Kings Cross’s usual rabble.

Ninn was curious why they’d show up now—this time of day, this rundown alley. She waved her palm, showing her private investigator ID chip to a muscular officer on the other side. He had a few cyber enhancements that weren’t easy to spot; maybe AISE covered the cost of those expensive, near-invisible attachments. During her short stint she’d not checked if that was on the benefit list. The AISE barely acknowledged her, just nodded as Ninn ducked under the banner.

Well behind the flimsy barricade, a trio of AISE’s finest hovered over the victim, all harshly illuminated by the spots that contributed to the heat. Ninn glided toward them, tuning in on their conversation using her attention coprocessor, a frontal cortex limbic system implant that allowed her to shift her focus and be aware of several things going on at the same time. It had cost her more than a little bit, though she was given a discount because she was a repeat customer of the Sydney BioNet Center, a cyber-junkie paying for her electronic fix. She’d told herself that the implant, like the others she’d purchased and happily went under the knife to have installed over the past few years, was helpful in her line of work. But the electronics hadn’t netted her any big contracts yet, and the only thing it was doing at the moment was amplifying her hangover.

This job wouldn’t pull in any significant nuyen either; Cadi Hamfyst was tight with his funds, she knew from experience. The jobs she’d done for him before—spying on competitors, trailing his second ex-wife—hadn’t yielded much. Maybe he’d try to pay her in booze like the last time. Wouldn’t work today. Cold, hard nuyen was what she’d demand. She had office rent to worry about. But in the back of her mind, she again felt the cool drinks slide down her throat to drown that sweet spot, and thought booze in partial payment might not be awful.

Ninn often scolded herself for not saving nuyen and using it for a ticket home—where she suspected she could find good-paying and more legitimate work. But the scolding always came after she’d added some new piece of cyberware or bioware or upgraded what she already had…and then went out drinking to celebrate.

The implants were her main addiction, and whenever she saw some new device advertised that she came to want, she actively sought just enough work to pull in the nuyen to buy it. The tech the States had wasn’t this good; they were years behind Australia. Ninn had vowed to get some contracts in the next month or so. A high-end nose filter had recently hit the Sydney market, and she was craving it. That, and she was looking to add a high frequency sound filter and spatial recognizer to her ear implant and get her eye upgraded. She desperately needed an improvement to her cyberear; it wasn’t allowing her to record all the voices she heard, just picked up on the conversations in the lower ranges and within a few yards.

Though Cadi was cheap, maybe she could wrangle enough out of the old troll for the down payment on the nose job, the improved ear implant, and get him to throw in a case or two of his good stuff.

“Bloke was a looker,” she heard one AISE investigator mutter, rousing Ninn from her musings. A detective-lieutenant, according to the AISE button on his shoulder. Kneeling, he stared into the bodybag. The man was familiar, a human with some age to him, judging by the lines at the edges of his eyes. Ninn tried to put a name to his face but came up short; must have run into him before she got the attention coprocessor that made remembering easy.

God, but her head pounded and her tongue felt dry and swollen. Why the hell hadn’t she stopped after the fourth Kamikaze?

“Didn’t know you liked that type, Lieutenant,” another AISE answered, a slight smirk on his elven face. “Thought you sided with the RighteousRight.”

“I just agree with the Right sometimes, that’s all. There’s no law against someone making a living, but to do it like this...a man singing like a woman, and to be a Koori, no less.”

Koori: derogatory slang for Aboriginal, Ninn learned when she called the word up from an early encephalon file.

Ninn saw the lieutenant shrug, watched the second speaker move closer. The elf—a handsome one, maybe in his late twenties, a few years younger than her, someone that under different circumstances might make good company—bent and opened the bag wider. The third cop, another human, kept his distance, almost as if whatever had killed the victim was contagious. Ninn noted his cyberarm with several tweezer-like attachments extended that helped gather evidence.

There were more AISE lumpers about, a human and a dwarf at the far end of the alley, taking statements from two people on the other side of the banner. One of the interviewees was a nattily-dressed businessman with a briefcase under his arm. The other a young woman in faded jeans, wet up to her thighs—probably from a dip in the fountain. It looked like she belonged to a 1960s clique.

Let’s see the body, get it over with. I need to get back to my couch and work this head-wanger off.

Ninn glanced around the officers to get a look at the bag. She knew it was AISE policy to bag a corpse right away, to not let any extra contaminants from the officers or gawkers foul the evidence. Cops in Chicago—depending on the neighborhood—sometimes waited for hours to bag victims and have them carted to the morgue.

A dark-skinned woman inside the bag. Man, Ninn corrected when she noted the Adam’s apple. Beautiful. Very beautiful. Maybe twenty, twenty-five tops, no older. Took good care of herself. Himself. Pity. Think I heard her sing once. A quick consult with her encephalon confirmed that: Miss Ella Gance. She’d heard the woman sing on two different visits to Cadigal’s.

Rough place to die, this rundown alley, she thought, a sad way to end the voyage. A John Milton quote from Paradise Lost slipped through her mind: “Never can true reconcilement grow where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep…” How could someone have hated Ella Gance enough to pierce her so deep?

The AISE lieutenant studied a jagged slash that had practically decapitated the singer and snapped a thick gold neck chain. Oddly, the wound hadn’t released much blood, leaving the corpse’s silky dress unmarred. The AISE detective was using the latest equipment, a handheld evidence sniffer that the cops in Chicago wouldn’t see for another year or more—if they were lucky.

Ninn kept up on tech, knew the sniffer could gauge the time of death by lividity and blood pooling, register skin, saliva, and hair samples, blood types—help point a finger at the murderer. The larger units could do more and faster, especially with DNA samples, do all but tell you exactly what the perpetrator wore and what he ate for breakfast that morning. But the lumpers that came into the Cross didn’t tend to bring the big stuff.

The third officer stared at the singer’s face—lovely even in death, save for an ugly bite mark on the left cheek. It was human-sized, deep, and had torn away a chunk of flesh, showing the muscle and bone beneath. The officer’s eyes were shiny, the pupils enlarged, special implants. Not as good as Ninn’s sole cybereye, but his cyberarm was seriously impressive. She noted that as his pupils expanded they flashed red, a video vulture recording the entire scene for morbid posterity. Just like Ninn intended to do.

She concentrated, and felt a wave of dizziness as her cybereye enlarged the image, getting a closer look at the bite. Ninn had been blinded in that eye during riots in Chicago and had worn a patch until she found a cybereye in Sydney that suited her. Maybe she should have had both replaced, but one was cheaper, and her real eye still worked. The cybereye was packed: flare comp, thermographic, plus a recorder. She felt the dizziness pass—an effect of having one cybereye instead of a pair—then started recording and sending the data to her encephalon, a microprocessor hardwired to her cortex that boosted her ability to manage and store information. She had enough room on her current chip to catch three-dozen hours or more. The next gen of cybereyes had just been released, and promised to triple that time. It was on her shopping list, too.

“We’re just about finished ’ere, mates.”

Ninn listened to the lieutenant kneeling over the corpse, cocked her head to get a close-up of the man.

Enlarge it. Good. Familiar. I should know him. I SHOULD KNOW—

He was tall, a tad over six feet like herself. His bushy brown hair stuck out at odd angles beneath his cap; it was his nasal voice, and a slightly bulbous red-veined drinker’s nose that niggled her memory.

Definitely familiar. But memories—from her life before the encephalon and other technological aids—were fuzzy, often ephemeral. Too much alcohol, too many slips had eroded things, especially what she’d deemed less important, cast into an ocean of intangibilities and best forgotten. The lieutenant’s name was buried somewhere in there, lost. Recoverable? Maybe.

Like the other two, his uniform was crisp and pressed. They’d all managed to get through the inspection of the scene without getting a spot of blood on them.

“Coroner’s on ’er way to slab this one. Be ’ere in a few,” the lieutenant said. “Nothin’ left for us at the moment. We’ve swept the alley. Review the bloody interviews tomorrow, and follow up then if we need to.”

So they’ve already talked to the crucial people, Ninn noted. Fast. Efficient or careless, or a bit of both. She’d see what feeds AISE would release to her in the next day or so, see who they talked to.

The lieutenant looked at his chrono, checked the far end of the alley where his mates had finished talking to the businessman and the drenched woman. “’Sides, with this bloody ’eat, she’ll start to stink real soon.”

“He. He’ll start to stink.” This from the third officer, the one with the cyberarm. He was the only one with a name displayed on his pocket: Mickey Dern. He still gazed at the singer’s face and recorded the scene. Ninn thought this cop looked more sympathetic. Mickey was younger than the other two, small and wiry, and his expression revealed he was bothered by the crime. New to AISE work, Ninn guessed, at least to this kind of work. Murder didn’t seem to bother veterans much. “I heard him sing once, ’bout a year ago. Took my wife to the show for our anniversary. He was really something, really incredible. Reminded me of Billie Holiday.”

“Billy who?” The lieutenant frowned, then shook his head. “Never mind, Mick. Maybe somebody didn’t like ’is singing. Cut ’is bloody vocal cords clean through. Maybe the Right. I spotted a couple of ’em out front. Maybe a critic. Who knows? We got no fingerprints. Nothing. Just a dead Koori, this one in an expensive dress. Nothing.”

Koori. Ninn winced and messaged at her temples, worked up some saliva.

“Not nothing. You can’t say we got nothing, Lieutenant,” the second officer, the handsome elf, said. “There’s this bite on his cheek. See? The others only had their throats slit, clearly with a heater. This one was also bitten hard. See here, and here.” He pointed at the injuries. “And those aren’t normal teeth marks. Too deep, nicked the bone. Our murderer likely had some cyberdents. But the slash is the same even cut as the others. A heater, like I said. Can’t be anything else. Perp didn’t want the vic to bleed out. This has gotta be the same bloke what did the others. The bite was personal, I figure. Or maybe a loss of control. Maybe the Right, but I dunno. Doesn’t Ballard strap heaters? Think he’s upped his game? Think this is a serial slasher?”

Ballard. Familiar name. Ninn ran it through the encephalon, coming up with only one thread: Jeb Ballard, two arrests for battery on Darlinghurst. Nothing on his victims or his affiliations. She made a note to dig into that more tomorrow.

“Serial?” The lieutenant drew his lips tight. “Keep your voice down—no need to get the crowd into a panic. Some o’ them behind the tape have ’tech and can ’ear us. Well, at least now we know for certain the perp’s got ’tech too. Cyberdents. Eh. That certainly ain’t Ballard or his cronies.” He was talking softly, and Ninn had to boost the receptor to hear him clearly. Definitely needed an upgrade. “Someone with ’tech and a real bad attitude who doesn’t like men masquerading as women. Not a Koori thing. The others weren’t Kooris. And a Right wouldn’t have ’tech, now would he?”

Mickey pulled the bodybag around the singer and closed it, covering the beautiful face. “But maybe the Right’s using someone with ’tech to throw us off. Would be a tactic a mystery writer would throw in, eh? The others weren’t Kooris, but they were…sexually confused. Could all be related. Could be a serial. Could be Right targets. Maybe, LT.”

The others?

The hiss of the heat-sealed plasticene bag shot through Ninn’s head, and she gritted her teeth and adjusted the noise filters down a couple steps.

The lieutenant shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll relook a lot closer at the other cases, Mick. We’ll ’ave a go at it tomorrow arvo. Eh. Later this arvo. Maybe there’s a thread after all.”

“What other cases?” Ninn interrupted, making all three officers’ heads turn, focusing on her like a trio of sharks smelling a chum trail.

The lieutenant chortled. “Don’t keep up on what’s going on in your own neighborhood, Ninny? What the ’ell kinda private investigator are you?”

 

 

 

From the shadows a block away, the Slayer watched the crowd, captivated by the bright, flashing lights of the AISE vehicles. He sniffed the air and sorted out the smells of rain coming, of sweat and excitement and curiosity. His stomach growled. So hungry. He’d nearly given in to temptation and went after the discarded food behind the Chinese restaurant. People threw away so many things that were tasty and not wholly rotten. But he’d needed to deal with the singer first, and then he’d needed to leave or risk discovery. The quarry took precedence, then escape.

Always, the quarry came first. Killing would keep him alive. Escape after a killing was easy.

He listened to the crowd and picked through their conversations. Finding nothing particularly interesting, and eventually tiring of the flashing lights, he ambled away and down another alley. There was an Italian restaurant nearby, and there would be discards worth eating in the bins. He was especially fond of fetuccini with Alfredo sauce.


 

 

 

 

Three

 

Dreaming Time

 

The boys talked in a sing-song language that only a scattering of original people shared.

“My blood filled a cup, brother,” the smaller child said. Save for the height difference, the two boys looked like mirrors of each other, skin dark like mud, noses broad, and eyes wide and unblinking. “I barely noticed the pain.” The boy showed his arm with a long fresh scar. The taller child shivered.

“I painted with my blood, brother,” the boy continued. “I painted lines and circles upon my arms and legs, and I painted symbols that came to me in a dream. And while my blood was still wet I pressed leaves against it, and felt myself moving ever closer to the earth. I dropped so close and then I flew and—”

“Father looked for you,” the taller boy interrupted. “Days he looked. He thought you ran away to the city. He thought you left us. Yesterday he finally stopped looking. Yesterday he believed never to see you again.”

The first boy shook his head. “I was walkabout, brother. I do not know how long I was gone.”

“Days and days and days and days.”

“The passing of time during walkabout means nothing. Gone minutes or months, it does not matter. I found the Rainbow Serpent, and he introduced me to my totem spirit, the galah. The Rainbow Serpent was wise and powerful, and he drove me down into the sky while he drank all of my blood and ate my flesh, and then returned life to me and brought me back to this world. I learned new songs and met spirits. My heart sings a melody, brother. It sings that the world will be mine. I traveled through the hills and into the belly of the land, where I rested on a bed of fire opals and listened to my heart.”

The other boy laughed. “You make up stories, Barega. Father will scold you for running away. Heart sings a melody. Ha! Father will—”

“Mother will love me for returning,” the shorter boy countered.

“Father will—”

“—understand. I will tell him of his ancestors who I talked with. I will tell him of the Great Ghost Dance I swam through. I felt the anger of the Rainbow Serpent gathered in the beautiful, horrible, most magical clouds, brother. I ran with the rain.”

“You run with foolish stories. Father will call you a silly child. Father will—” The other boy stood and looked to the west, mouth falling open when he saw a galah circling slowly on an updraft.

“I am no longer a child, brother. I am talmai, mekigar, wirringan—”

“Koradji,” the other boy said with awe, eyes locked on the galah. “I believe you. Koradji.”

“Yes, and I can dream.”

“I want to dream too, Barega.” He dropped his gaze and grabbed his brother’s shoulders. “Please. Take me walkabout! Show me the Rainbow Serpent. I will ask for a better totem than yours. Not a rosy-gray bird so small and noisy. My spirit will be a brown snake or taipan, or I will live near the water and choose a stone fish or a great white shark. My totem will be fearless and fearful, not a pretty parrot. My heart will also sing a melody. When I am koradji, my spirit and I will—”

“You are not koradji, brother. And you will not be. But I will dream for both of us.”

 

 

 

Barega slipped out of dreamtime, the primordial present-past he’d been traipsing through so often of late. “I still dream for both of us.” Disconnecting with his long-ago self, he concentrated upon the present, and the feel of the duracrete sidewalk beneath his bare feet. He took the city air deep into his lungs and tried to endure the scents of filth and food and things he had no names for. The sounds of the city seeped into his senses, music—which was both pleasant and unpleasant. He enjoyed the strains of a bluesy piece falling out the window of someone’s second floor apartment. He had always loved good blues. So many decades he’d spent in and out of this and other cities; good blues had not changed in all that time. He detested the electronic techno-rock that throbbed out the door of an all-hours bar. Something new age that sounded like glass breaking pulsed from a nightclub.

He saw the neon lights of a dancehall; in pink and gray tubing above the entrance was the image of a flying galah. Pella’s Rosy Parrot, the sign read. Believing his totem had led him in the correct direction, he continued east, where the duracrete gave way to bricks, stopping finally at the edge of a growing crowd.

Barega was fascinated by the races and colors assaulting his vision, and the conversations blotting out the blues and techno-rock and the shattering glass that pretended to be music. He stood on his tiptoes and peered into the darkness held back by police spotlights.

“Hey, old man,” a joygirl cooed. “I can show you the real Cross, show you things you’ve only dreamed about.”

Barega shook his head. The pretty young Asian girl knew nothing about dreaming.
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