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When the stars threw down their spears

And water’d heaven with their tears,

Did he smile his work to see?

Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

—The Tyger, William Blake














CHAPTER ONE




Death stalks silently—

Moving from cover to cover, from tree to brush to gully. In the dying light of the setting sun she is a four-legged phantom in black-striped fur the color of blood. Her eyes and ears, all her senses, her whole being, are focused on the antlered creature standing barely ten meters away.

The creature pauses and turns its head. It grunts discontentedly. Does it know? Does it see, does it smell?

Wait—the phantom freezes—look, smell, listen. Creep forward. Ears flat against skull. Tail down. Almost near enough now. . .

One step more. . .

The forest is draped in winter, snow and ice cover the ground, and for one fleeting instant the cold clear air hangs on the treacherous razor-edge of perfect stillness.

The elk turns and looks away.

The phantom explodes through the underbrush, plowing through snow drifts, springing, leaping, hurling herself over the corpse of a fallen tree. She is not Tikki, not Striper. She is 350 kilos of primitive meat-eating savagery. She is carnivore incarnate.

The elk recognizes the threat—hears smells sees her coming—and fights through the snow to flee, but Tikki closes the distance in instants.

And in the last instant, the elk turns to face her.

Tikki feints, dodges the menacing antlers, then slams bodily into the elk’s flank and with one final merciless lunge seizes the animal’s neck in her jaws.

That is the death grip, the killing grip. Her jaws are a steel-sprung trap crushing the animal’s neck, snapping bone, tearing through flesh, even as she bludgeons and batters the creature with paws like massive mallets. The elk staggers and falls beneath her assault. Its rapid panting breaths become a desperate pounding rhythm punctuating the final moments of its life.

Then it ends. As nature intended it should end.

Blood trickles into the snow. The elk’s carcass steams in the frigid air. The aroma of death arises. Tikki lifts her nose, drinking in the scent, relishing it, and growls deep in her throat, fangs bared, instinct satisfied.

This is right. How it should be. The right way for things to end. She is nature’s weapon, born to hunt, designed for the kill, just as this elk and all creatures like it were meant to be prey. No one who could see her in this moment, in this her natural form, could possibly doubt it. No one, especially her, could doubt that the creature lying beneath her is hers by natural right. It is a defining moment, a proof of everything she has ever believed about herself, and a repudiation of all things human and metahuman.

Two-legs. She has no need of them now. She is better off without them, in fact. They make things complicated.

Here in the wild, survival is the only concern.

Tikki looks at the fallen elk, lowers her head to sniff it. The elk’s big, even bigger than her. Dragging it through these snow-laden woods will not be easy. Too bad she has no choice.

Her cub must have meat. The cub can’t come to the kill, so the kill must go to the cub. Tikki had three cubs. One was flawed in some obscure way and died shortly after birth. Another was killed by hellish dogs breathing fire, dogs she systematically hunted down and slaughtered. The third, the smallest of the litter, was hurt by the dogs and seemed slow to recover. Since then, she has kept it in the old cabin where her supplies are stashed, where animals cannot get at it, and where, wrapped in the hides of dead dogs, it will be warm.

The cub is healed now. It grows stronger. Soon it will be strong enough and large enough to follow her on the hunt, to watch, hidden among the trees and brush, to learn the making of a kill, the quiet movements, the sudden charge, the crushing grip. . .all that the kill involves. That will make life less difficult.

Tikki could make the passage back to the cabin less difficult by first eating her fill, but the smell of that much spilled blood would attract every kind of scavenger and that would lengthen her journey. She will drag the carcass back whole to some point near the cabin, near enough for the cub to reach without trouble, but not so near as to attract other predators to her lair.

She grips the elk around the neck and begins dragging. The journey is long and full of hardships. The carcass is heavy; dragging it proves awkward and tiring. The snow in places is a meter or more deep. The elk’s antlers catch on trees and scrub. And always instinct haunts her. Prey worth the trouble of catching is difficult to come by in these northern forests. Rabbits and other small animals are plentiful enough, but unless she can catch them asleep they are not worth her cost in time and effort. 

Tikki has spent many days hungry since the first cold winds of Fall came blowing. And now her stomach grumbles. Her limbs twitch with the urge to tear the elk open. Her ears flick with impatience. Instinct tells her to gorge herself on the carcass, fill herself to bursting with life-giving meat—now! at once!—while she has the chance. She would do it without hesitation but for the one thought foremost in her mind, the image of the cub waiting for her in that far-off cabin.

The cub has changed things. That young life has become as important to Tikki as her own. She does not really understand how this can be so. She’s pondered the point till her head aches from thinking and still she reaches no conclusions. Carrying the cub in her belly and getting it out through her loins took a great effort, but she has known great efforts before and none has ever affected her in quite the same way. Maybe suckling the cub had something to do with it. Maybe it’s some kind of magic.

All she really knows is that she would lay down her life for the cub—this she knows absolutely—and so she has come to accept the one thing that seems most incredible of all. That some things, perhaps this one thing only, mean more to her than her own survival.

Until now, she would not have thought that possible. Until now, she had considered her own life to take precedence over practically everything else in the world. How can this be? She puzzles over the point constantly.

It is, perhaps, beyond understanding.

The smoldering sun sinks behind the tops of the mountains. Twilight fades into the dusky grays of night. From out of the distance comes the menacing howl of a creature Tikki has seen only once, a strange two-legged beast with wings and a single horn. Not an ordinary two-leg. Tikki lets go the elk to lift her head and roar her warning. Only silence answers and that is well. She has staked out a large territory and she guards it jealously. Good prey is scarce. Sharing her domain with other hunters would leave her that much less to eat, and less for the cub.

She continues on. Soon she spies the skull of a creature like a bear, but with short, curving tusks, sitting on the stump of a tree. More skulls: deer, a moose, something like a wolverine but larger, something resembling a lion but with spikes at the end of its tail. Many of these skulls, picked clean by scavengers, hang in trees and sit on stakes. They are her warnings to two-legs, to creatures with senses too dull to detect the clear and obvious signs she has left on trees and brush for kilometers around the cabin, signs that mark this part of the forest as her personal possession.

The snow beneath her paws grows hard and crusty with icy crystals. Odd smells touch her nose. Tikki lifts her head again to test the air. The smells are faint but harsh and set her nerves to twitching. They begin speaking to her of humans and human machines. The last time she smelled anything of machines was at the start of winter, when Raman, her cub’s sire, rode away on his motorcycle. The cold made him shiver. The promise of snow turned his thoughts constantly to the south. He said he would return here to Maine with the Spring, and Spring is still weeks away.

Tikki abandons the elk and goes loping, running toward the cabin. When she hears the noise of an idling engine, she charges. The sound is wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. It is not Raman’s cycle. It is like the turbine-inflected whining of a panzer.

More smells come. Weapons and synthleather and the distinctive aromas of intruders. Two-legs.

Elves.

Terror and fury send her crashing through brush, skidding and spinning down icy slopes. Her legs piston frenetically. Breath roars through her throat. The scattered bones of prey, hidden by the snow, crackle and crunch beneath her pounding paws.

The cabin comes into view, sitting in a snowy clearing ringed by soaring white-dusted pines. Before the cabin lurks a boxy air-cushion vehicle, a Mostrans hovertruck, lying belly-down in the snow. In front of the ACV’s cab stands a tall lanky figure, a male in gray and white camo, holding a fully outfitted assault rifle. The kevlar mask over his face and the hood covering his head do nothing to hide his elven scent. Nor that of the two elven females just then stepping out of the cabin, carrying a large gray case.

Smells in the air tell Tikki that her cub is outside the cabin. Where? Very near. Near enough for her to see it plainly, and yet all she sees are the elves and that large gray case.

Instinct fills in the blanks. The cub is in that case!

Tikki hurtles toward the elves. The two females hustle the gray case toward the cargo door of the Mostrans. The male retreats a few steps. Their smells are watchful and wary and hint of a rising tension like fear. Tikki is barely ten meters away when the pod atop the Mostrans’ cab snaps open, revealing an autocannon, already tracking.

The first stammering burst batters her chest and head. Hide splits, ribs crack. Something unseen tears at her right eye. She staggers and slips on a patch of ice. The Mostrans’ turbine begins keening louder. The female elves heft the gray case in through the ACV’s cargo door. Tikki seizes the crystalline earth in her paws and hurls herself forward. A second burst batters her flank and snaps her right hind leg. She tumbles down and scrambles up. The male elf points his rifle. The glaring light of a laser-sight flashes across Tikki’s face like fire. The rifle clatters, the autocannon stammers. She’s struck in the head, shoulder, and body. The impacts pitch her off-balance and send her sprawling. A final assault leaves her blind in both eyes, ears ringing, blood boiling into her mouth.

The cargo door on the Mostrans bangs closed. Tikki drags herself up. Another burst of the autocannon nearly tugs her right foreleg from her shoulder. She sags into the snow, gulping air in huge gurgling breaths. The Mostrans whines, ice and snow swirl through the air like sleet, and the vehicle rushes away.

With it, goes the scent of the cub.

Tikki opens her mouth to roar, but the pain is overpowering and she is sliding down through nothingness into the great unending dark of a vast pit.














CHAPTER TWO




The sign glares in stroboscopic color:







WELCOME TO NEW BRONX PLAZA

SITE OF THE VILLIERS ARCOLOGY

A NEXUS OF GOLDEN OPPORTUNITY & VALUE







The plaza extends for blocks in every direction. The walls of the Villiers Arcology rise forty stories into the neon-lit night. The massive project has been plagued by delays like the terrorist bomb that left a blackened wound in one wall. The skeletal framework of supporting steel rises another twenty or thirty stories above the walls, but never seems to attain its zenith.

In the time it’s taken for the arc to reach this stage of near-half-completion, a horde of condoplexes and office towers have risen around the plaza and along the banks of the Harlem River. People are calling it a renaissance, the revitalization of a part of the South Bronx that’s been decaying for decades, ravaged by gangs, infested with vicious devil rats. Bandit wonders if that’s so. This is the year 2056 and the masters of the corporate over-world, the likely engineers of this renaissance, have never seemed particularly altruistic.

Most of the people living in the new plexes and working in the new towers look like salarymen and execs from Manhattan. So do the thousands of suits now crossing the gold-hued tiles of the plaza. Promo skimmers drifting by overhead and the laser adverts gleaming in midair proclaim the amazing values inherent in whole body re-fits, custom apparel, executive limousines, and high-rent security condos. If the SINless and the indigent have any place in this so-called “renaissance,” Bandit can’t see it. But that is the way of the world. Or so it seems.

Bandit sits along the curvilinear base of the fountain dedicated to some ancient samurai with paired swords and multiple rings. He plays his wooden flute and watches the passing suits. The song he plays flows from within. The magic he makes is subtle but persuasive, enticing, enchanting. The suit who pauses to drop a few bits of corporate scrip into the begging bowl at Bandit’s side turns to go, but pauses again to stare at the bowl, then drops a few more notes. Bandit nods his head in a particular way, as if in thanks, and plays a particular strain on his flute. The suit hesitates, adds a silver credstick to the collection in the bowl, then goes on his way. That, too, is the way of the world.

The way of the world is the way of nature, and the ways of Raccoon are as much a part of nature as anything else in nature: people, animals, mountains, and streams. Cities and deserts. Nuyen and New Guinea. Raccoon is of course a sort of thief. He prefers strategy and tricks to any kind of confrontation, because violence between thinking creatures is wasteful of the energies of life and, possibly, an affront to nature itself. Raccoon goes his own way, seeking value and things of interest, such as items of power, useful in his special brand of magic. Petty thefts are usually beneath him. But when the means of the theft are clever and the ends are good, well. . .that changes everything. To persuade a salaryman, perhaps one of the corporate elite, to give up his nuyen for the sake of the poor. . .well, that is a good trick, indeed.

There is only one small problem with it.

A faint glimmer in the air catches Bandit’s eye. He shifts to astral perception. The small spirit he finds crouching beside his begging bowl takes the form of a raccoon. This is the watcher he assigned to watch the astral terrain in the vicinity of the fountain.

The spirit points. “Master, look!”

Bandit looks.

Through the thousand auras of the suits moving around him burn a few that are particularly bright, hot with anger and resolve and the readiness to do violence. Bandit does not need to see the gray and black uniforms of corporate security forces to know who these people are, or what they intend to do. He has no System Identification Number, no corporate ID. He is on a plaza that Villiers International defends like its own exclusive property. The guards always come. It is part of the way of things, part of nature.

But the guards will be several more moments forcing their way through the evening crowds. There is time. Bandit lays a folded paper dragon on the base of the fountain. A small thing of great beauty in exchange for all the money he’s collected. A fair exchange. More than fair. For Raccoon need not give anything for what he takes, and this time he takes only money. Money may have its uses, but it is essentially valueless scraps of paper or small bits of metal with electronic encoding. Of no use in magic whatever.

“Out of the way!” a voice bellows.

Quickly then, Bandit stuffs money and credsticks into the pockets of his long coat, grabs the begging bowl and runs.

“YOU!” someone shouts. “HALT!”

The guards are close and the crowds are densely packed. Bandit points his flute and whispers a word. Discreetly, a winding path opens before him as people, like currents in a stream, shift just slightly out of his way. And like currents passing around a tree limb or rock, they rejoin into a single waterway to his rear.

“Above you, Master!” a voice whispers in his ear.

From out of the neon-stroked night comes the silent form of a helicopter with flashing red and amber beacons. Bandit knows it comes for him. He has eluded the forces protecting this plaza many times before. Experience teaches that it is the way of megacorporations to become annoyed with those who evade their guards, and so they commit more resources each time he comes.

But Bandit is ready. He’s prepared. At a word, the round golden cover to a utility access shaft jerks from its recess in the tiled floor of the plaza. Bandit climbs down into the shaft, grips the sides of the ladder there with hands and feet, and drops at speed to the floor of the tunnel below.

“Uh-oh,” his watcher whispers.

The tunnel is about two meters across, lit by panels in the ceiling and lined with conduits and pipes. As Bandit steps back from the ladder, he turns and faces a squad of waiting guards, orks, massive and heavily armed. There are five of them and they stand in a semicircle that backs him against the tunnel wall.

“Gotcha,” says one.

Bandit nods, and says, “Don’t shoot.”

The magic triggers instantly. A cloud of blazing white boils up around him and expands to fill the tunnel. Guards shout. Bandit ducks beneath grasping hands and dodges around turning, stumbling bodies. He slips free and runs.

Raccoon would be pleased.

“Where is he?”

“There! There!”

“GET’IM!”

Guards emerge from the cloud and charge along in pursuit. Bandit turns a corner and runs into a secondary tunnel. Barely three meters ahead waits a corp mage in a long black robe marked with mystic insignia. The mage lifts her arms in a posture of spellcasting. Bandit points a finger at her and shoots. The mage sneezes, her magic misfires. Bandit ducks and lunges forward, past the mage’s side. An explosion roars at his back. Someone screams in agony. Bandit feels the heat of the blast on the back of his neck, but keeps on running.

Magic both simple and fast has advantages over complex sorcery. That is something the mages from the high towers of the corporate over-world never seem to grasp.

The guards keep on coming.

Bandit darts around another corner. The new tunnel ends suddenly, three meters in, blocked off by a panel marked with red and yellow warning stripes. This was not here before.

Bandit puzzles.

The new panel looks made of steel. It is marked with the logo of Villiers’ security forces, Bandit notes. On the astral plane, magic swirls around it incessantly. The panel is warded and the ward is powerful. It is probably impenetrable in the time Bandit has left, and that is rather annoying.

“Master, behind you!”

Boot heels ring loudly, charging near. Bandit looks back to see three massive ork guards rounding the corner behind him. They stop just a meter or two away and point their weapons at him.

“You’re under arrest, spellboy,” one says, grinning.

“Mage,” says another, sneering.

Bandit nods understanding. He is no mage, but mundanes rarely see the distinction. He is a shaman. He follows Raccoon. He has about as much in common with mages as artists have with scientists. He could try to explain that, but would rather not waste the time. “Be one with the world.”

“Huh?” the leading ork grunts. 

Bandit turns and steps to his right. The eyes of a mundane would see him stepping through the wall of the tunnel and disappearing from sight. That is a sort of illusion. The guards gape and exclaim, but hesitate to follow. By the time they figure out what happened Bandit will be long gone.

Once again, the guards have been outwitted by guileful Raccoon. That, too, is in the way of things. Only now Bandit’s little secret, his secret opening, has been compromised. He compresses his lips and frowns.

“Damn.”














CHAPTER THREE




The sun is long gone when vision returns.

Tikki’s fur is caked with dried blood, and the snow around her is splashed with her own gore, but her hide is whole once more, and her bones mended. Her musculature comes to life twitching and flexing. With a rumbling breath that threatens to explode into a ferocious roar, Tikki bolts to her feet, charges the cabin, and smashes through the cabin door. Then no doubt can remain. The cub is gone.

She roars with the fury burning inside her, but abruptly stops. Experience warns her. She has been in this position before—opposed by two-legs, assaulted by humans, crossed by orks and elves. Confronted by treachery and guile and forced to deal with it. With the rising moon, instinct cries for vengeance, and yet she knows that this is not the way.

To succeed, to prevail in the world of two-legs, she must face down the savagery of her instincts and use her mind. She must think. Analyze. Consider. Decide what is the best course to follow and what paths to avoid.

She steps outside, stares into the gray dark of the night. The air is thick with the stink of the Mostrans. The ACV’s fans have blasted a clear trail through the snow. The smells and the trail will linger for many hours, perhaps even days. She will follow; but, first she steps back into the cabin. There are things she must examine and things she must decide.

The cabin is ancient: rough-hewn walls of seasoned wood, a scattering of leaves, and the needles of pines. The stench of elves hangs in the air. Tikki drinks it in, draws the scents all the way into her lungs, for she wants them burned into her memory, remembered so clearly that she will recognize the faintest trace wafting past her on a fleeting zephyr of air. She walks to the low mound of dog hides in one corner and buries her nose in it, smelling the traces her cub has left behind. She will remember that, too. 

She will hunt the elves, hunt them till either she is dead or the cub is again at her side. Should she find the cub dead, she will maul the elves, destroy them, tear them to pieces, then leave their meat for the crows. 

She will repay these elves one way or another.

Now, to decisions. Raman’s departure has left her without transportation. Tikki had not minded that until now. She had not planned to go anywhere till the cub was old enough to travel and to understand about two-legs. So she has a problem. She has guns and other tools that might be useful in her hunt, but no way to carry them, no hands with which to hold, no shoulders with which to bear, unless she assumes her human guise and travels on two legs.

Nature designed her four-legged form with all the weapons and tools she might ever need for life in the wild built right into her body.

And in the world of metahumans. . .?

It does not matter. Guns and other tools can be gotten anywhere. Time is the essential element now. She must begin the hunt at once, before the elves have gone too far, their trail grown too cold. Before scents fade and traces in the snow dwindle away.

She must move quickly. Go on four legs.

Her thoughts are interrupted by quiet noises, distant snarlings and yappings. Smells come with the sounds and together give rise to new thoughts, reminders about certain things, certain basic truths. They tell her of her next move, the very next move she must make. Her belly is gnawing. She burned much in the way of resources in charging the elves. Before she does anything, goes anywhere, she must eat.

There is nothing in the cabin she needs. She lopes into the forest, charges up icy slopes, races between tall trees. This time it is wolves, large ones with dark fur. Five of them surround her kill. The largest male and the largest female tear at the carcass and snap and snarl at any of the other three that dare to draw too near.

As one, they turn their heads and meet Tikki’s eyes.

She roars and charges. The smaller three wolves scatter, smelling of fear and surprise. The largest male and female hold their ground, snarling, baring fangs, displaying all the savagery they can muster till Tikki is nearly on top of them. Abruptly, they bolt away.

Tikki comes slipping and skidding to a halt at the butt-end of the dead elk, and now the battle begins in earnest. The pack circles. They slaver with the need for meat and fill the air with desperate anger. The largest female darts back and forth, snarling, menacing. Tikki roars her warning to the female even as the largest male circles in on her rear. Tikki spins, bounding up high on her hind legs, forelegs splayed, fangs and claws bared and flashing, and the largest male darts away while others circle in.

Again and again, the wolves close in, scratching and biting, harrying her flanks and hind-quarters. They are swift and powerful creatures, and they are many while she is only one, but she is large and strong and her weapons are unforgiving.

And her bloodied body heals even as she turns and strikes.

Three times her claws connect and three times a bloodied wolf bolts away howling in terror and pain. The third time, it is the largest male, and that is the end. The pack retreats into the trees till they are nearly out of sight. There they stop and there they wait. Tikki tears at the elk carcass and eats, watching, always watching, ready for a new assault.

The battle for survival is simple. It is one against all others and it ends only with death. There is predator and prey and nothing else that really matters. This is the lesson her mother taught her and the way of thinking she brought with her to the world of two-legs.

There is no other way to approach living in the wild, living as her ancestors lived, but she is not sure how well this way of thinking applies to the peculiar world of two-legs. The times she has spent in the human cities have given her much to wonder about. She has even considered whether the dual nature of her own form might not imply that she is somehow something more—better, stronger, standing higher than ordinary creatures—though what this might mean, if true, she has only half-imagined guesses.

But the elves make everything simple again. The time for idle thoughts is ended.

Now, she hunts.














CHAPTER FOUR




The subway train thunders into the Tremont Avenue station, rattling and shaking, brakes screaming. Bandit watches the crowds struggling to get into and out of the train. When the battle is almost finished, he thrusts his way through the tightly packed bodies and manages to push through the door to the platform before the air brakes gush and the doors battle the pressure of bodies, and haltingly—jamming, unjamming—slide shut.

The gray concrete of the platform is as tightly packed as the train. People shove against Bandit’s side and back, forcing him ahead or left or right, or they come right at him, right up against his front. The crush only gets worse as he nears the exit. It becomes an inexorable tide propelling him up the grimy graffiti-covered stairwell to the street.

The heart of the Bronx is like Newark’s Sector 3, only worse. The streets are lined with crumbling concrete and flimsy duraplas structures. Signs and display screens flicker and gleam, but the products advertised are strictly grunge rate: soybran, soykaf, plastiwear, body filler, StreetDocs, Ramboic 14. Most of the people living here are SINless and poor. They live like sardines, packed into plastic tins called coffin hotels and apartments consisting of single rooms. The streets are jammed night and day with those seeking work, seeking food, seeking shelter, seeking all the thousand things they need and the means to get it. Some nights it seems that every person Bandit sees is either a criminal on the prowl, ready to maim or even kill for an easy nuyen, or a victim, soon to be robbed and perhaps bludgeoned to death, stripped of his or her meager possessions. The criminals here are as poor as everyone else. The yakuza and others all have their outposts, their little scams, their gaming parlors, their BTL labs, but the streets are ruled by gangers: elf gangers, Asian gangers, troll gangers. The trolls are the worst. The worst of the worst call themselves the Kong Destroyers and are best avoided at all times.

Along the fronts of the buildings, in front of the scamshops and stores and simsense theaters, sit those too poor to afford personal living space, the beggars.

Bandit pauses and selects one of the beggars, apparently an ork, wrapped in many layers of raggedy threadbare clothes and so blanketed with filth Bandit is at first uncertain whether it’s a male or female. Its aura shows it to be a male. Bandit steps near and holds out a piece of corporate scrip in the amount of five nuyen. The beggar grabs it, seizes Bandit’s wrist with one trembling hand, then both hands, and begins crying out for more, pleading, sobbing, wailing. The beggar’s two nearest neighbors join in, also grabbing. Bandit shows them his empty hands. All three beggars lose interest. They sit back against the building front and stare off into nothing. And that, it seems, is the way of beggars. Most of them, anyway. No matter what they are given, they always seek more. When nothing more is forthcoming, they turn their attention elsewhere. Most do not say thank you.

They are not grateful.

Perhaps they are degraded.

Two blocks further on, Bandit turns down a long dark alleyway lined with shelters made of plastic cartons and crates. The people living here seem almost dead. They lie in their poor shelters unmoving. Many do not even look up. They are thin and dressed in rags. Their auras are subdued. Bandit pauses to talk to one or two, but receives no reply. It seems they are waiting to die.

The alley leads into another, broader alleyway, choked with garbage and junk, cast-off appliances, bits and pieces of anonymous scrap. Devil rats scurry wherever he turns, but only in the periphery of his vision. They are quick to dart out of sight. A cat the size of a small dog lies atop the rusting shell of an automobile, and hisses, baring its fangs as Bandit draws near and walks by.

A doorway leads into the dark of a stairwell.

Bandit glances around, checking both the astral and the mundane, then quickly passes inside.

Things got uncomfortably warm for him over in Newark. Certain corporations have objections to certain things he has done, or participated in, and would like to see him dead; if not dead, then “neutralized.” A change of scenery seemed in order. Too many people knew his name and had ideas about where he might be found. Here in the Bronx he is all but unknown. For the time being, it should stay that way. For the moment, he has little or no interest in megacorps or their diverse holdings. More important things concern him.

The stairway down ends at a doorway. The door suddenly bursts open and a small horde of young kids comes through yelling and shouting, surrounding him. They jump up and down and pull at his sleeves and scream, “Make the ball! make the ball! make the BALL!”

“Wait.”

And suddenly they are silent, standing there all around him with eyes wide and round and gazing up at him expectantly. It is a strange thing, the way they seem to respect him, the way they heed his words. As if even a softly spoken word somehow assumes the power of an imperious command. Bandit does not understand it. These children know nothing of magic. They know nothing of Raccoon and the things he can do. Mostly, they only seem to care about the ball.

Making the ball is a simple thing, trivial magic, but he’s tired now and must concentrate. He cups his hands before him. Momentarily, the energy gathers, slowly coalescing into a softly glowing yellow globe that sits comfortably in the palm of one hand.

When he lifts that hand, the globe floats upward, and drifts. 

And suddenly the kids are all screaming again, jumping up and down, reaching for the ball, batting it back and forth like a balloon.

And then through the rickety door comes Shell.

“Hoi,” she says, with a smile.

She is young, younger than Bandit, anyway. She weaves her hair into dozens of skinny braids that scatter across her shoulders like twisting vines. Her body is slim and curved in a feminine manner. Bandit supposes she is attractive. In the dark of the stairwell, her skin looks as black as night. In truth, it is like the color of soykaf, light brown. She dresses for the street: jeans, synthleather, and sneaks. Shock gloves dangle from her belt. Tucked into the belt is a Narcoject needlegun. Bandit does not care for guns, but he understands why Shell keeps one. The kids are young and Shell has no magic, or so little it hardly matters, and these spaces around them, hidden in the sub-basement, are worth their cubic space in gold. They have it all to themselves, just him, Shell, and the kids. They must be careful. Were the space discovered, they would have a small army of streetlife fighting to get inside.

“Jozzie, bolt the door!” Shell says, lifting her voice above the noise of the kids, and one of the older girls runs up the stairs toward the door to the outside. They keep the door bolted except when someone goes out. Often, they post a guard.

Shell smiles and turns and she and Bandit step into the apartment. The main room is nearly four meters on a side. For the Bronx, that’s enormous. The couch faces a Tifun DX-2 telecom with a video screen that plays incessantly. Cushions, pillows, and blankets for the kids to sleep on fills most of the rest of the floor.

Shell takes a light hold of Bandit’s arm and rises on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Did the zonies freak again?”

“They chased me.”

“But you slot away.” Shell smiles. “You’re the best.”

“How do you know?”

“I know.” Shell crosses her arms, smiling all the more broadly. “You follow Raccoon and Raccoon is too clever to get caught, right?”

Bandit supposes that’s so. At least in theory. The point is that Raccoon has many tricks. That is his edge. The greater truth is that Raccoon is clever enough to always go prepared. The right preparations take up the slack when simple tricks and cleverness fail, as occasionally they do.

“Right?”

Bandit nods, hands his begging bowl to Shell, then empties his pockets of credsticks and scrip. Shell’s smile spreads wide as the bowl fills, and that is her way. Money is important to her. Raccoon would not really approve of him giving Shell all the cred, but this is a special circumstance. Sharing space with Shell and the kids is a special circumstance, too.

When his pockets are empty, Shell takes his hand and leads him through a beaded doorway to the cranny just beyond, their kitchen. The space is just large enough for a cabinet, a wave, a narrow fridge, and a table just barely big enough for two, if the two don’t mind rubbing knees. Bandit sits. Shell brings him a glass of water and then starts counting the money, credsticks in one pile, corporate scrip in the other. When she finishes, she hides it all in the secret compartment in the base of the cabinet. Shell has plans for all the money they’ve collected. One day, she hopes to have enough to buy a condo in the burbs and to send all the kids to school. How she’ll manage that without a SIN, or SINs for the kids, Bandit can only wonder. He supposes System Identification Numbers can be purchased. He’s never tried it himself, but the way some people talk it’s done all the time.

Shell steps around behind him, rings his neck with her arms, kisses his cheek and says, “Are you going to your room tonight?”

She means his alone place, his place of long magic, his medicine lodge. Shell knows where that is and that troubles him. Since his first taste of the higher mysteries, Bandit has kept this most important place, wherever it happened to be, a secret from everyone. He keeps many valuable things there, items of great interest and power. His lodge is protected by magic and in other ways besides, but no place is immune to theft. The fact that he himself showed the place to Shell troubles him most of all. It was a very un-Raccoon sort of thing to do.

Or maybe not. Knowing what path is right and what is wrong can be difficult. He lets Shell and her tribe of children share this sub-basement apartment because they have nowhere else to go, because he must attune himself with people, because people are part of nature. But what of the risk he runs? There’s so much he could lose.

“Bandit?”

He turns his head to look at her. She’s watching him with a funny expression. She smiles, then blinks her eyes and frowns.

“What’s wrong?”

“Wrong?”

“Is something bothering you?”

How can he possibly answer that? If he told her of his thoughts concerning his alone place, she wouldn’t understand. When he’s tried in the past she got hurt and offered to leave. She tells him she may be a thief but would never steal from him because of all that he’s done for her and the kids. She tells him that she cares for him too much to scarp him—ever. Whatever that means. The point seems to be that he should trust her, but that is easier to say than do. Shell may be a thief but she is no shaman. She may recite his words back to him, but she does not understand Raccoon.

Which brings him back to a familiar question. How can he succeed in his magic, succeed in attuning himself with people, and therefore with nature, if he cannot decide what to do in regard to just this one woman? Perhaps he has reached the limit of his understanding. Perhaps the greater secrets of the world are to be forever hidden from him.

How can he know? How can he answer?

“Bandit?”

“I’m tired.” He rubs at his eyes. He has a headache. He wishes he knew a spell to cure headaches. He knows of someone who does, but asking for the spell would be an insult. Like asking Raccoon for a favor. “I’m hungry.”

“I’ll fix you something.”

“Okay.”

The stuff she brings him is an odd assortment: beans, soybran, parts of frozen meals stolen from various stores. Seven Hexes spiral pizzas. Shell hoards money the way he guards items of interest. She never buys anything unless it’s impossible to steal it. That’s because money is hard to come by, hard to steal, or was, till Bandit figured out how.

Of course, he could always contact some fixer and get into shadowrun, but that would waste time, and, worse, it would force him to shift his mental focus. Attuning himself to people is what matters now. As for money, he’ll make do with donations to his begging bowl and whatever Shell happens to snatch.

“You seem really zoned tonight.”

“Yeah?”

Shell nods, smiles, sits in the other small chair, and pulls out a wallet. “I got this on the concourse today. Isn’t it wiz?”

“Is it?”

To tell the truth, it doesn’t look like much. Just a burgundy-colored wallet like some exec might carry. There isn’t a trace of magic about it. Shell opens it to display the interior. The trio of silver credsticks couched there could be sold to dealers in stolen sticks, but that’s about it. Shell draws a card from a fold in the wallet and smiles. It’s some kind of ID card, corporate. Useless trinket. There are big black letters identifying some corp Bandit’s never heard of. There’s also a hologram of some woman.

Bandit takes the card in hand and examines it closely, then searches through every flap and fold of the wallet. There’s another card, more stylish than the first. It’s the kind of thing a man or woman of the elite might pass someone at a party. The address that shows is for the office. But squeeze the ends of the card and another address appears. Residence. Complete with matrix address and telecom code.

“Bandit?”

Bandit stares at the card, incredulous.






CHAPTER FIVE


The broad window panes crossing the rear of Amy Berman’s office provide a panoramic view of New Bronx Plaza, including the riverfront, the fountains, the condoplexes, the still unfinished Villiers Arcology. In the distance rise the tall towers of Manhattan.

The day came up bright and unusually sunny. The sky appears an almost bluish shade of gray.

On any other day, Amy might have paused there before the windows merely to take in the view and enjoy a few moments’ quiet contemplation. Today, she sees only her own image, reflected faintly in the panes. Today, she wears her sleekest dark gray suit of faux gabardine and matching shoes, her Cartier watch, and a single onyx ring. Her makeup is designed to subtly emphasize her eyes and cheeks while minimizing her mouth. She’d intended to look like pure executive juice, wired with so much voltage she’s near to overloading, but she doesn’t, and she has only herself to blame.

She should have drawn her hair back this morning, made it every bit as severe as she could. What the hell had she been thinking? With her bushy mop of curling brown dangling all around her face and scattering across her shoulders, she looks nothing if not warm and fuzzy, overtly and overly feminine.

She’ll probably be mistaken for someone’s personal aide.

She closes her eyes and shakes her head, then taps her brow with the palm of her hand. A woman in her position ought not to be making mistakes like this. It’s just incredible.

But in fact, it’s this morning’s meeting. She slept little last night, thinking about it. What the devil is someone like Enoshi Ken doing here anyway? It can only mean trouble. The man is rumored to have a direct line to the board room in Tokyo, and Tokyo always means trouble. People like Enoshi Ken talk endlessly of wanting only the greater good for all, but what they say and what they mean. . .What they really mean. . .If you can tell. . .If you ever really find out. . .If by then it isn’t too late. . .

Her telecom bleeps.

It’s Laurena, her executive aide, saying, “They’re ready to begin upstairs.”

“Right,” Amy replies. “Grab your pad.”

Time for one last look at her hair, but no time to do anything about it. She steps through the door to her outer office. Laurena hops up out of her chair, palmtop in hand, and they head into the hallway. They’re both so blatantly Anglo it’s almost scary. If that weren’t enough, Laurena’s a natural blonde, and a brilliant gold-hued shade of blonde at that. How much more non-Asian could a person get?

It won’t help.

The elevator chimes. They get on. The doors slide closed and the car rises. Laurena smooths back her hair and says, “What’s this meeting supposed to be about, anyway?”

“I suspect it began somewhere in Tokyo.”

“Oh, god.”

It’s just two syllables, but the anxiety comes through clearly. Amy turns her head just enough to meet Laurena’s eyes, and says, “Remember your mask.”

“I’m sorry, boss.” Laurena makes a visible effort to compose herself. She’s new to the higher echelons and not used to dealing with upper-rank Japanese. She’ll be all right, though, as long as she remembers her mask.

The mask is an essential part of corporate life, at least when Tokyo comes calling. Think or feel anything you want, but keep it safely hidden. The Japanese model for the efficient corporate executive places an emphasis on business, getting the job done and done right and to hell with everything else. That poses a problem for Laurena because, simply, she has heart. She cares about people and has no natural reserve. That’s one of the main reasons why Amy picked her for an aide. She’s very un-Japanese: open, expressive, empathic. She’s very human, very warm, and she cares, and not just about the organization. She cares about people. To Amy’s mind, the corporate world in general and Hurley-Cooper Laboratories in particular need as much of those sorts of qualities as it can possibly acquire.

Impersonal robot employees may be all right for automated factories, but when people enter the equation, something more than simple nuyen, mere efficiency, and the fabled bottom line must be taken into account.

This morning, of course, such views should be carefully shrouded. Tokyo won’t want to hear it.

The elevator chimes, the doors slip apart.

Amy steps ahead briskly, Laurena at her side, into the richly appointed reception area for the executive “manor”, as it’s called. It’s one of the few places where Hurley-Cooper Labs has invested any significant money in what amounts to mere window dressing. To the left and right are the office suites of Hurley-Cooper’s CEO and executive VP. Directly ahead, to the rear of the circular reception counter, are the gleaming rosewood doors to the executive conference room.

Flanking the conference room doors this morning are a pair of distinctly Asian men with distinctly impassive features and trim physiques. The pins on the lapels of their dark blue suits bear the green willow insignia of Kono-Furata-Ko International, parent corporation of Hurley-Cooper Labs. Amy guesses these men are security agents, escorts for the Tokyo bunch. She understands that KFK has a large covert security organization, but knows little about it. Officially, it does not exist. If it has a name, she’s never heard it.

One of the agents gives her a nod. She passes through the open doors and into the conference room. It’s large enough to be ridiculous, and lavishly decorated: simwood paneling, gilt-framed portraits of various corporate heavyweights, a full range of electronics, including a wall-sized video screen. The conference table, apparently made of mahogany, is easily long and broad enough to seat a small multitude. Each place at the table comes with miniterms jacked into the headquarters computer network. The chairs look like mahogany, too, though upholstered in dark burgundy leather or synthleather.

Laurena takes a seat along one wall and jacks her palmtop into the network, then lifts a second platinum lead to her temple. Amy walks to the head of the room to join the group there. The minor luminaries are already present: the VPs for Systems Engineering, Information Management, Marketing and Patents, Research, Product Development, Finance. Amy herself holds the post of VP for Corporate Resources. Her specific domain includes personnel, purchasing, and consumption control. She and Chang, the money man—finance and accounting—interface frequently. Usually concerning nuyen.

Chang gives her a nervous flicker of a glance.

Amy replies with a quick, questioning flick of an eyebrow.

But then the doors at the head of the room swing open and the meeting’s as good as begun. In comes the executive VP and some Asian man Amy doesn’t recognize. Behind them come Hurley-Cooper’s CEO Vernon Janasova and KFK’s VP for Corporate Liaison-North America, Enoshi Ken. Enoshi looks very much the proper Asian executive, immaculate in a dark blue suit bearing a KFK lapel pin. Janasova looks exactly his usual self: checked sports coat and slacks, powder blue tie over a pastel yellow shirt. One collar of the shirt is neatly secured by a platinum tab. The other tab is open, the collar protruding at a burlesque angle. By comparison to that, the bedlam of the man’s thin gray hair is hardly noticeable. Amy forces herself to suppress an unseemly reaction, such as a roll of the eyes or a sigh of dismay. 

Janasova immediately begins introducing Enoshi around.

“Yes, I remember,” Enoshi says, briefly clasping Amy’s hand. “A pleasure, Ms. Berman.”

“Likewise,” Amy replies.

And then, abruptly, Enoshi smiles.

Amy mutes her response, struggles to appear composed, like nothing untoward has occurred.

During his rapid rise from obscurity, Enoshi Ken has become well known as something of a sphinx. He never smiles, except as an afterthought, and even then the smiles are so ill-timed that they seem deliberately indicative of something other than mere good humor. Amy gains a sense of foreboding, in addition to a sudden chill and a nervous something that rises into her stomach. She feels confirmed in her suspicion that nothing good will come of this meeting. Nothing good at all.

They’re invited to sit. Janasova begins the meeting in his usual jocular fashion, saying that Enoshi is touring the North American subsidiaries of KFK “to see what we’re up to,” and to ensure that “we’re all being good boys and girls.” Amy lifts a hand to screen the lower half of her face, to hide the tug of a cringing smile, and, she hopes, to distract from the exasperated flush she feels rising into her cheeks. Janasova is a smart man, an excellent science-administrator and a good CEO for an organization like Hurley-Cooper. Amy just wishes he would stop joking around. This is not the time and place for his light-hearted avuncular routine.

A man like Enoshi Ken isn’t the type to approve of comedy in the boardroom, or any other room. He’s as straight a suit as one might find. With him, it’s all business all the time, right on down the line.

Enoshi takes the floor. His opening remarks address the concept of daikazoku, the oneness of the corporation and all its subsidiaries, like one big family. Amy’s heard this spiel before. It’s part of Hurley-Cooper’s own orientation program for new employees. And in Amy’s view, the analogy is flawed. Any family she’s ever known could be characterized by diversity both in attitudes and objectives, whereas the point of a corporation is to get everyone pulling in the same direction. Doing that takes a lot more than morning anthems, more than group exercise, more than lectures on the “oneness of being,” or zen and the art of successful corping, and more than cute analogies. Making a corp successful means getting people to feel like they’re an integral part of something bigger than themselves. It means addressing people’s concerns, their frustrations, their complaints, their objections. It means trying to improve their lives, both off and on the job. It also means getting personal, and that’s what people like Enoshi Ken and other Tokyo suits never seem to comprehend.

Or maybe they do understand it, but simply refuse to practice what they preach when dealing with non-Asians.

Or maybe they don’t know how.

Enoshi quotes the American editor and critic H.L. Mencken. “Nine times out of ten,” he says, “in the arts as in life, there is actually nothing to be discovered. There is only error to be exposed.”

Amy considers that in light of the fact that Hurley-Cooper Laboratories specializes in biomedical research. 

Just what is his point?

“Allow me to now introduce to you Mr. Kurushima Jussai. Mr. Kurushima has been appointed by the board of KFK, North American Division, to assist us with the survey of North American subsidiaries. Mr. Kurushima is a graduate of Tokyo University and he and his staff are very highly qualified.”

Kurushima, of course, turns out to be the Asian who accompanied Hurley-Cooper’s executive VP into the room. His suit is as black as his hair. He takes the floor and rambles on for nearly an hour, but the point of him being here is soon clear. Kurushima is an auditor. His staff is composed of auditors. They are here to examine the accounts of Hurley-Cooper, everything from income and expenditures to interdepartmental transfers, and no record anywhere will be excluded from examination.

Janasova merely smiles paternally and nods as if pleased to accommodate the least request Kurushima might make. Amy glances across the table at Chang. The man’s brow is gleaming with perspiration.

“It is our objective to complete this audit within two weeks,” Kurushima continues. “I have assigned the senior members of my staff to coordinate the work with each of your areas of responsibility. . .”

“How extensive do you expect this audit will be?”

Janasova looks down the table. “Amy—”

“This is important, Vernon.” Amy puts up a hand to Janasova to forestall any further objections, then looks to Kurushima. The man does not seem at all perturbed at being interrupted. The emotionless mask of his face is without flaw.

“I’m primarily concerned,” Amy explains, “with the potential for disruptions and discord in our research groups. We have many highly regarded people on the research staff, and they are very devoted to their work. They don’t appreciate interruptions. Hurley-Cooper management has made a deliberate, continuing effort to minimize the impact of business practices on our research groups. Research,” Amy continues, as no one else is speaking up, “is not at all like manufacturing. It’s a process that relies at least in part on creativity and imagination. As one of our leading scientists has remarked, research is half art, half guesswork. Untimely distractions can damage that process, and have the potential to cause irreparable harm.”

Kurushima gazes impassively at Amy for several moments, then consults a palmtop. “Perhaps you refer to Dr. Liron Phalen of the Metascience Research Group?”

Amy hesitates just for an instant. Kurushima has apparently not come ill-prepared. She wonders why he would name any one scientist. As it happens, his
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