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DEDICATION

 

For the cast and crew of one of the strangest road shows it’s ever been my pleasure to know, the Fredonian Air and Space Administration. Long may you fly.


 

>>>>>NewsNet downlink

—[04:04:31/8-13-55]

 

The Compensation Army

The occupation of the Federal District of Columbia by the so-called Compensation Expedition Force, or Compensation Army, begins its third month today. These homeless and forgotten “soldiers in the army of justice” have come to the Federal District to dramatize their long-ignored demands. The Army has come not to fight, but to lobby, to march, to form picket lines, and to insist that the compensation owed them be paid—and paid immediately.

Most of these soldiers are not warriors; they are just ordinary people who believe they have been taken advantage of. The first to arrive in FDC were folk who had actually endured displacement from what are now the Native American Nations. These unfortunates were ousted from their homes and lands nearly forty years ago, when the old United States ceded most of its western states to the emerging and magically triumphant Native American Nations. Following the Treaty of Denver in 2018, the federal government promised compensation to the refugees. With the end of the old U.S.A. in 2035, the government of the new United Canadian and American States restricted those promises to all persons who originally resided in old U.S. lands north of the 38th parallel, leaving the Confederated American States to care for the rest. Both U.S. successor governments have denied restitution to any persons displaced from the now Free State of California.

Today’s Comp Army is more than a few old men and women. Every day new “soldiers” arrive in the District—friends, relatives, dependents, and sympathizers of those already here. The scattered tents and shanties have become a low-tech sprawl coating the FDC like a mold. Conditions in these makeshift communities are bad and growing worse. The federal government issues promises, claiming that it is addressing the issue. Yet no real relief appears under way, and the mood among the Comp Army grows bleaker and more desperate.<<<<<


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Andy was a shadowrunner.

All his friends knew. He liked the way they looked impressed when he told them about his adventures. Except for Biddy Blackwell. Nothing much impressed Biddy.

This run was going to be one of the good ones; he could tell already from the way the meet was going. Mr. Johnson—not his real name, of course—was laying it out with just enough vagueness that Andy knew the scan was pretty straight. When the details got real specific, it meant the scam was on. Andy took in everything the Johnson gave them, filing it on his headware.

The Johnson said he represented a consortium of small businessmen trying to make it in the Anacostia Barrens, the worst turf in the DeeCee sprawl. Brave souls—if they existed. Problem was, the Barrens were hotter than usual. The Halfies, top go-gang in the area, were rampaging. The go-gangers were thumping places up and down the Anacostia Barrens, everything from chop shops to clinics. The police were looking the other way—standard—and the locals were terrified—also standard. Word was that somebody had stirred up the Halfies. Mr. Johnson wanted protection. He also wanted to know who was really responsible—and why they were doing it.

Johnsons were never what they said they were, but Andy took the run anyway. Being used to duplicity from employers, he retreated to his Appaloosa and set the autopilot to drive so that he could do other things.

The fixer from whom he’d gotten the Ferrari Appaloosa had said it was “surplus,” which for such a high-demand vehicle meant it was hot. It was hot all right, and not just because it had been liberated from some military somewhere. Sheena the Appaloosa was the fastest armored vehicle on wheels. Street word said that wiz rigger Willie Williams swore by Appaloosas for high-threat runs, and now Andy understood why. The Appaloosa, with the custom shell that made Sheena look like a workhorse delivery truck rather than the thoroughbred predator she was, had cost him just about all the cred he’d racked up from his last three runs. But she was worth it. Jacked into Sheena’s board, Andy could fight a small war or outrace just about any corp or FedPol pursuit car. Sheena was meltdown hot.

But he didn’t need the Appaloosa’s combat capabilities just now. No amount of real-world firepower meant drek in the Matrix; cyberspace had its own rules. But Andy was hot there, too. He started with turtle stuff, priming a herd of gophers and unleashing them on the media and public records. While they were hunting, Andy jacked and did a little direct prospecting in the FedPol database. He slipped past the outer IC shell with an ease and sleaze that would have impressed even FastJack. Not that cracking it was hard; the police department computers handled too much data to put it all behind serious IC, and the Intrusion Countermeasures protecting the incoming reports and complaints were light, little more than speed bumps for deckers of Andy’s or FastJack’s skills. Andy collected copies of every file on Halfie activities, dumped them into his bag, and flew back to his couch aboard Sheena to do a sort where he’d be safe from prying eyes or inadvertent discovery. Andy didn’t like chance encounters in the Matrix; too much trouble and no reasonable expectation of gain.

Secure in the womb of the Appaloosa, he dumped his loot into a sorter. As the gophers came back, he added their finds. Monitoring the returns, he tweaked the search parameters as likely threads starting shaping up. The Johnson came back as a cipher—like that was a surprise?—so Andy looked for connections among the Halfies’ targets. Mr. Johnson’s interests should show up there. All Andy had to do was recognize them.

There were chopshops on the target list, and that didn’t fit with the Halfies’ interests. Street word said that they controlled most of the shops in the Barrens. Why hit your own income sources? As a cover, maybe. There was no doubt the Halfies were spreading their good cheer around, but they seemed to be thumping some targets harder than others. How bad were the chopshops hit? Not bad at all. The cover theory was starting to look good. 

So who was taking it on the chin the hardest? A quick sort by level of damage turned up a list that had a lot of free clinics and doc-in-a-boxes on it. Real nest-fouling stuff to trash the local medical care, and not like the territorial Halfies at all. A closer look showed that the go-gangers’ choice of clinics wasn’t random; for example, not a single DocWagon operation had been thumped. Andy scented a clue and popped into the Matrix to run down a few leads. He came back with the connection he was looking for: all the wrecked clinics were either sponsored by or ran programs funded by Biotechnics, the genengineering and pharmaceutical multinational. A quick check of media databases showed no similar rash of attacks on Biotechnics clinics in any other cities. 

What made the Anacostia clinics different? Andy bet that Mr. Johnson, or his bosses, knew. A direct Matrix run against Biotechnics was contraindicated just yet, so Andy picked a thumped clinic at random and went after its files, looking for anything unusual. He found records for three test programs. A second clinic’s records only held one match: a drug treatment pilot program for something called Azadone, trademark still pending. It was a conclusion-jump, but Andy felt sure that Azadone was at the heart of Mr. Johnson’s concerns. He’d check it out later.

Right now, Sheena was beeping that they’d nearly reached their destination. That was fine by Andy. He switched jacks and took over Sheena’s control. This run wasn’t going to be solved with just a little Matrix decking. They never were. That also was fine by him; he liked a good mix of action. It was time to move on to the next step. He nosed the Appaloosa into the first available parking spot after crossing Maple Avenue.

“Take care of yourself, Sheena,” he told the Appaloosa as he dismounted, activating her anti-theft routines. Fairfax wasn’t the worst of the districts that made up the DeeCee sprawl, but this wasn’t the best part of Fairfax. Even if you didn’t know that from previous experience the way Andy did, you could see it in the broken streetlights, graffiti-covered walls, and boarded-over storefronts.

The night outside the Appaloosa held no secrets from him, because his eyes were Telestrian Cyberdyne 48’s, built under license from Zeiss. Not the latest model, but then cybereye technology hadn’t advanced much in the past ten years. The 48’s weren’t fully featured either; they didn’t have the full thermal imaging package, just ambient light amplification. But that was more than enough to pierce the gloom of Old Courthouse Road and note each and every one of the derelicts and streetrats huddling in the doorways and skulking in the alleys. All locals he’d seen before; they would know his rep and wouldn’t bother him.

His team was waiting for him at Eskimo Nell’s, their usual watering hole and gathering place. There were just two today, Buckhead and Feather; he didn’t figure he’d need more. Buckhead was muscle, simple but not cheap. The ork was very, very good at what he did, but all of his personality was in his cyberware and his guns. Feather was an elf and a mage, and her style of dress was more suited to Runner Babes than to real shadowrunning, but what she wore—or rather, didn’t wear—didn’t affect her performance, so what was there to say? Besides, Andy enjoyed looking at her.

“Hoi, Boss. Whuzzappening?” It was Buckhead’s standard opening line.

Andy dove right in and told them about the job he’d gotten them, and about his theory that the clinics were the focus of the violence. “We’re reactive protection, but we’re also supposed to find out who’s behind it.”

“What makes Johnson think dat all the thumpin’ ain’t just boys ‘n girls out ta have fun?”

“You can’t think that the patients and staff at the clinics are having fun,” Feather said.

“We need to make a move,” Andy said. He wasn’t in the mood for sitting around and hashing out the possibilities. He and his runners needed a connection, and their best bet lay with the Halfies. Who would know better than the go-gangers why they were thumping their way through the Barrens? “I think we should go have a chat with some Halfies.”

“I know one of their squats,” Feather said, surprising Andy.

He knew she had a lot of street connections, but he hadn’t figured on her knowing much about go-gangs. He was quite happy to be wrong. “Let’s roll, then.”

Following Feather’s directions, Andy piloted the Appaloosa across the river and out into the fringes of the Anacostia Barrens. He drove slowly, as much because of the road conditions as the need to recon. They scouted the old poured-concrete building that Feather led them to, and determined that some of the go-gangers were home; it was still early for them to be out raising hell. The place was solidly built, probably why the gangers laired there. Whatever it had once been, it sported a pair of vehicle doors on one side. The only human door was on that side, too. Andy decided on the direct approach, and put Sheena’s nose through the flimsy corrugated plastic of the left garage door. The building wall would cover their left flank.

Once they’d crashed through the door, Buckhead exploded from the Appaloosa with a whoop. Feather was quieter, but no less eager. Arcane energy raised her hair in a crackly static halo that would be a fright to see coming at you. Andy almost felt sorry for the scrambling Halfies—at least one of whom had been caught literally with his pants down.

Having used Sheena to crack open the Halfies’ squat, Andy was willing to let Buckhead and Feather take care of the gangers. Combat just wasn’t his thing. He got no jolt from it like some people did. He’d step in if he had to, but he didn’t think that would be necessary. He had a good team and the opposition this early in the run wasn’t likely to be anything they couldn’t handle.

“We need a talker,” Andy reminded his team over the commlink. There was no acknowledgment, but when the ruckus died down, Buckhead and Feather returned with one of the gangers.

“We could turn him over to the badges,” Feather suggested. She had a tendency to offer the law-abiding solution. Andy figured it was just so he’d know there was one. “The FedPols will be happy to see him. Of course, if he tells us what we want to know. . .”

“I ain’t talking,” the Halfie said. The black pigmentation on the upper half of his face almost hid his frown of determination.

“I can make him talk,” Buckhead said. The ork slid his paired chrome spurs in and out of their wrist sheaths to demonstrate the method he intended to employ. It was nasty, but it might get them fast results. Life in the shadows wasn’t nice.

“Do it,” Andy said, “but try and keep him quiet.”

The Halfie had known he was living dangerous when he took money to go thumping innocents.

Buckhead grinned and led the Halfie away. In an elapsed time of twenty minutes, exactly, he came back with an address. The address supposedly belonged to a middleman.

Andy and the team paid the guy a visit, and he proved to be surprisingly reasonable. For a fee—that Andy would list as an expense when he billed Mr. Johnson—the fixer confirmed the Halfie’s story about a simple violence-for-hire gig. The fixer couldn’t confirm the power behind the job in spite of Andy’s offer to double the fee, which lent credibility to the man’s claim. Yet for another fee, the fixer offered them a cryptic clue. “Wanna see who’s casting shadow? Drive up Wisconsin and drop anchor six south of the cathedral.”

They followed the directions.

Andy remembered the building as being the offices of Micronetics, a Saeder-Krupp subsidiary, but a throbbing neon sign proclaimed it the property of Vilanni Corp. Whenever he hit a switch like this, he reminded himself of just how fast things changed in the corp world. More often than not, today’s hot comer was tomorrow’s washed-up loser.

The Vilanni name wasn’t new to him. He’d crossed paths with them before, and he knew the corp was about as slimy as they came. Andy didn’t think them above trashing clinics just to ruin a competitor’s market test. The thought of ruining test markets reminded him of Vinton and the Hanging File run. The sort of thing going down in the Barrens was just Vinton’s style.

But Andy’s hunch and a fixer’s hint that Vilanni was behind everything wouldn’t be enough for his employer. Andy needed to come up with a convincing connection. There was also the little matter of determining why Vilanni was involved. No Johnson was ever satisfied without knowing why he’d been targeted.

Word about their hit against the Halfies would be filtering up the food chain. There would be no better time for a fast run against the Vilanni mainframe. Andy went a dozen blocks down Wisconsin and onto one of the quiet, narrow side streets of Georgetown before parking the Appaloosa and jacking in.

The Vilanni mainframe showed as a black monolith in the Matrix. It was a tough nut, but Andy knew better than to come at it head on. He tried something new, running a side program to jigger things a bit. With effortless precision he focused in on a small section of the monolith, narrowing his perception until pits on the black surface grew to pocks, then holes, and finally tunnels. He’d used one of those tunnels before, a back door set by a renegade Vilanni programmer. Since he’d used it in the Hanging File run, the entry should have been locked and sealed, but he was pleased to see that the tinkering he’d done had worked. The door remained operable. Inside, he zoomed to Vinton’s private space and started nosing around the Vilanni exec’s files. It wasn’t long before he struck paydata: a list of clinics, Biotechnics clinics.

While he was nosing through the list, a time-date stamp clicked next to one of the names. That was the cue for the file to activate a slave routine. Andy scoped the program. Somewhere in Vilanni HQ, a call was being made. Andy slapped a tag on it just before the connection broke. He kept digging while waiting for the tag to come back. He still hadn’t managed to find anything juicy by the time it returned, trailing a string of connections that were more than enough to cut out a tag that lacked the advantage of getting on board at the start. The final destination of the call was in the Anacostia Barrens, and all the tag’s message-backfeed feature held was the address of the clinic and a time-date stamp—the same as the one on the list. Andy had discovered the time and place of the next thump.

It was decision time. Did he cut short his run against the Vilanni mainframe and lead his team in an intercept of the thump about to go down, or did he stay in the system to take advantage of his penetration and go after incriminating evidence that would put an end to all the thumps? If he pulled out, the system would be tougher to crack when he got back—but if he didn’t, people would be hurt, maybe killed. Then again, more would be hurt and killed if he didn’t get what he needed out of the Vilanni mainframe, and he might not get this good a chance again.

The datastore’s walls shimmered and a crystalline spider oozed through—Vilanni IC had found him. First things first. He engaged his Claw Hand attack program. The battle against the IC was short and sharp, but the outcome was never in doubt. Maybe FastJack could have taken the spider down quicker. Maybe.

But the spider was just the first of Vilanni’s defenses. There would be worse soon.

FLASH!

Cyberspace around him winked from its normal image to a negative version.

Sooner than soon.

FLASH!

Frag! Not now! Clearly, he’d lost track of time. There was nothing else Andy could do now but bail. He’d be hosed if he didn’t get out.

He hit Save. He’d pick up his adventure later. Feather and Buckhead would wait for him. They always did. Vilanni would wait too. It wasn’t like they were real-world.

The real world had its own imperatives. And right now was one of those. No more games. Time to go to work.


 

>>>>>NewsNet downlink

—[05:10:31/8-14-55]

 

North Virginia Statehood Controversy

A new bill apportioning voting districts in the former North Virginia counties of Fairfax, Alexandria, and Arlington is moving through the North Virginia General Assembly. The legislation is an undisguised challenge to the constitutionality of 2024’s Federal Capital District Act, by which the UCAS government annexed those counties, removing them from North Virginia’s jurisdiction. 

Commented State Senator Wendell North (Arch-PW): “Like all of this bill’s sponsors, I am gratified by the strong support the Senate has shown in its swift passage of our bill. We have every confidence that the measure will pass with an equally overwhelming margin in the House of Delegates. UCAS made a mistake thirty years ago. The people of this region have had time to see where their interest lies and, believe me, the people are ready to act. We have a lot of good folk here in North Virginia; people who know their minds, know their hearts, and know where their loyalty belongs. You’ll all be seeing that soon enough.”

 

 

Comp Army Update

Senators Gorchakov (Dem-MN) and Drinkwater (Lib-ME) introduced a bill today calling for the immediate payment of all overdue displacement compensation. [Crossref Financials: CAU.] To the cheers of assembled Comp Army soldiers, Drinkwater made the announcement from an improvised podium. “There is no question about it,” he said. “We must pay this debt of honor.”

Reactions on the Hill have been mixed. Speaker of the House Betty Jo Pritchard (Rep-ONT) led the opposition. In a public statement made today, she said:

“As I stated when the first of these ‘marchers’ showed up on the Capitol steps, with our country running a fifty-billion-dollar deficit annually, I don’t see how responsible legislators can justify any measures designed for the special benefit of only one segment of the population. It makes no practical sense.”<<<<<


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Major Tom Rocquette poked his head out the commander’s hatch of the Ranger command car to scan the urban landscape with his unaided eyes. His vision was blurred by fatigue, and he considered taking another wideawake. Could he afford any further degradation of his reflexes? More importantly, could he afford a microsleep during which he’d miss something important? Unwilling to disgrace his new leaves, he dug a tab out of his kit and popped it. He had to stay alert. His unit had already gotten caught once by relying solely on their helmets’ augmentation visors; he wasn’t about to let that happen again.

From the east came the sound of weapons fire. That should be Santiago’s task force. He wished he knew what was happening over there, but the battalion recon drones weren’t feeding anything to his tac computer; they hadn’t for more than twelve hours. Olivetti, in command of the battalion’s tele-operated assets, had nothing but excuses every time Tom called for data or support. This time Tom didn’t even bother.

At least something in Olivetti’s command was still functioning. Half a block away, the sprawled-starfish shape of a Steel Lynx wheeled drone squatted in the street, temporarily halted in overwatch while First Team advanced. This drone and its controller, call sign Gold Autumn, had proven themselves the best tele-operated unit in Tom’s task force, and it was the only one still running. The drone’s turret swiveled slightly, adjusting its angle of fire to clear the troops it was supporting. Or was there more to it?

Tom opened the link to the task force’s rigger command vehicle. “Gold Autumn, this is Gold Count. Are you reading targets? Over.”

“Negative, Gold Count. Area scans clear. Over.”

“Affirm. Stay sharp. Gold Count out.” He didn’t want to be surprised again.

“Major?” It was Captain Vahn, his second in command. “We gonna go help Santiago’s team?”

“We haven’t been asked,” Tom said.

Vahn didn’t look happy with the answer. Tom wasn’t happy either. It wasn’t easy going on with your job when your buddies had found a hot zone, but they were on a search-and-destroy sweep and if they abandoned their job to make like the cavalry and help Santiago’s team, they might be opening themselves and everybody else up to a strike by the hostiles. The brass knew what was going on; they would know if Santiago needed help. You had to trust them; it was part of being on the team.

Right now his team needed his attention.

First Team was moving forward past a building that belched smoke from every orifice. The roiling black clouds obscured the upper stories of most of the structures ahead of them. Dangerous. Unaided eyes couldn’t pierce that gloom; he’d have to hope that the troops’ augmented vision would spot any danger from that quarter. He concentrated on the street level.

It was good that he did. He spotted a flicker of movement in the rubbled building along which First Team’s right flank moved. The team was on point and almost on top of whatever it was.

“Point Team, halt!”

The scramble to cover started immediately and was completed quickly. Although he could locate all of them on his tac comp, only one soldier remained visible from Tom’s position. Even the Steel Lynx had scuttled sideways and found some rubble to shelter against. They were good troops. Tom wished he could take the credit for honing them so well, but they hadn’t been under his command long enough for that; he was happy enough to have them. Later, he would send a thank-you note to their former commander.

Unfortunately more troops had gone to ground nearer the suspicious movement than made him comfortable, but nothing jumped out to get them.

“What’s going on, Major?” Sergeant Omenski asked.

Tom hadn’t seen anything he could characterize as a threat, but he felt uneasy. He’d seen movement, hadn’t he? He hoped it wasn’t wideawake-induced paranoia. Still, caution was better than stupidity. “You picking up anything ahead and to your right?”

After a moment to confer with his Team, Omenski was back on the line. “We don’t see anything.”

Had he been wrong? The gathering dusk and drifting smoke made it hard to be sure. He realized that the firing from Santiago’s position had stopped. It was very quiet. He didn’t like that. It had gotten quiet just before they were jumped the last time. “Watch your front, Sergeant. Special attention to your one through three. Stand by.”

“Understood.” Omenski’s tone made it clear he disagreed with his commander’s order to stop the advance for no apparent reason.

No apparent reason.

Tom slipped back inside the command car, ignoring the questioning expression of his commo chief. He wanted to talk to the man reclining, eyes closed, on the couch set against the armored outer wall. Tom tapped rhythmically on his arm. When the man opened his eyes, Tom asked, “You got anything, Hooter?”

Hooter was the nickname of Lieutenant Carolstan, the task force’s magician. The small man had picked up the sobriquet because he wore thick-lensed glasses that made his large eyes, peering from within dark rings, look even larger than they were. The image had reminded someone of an owl. It didn’t help that Carolstan had a steady, unblinking stare. Those glasses marked Carolstan for what he was, even more obviously than his radiant sword insignia. The man had significant myopia, a defect that could be permanently and invisibly corrected with a minor implant, but he wouldn’t allow it. Like most mages, he refused any implants that would threaten the psychic integrity of his body. The Army wouldn’t permit contact lenses, so glasses it was, and “Hooter” was the result.

Carolstan, also like most magicians, didn’t much care for the nickname the troopers hung on him. “The name’s Carolstan, Major.”

Tom didn’t care. Troops didn’t much like magic or magicians. Such animosity—though fear played a part, too—was why they coined demeaning nicknames. Years of working with the specialists of the Army’s Thaumaturgic Corps had taught Tom that there were magicians who deserved both animosity and fear; Tom hadn’t worked with Hooter long enough to know if he was one of them. One thing was certain: troops especially didn’t like people—magicians or officers—who let them down. “It’s Dogmeat if you’re not doing your job.”

Hooter pursed his lips, drawing his face down into an expression that suited his nickname. “I have nothing to report from the astral.”

“Go take another look. Pay attention to the building anchoring First Team’s right flank.”

Instead of going back to his command station, Tom crawled up into the command car’s turret. He wanted to get his own eyeballs back on the terrain while Hooter did his astral recon. Whatever he’d seen wasn’t visible now. He kept searching anyway. 

He routed his tac feed to that station, so that from time to time he could glance down at the turret’s bank of monitors. No sense losing touch. One displayed the positions of his men, each marked with a blue symbol; no red showed. Neither did the input relayed from the troops’ helmets or the M-6 Ranger’s own sensors indicate the presence of any hostiles. Yet something still made Tom hesitate to resume the advance. 

Another display showed the interior of the command car, where the magician lay still as a dead man while he did his arcane scout. Hooter was taking longer than he should, but he showed no signs of distress. Maybe he was just being thorough. Tom wished he knew the magician better, so that he could make a better informed guess about why he might be taking so long. Finally Hooter stirred, indicating that he was coming out of his trance.

Tom was on him at once. “Well? What did you see?”

The magician’s eyes shifted into focus. “There is nothing to be seen.”

“Then it’s all clear?”

“You have my report,” Hooter said brusquely. Mages were notoriously touchy about people questioning their competence. Apparently Tom had insulted this one.

Tom had more important things to do than nursemaid Hooter’s ego. The task force still had a mission. He returned his attention to the street just in time to see a half-dozen squat green shapes emerge from the ruins. The hostiles were little more than silhouettes with the raw, rough-hewn shape of trolls, but shorter and broader. The trollish hostiles moved fast—very fast—bounding in among First Team’s position. Small-arms fire erupted as the Team recognized their danger. One of the green things went down, but the rest surged forward.

“Active magic,” Hooter announced. He had popped up in the commander’s hatch.

“So get active yourself and try to knock down some of those things,” Tom told him.

“Don’t expect much,”’ Hooter snapped back, but he did start to mumble a spell.

Tom didn’t have time to figure out what Hooter was trying. A larger shape, orange this time but still vaguely humanoid and no better defined, rose from the rubble and lumbered forward. The orange hostile stormed past First Team and headed straight for Second Team’s position. No one in Second Team fired at it.

Why hadn’t the team opened up on the thing?

Questions later; now, they needed help. “Gold Count to Gold Autumn, shift support to Second Team.”

The drone’s rigger didn’t reply, but the Steel Lynx rolled out from behind cover, its turret swiveling to bring its weapons to bear on the hulking target. The drone scooted into the monster’s path. Rolling backwards down the street in front of the hostile, the Lynx opened up. The stream of fire appeared to hit the target, but to no effect.

Some kind of displacement illusion?

Tom swiveled the turret’s minigun around to bear. He depressed the firing stud. The gun rumbled as a fiery stream of tracer poured out, raking the air to one side of the monster. Slight aim shift, then the other. No visible effect. Hell with that! Tom shifted his aim and speared the thing. The orange hulk staggered, but didn’t stop.

The smaller green hostiles rampaged through First Team’s position. On Tom’s tac comp, blue lights started flashing everywhere as one of the hostiles reached his troops. One by one, the blue lights winked out. First Team was being annihilated.

Tom called for help. “Gold Count to Tin Leader!”

“This is Tin Leader.” Olivetti’s voice was calm, almost detached. “We’re a bit busy here.”

“Olivetti!” he screamed over the tac commo. “We’ve been jumped. Get your fragging mechanical birds down here!”

“Wilco,” replied the rigger commander.

Tom could only hope that Olivetti was telling the truth. It wouldn’t be the first time he had promised support he didn’t have.

What they really needed were a few Yellowjacket light choppers, or even one Destrier close-support ship, but Tom’s Special Resources battalion hadn’t been assigned any heavy aerial assets. All the task force had was their share of the battalion’s integral rigger company with its MCT-Nissan Shadowhawk rotor drones. The Shadowhawks were lightweight, but his mission briefing had said that those assigned to support this mission would be armed with antipersonnel weapons.

Could their opposition could be considered personnel? The orange and green shapes looked humanoid, barely, but they acted more like relentless killing machines. They sure as hell didn’t go down like men.

An unnaturally loud hornet-buzz announced the arrival of Olivetti’s drones. A pair went by the command car, too fast for Tom to get a good look at them, but the tac comp flashed stats on them. Both Shadowhawks packed miniguns, rotary tri-barrels like that on the command car, which could spit out a stream of lead that would cut a man into bits.

The orange monstrosity advanced through the drones’ fire without stopping. Its outer edges flickered a little. It was taking some effect from the weight of fire pouring down on it. The thing sought cover. But it wasn’t stopped; the drones’ firepower only made it take a longer route to Second Team’s position. That was all.

That was wrong. Nothing living should be able to withstand such a volume of fire.

The orange hostile disappeared from Tom’s line of fire as it continued its approach to Second Team’s position. The thing was almost on top of the troops and they still weren’t firing in their own defense. Tac comp showed them all unwounded. So why weren’t they firing? Tom knew they were better trained than their performance was showing. Second Team’s nonreaction was wrong too. No one responded to his calls on the team’s frequency. Wrong, wrong, wrong.

“The scenario’s screwed up. What the hell’s going on here, Hooter?”

Hooter raised an eyebrow. “You know the rules, Major. Stick to the scenario. You want to discuss context or simulation parameters, you save it for debrief.”

Tom gave the mage his best junior-officer-frying glare, but Hooter didn’t wither. The magician knew something he wasn’t telling Tom. Like most mages, he was probably looking out for his own hoop and couldn’t be bothered worrying about his teammates. Didn’t he understand that the team came first? If the team didn’t win, nobody won. But here the little fragger was, keeping secrets and standing on the rules. 

“All right then. By the rules. Give me a situation evaluation, Lieutenant Carolstan. What is the magical threat?”

“The details are obscured, but as I said, there’s active magic. Can’t you feel it?”

“I’m not the one supposed to be a mage.”

“Look at the hostile.”

Hooter pointed to where the Shadowhawks buzzed around, hovering and picking their shots. The orange hostile continued to move through the rubble, rarely exposing itself for long, and the drones didn’t get off many shots. Always, inexorably, the hostile moved closer to Second Team’s position.

The rubble through which the hostile was moving was bad going for the Steel Lynx. Tom ordered the drone back to support what was left of First Team. He also ordered his driver to take the command car in closer to the fight. He needed clearer fire lanes to support Second Team. The M-6 Ranger command car wasn’t a panzer or even a tank, but it was the heaviest piece of equipment the task force had left. Concrete grinding under its wheels, the armored command car moved forward.

As they approached the hostile playing hide-and-seek among the rubble, Tom began to feel something. There was a strangeness that radiated from the monster, something that touched deep wells of loathing in Tom’s soul and woke the small animal spirit in him. That spirit cried out and urged him to run away from the thing stalking ever closer, to hide and cower, to do anything but confront it. Now he understood what had happened to Second Team. Magic-induced fear was suppressing them. He’d been annoyed by the hostile before, but now he hated it for what it had done to his men and was trying to do to him.

“Counter the thing’s spell,” he ordered Hooter.

The mage aborted the spell he’d been constructing. “I thought you wanted me to attack the hostiles?”

“Are you questioning orders, Lieutenant? In combat? You know what the rules say about that.” 

“No questions,” Hooter said sullenly. “Sir.”

“Then earn your fragging specialist bonus! Protect Second Team!”

Hooter shrank back from him, but he started a new spell.

Whatever else was happening around them, the feelings Tom was getting from the hostile were very real. And they were growing stronger, weakening the walls of anger he threw up to steel himself. He feared he might succumb to the waves of overpowering dread emanating from the hostile. Second Team had already fallen victim. If he did, too, the task force was doomed. He ordered his driver to halt.

The thought of this single, cheating, orange fragger beating his task force was like gasoline on the fire of his anger. Tom aimed the Ranger’s minigun toward where he guessed the hostile would appear next. That orange bastard wasn’t going to beat him! He was about to order his driver to advance again when the thing appeared at the edge of an alley. Tom’s thumbs came down and his weapon roared.

Tom roared with it. Somewhere deep down he knew he was losing it, but he didn’t care. The days of butting through the urban wilderness and wiring himself with wide-awakes had pared away the insulation and left him a little raw. That was the enemy out there in his sights. His enemy. And he wasn’t going to let it win!

The orange monster flickered.

Tom didn’t know why, and he didn’t care. He kept firing. The heat from his weapon’s barrel washed back over him.

Someone in Second Team started to fire. Then a grenade crumped next to the hostile. Though sporadic, the new attacks caused the orange monster to stumble. The team seemed to take heart at that. More troops brought their weapons to bear. Tom shouted encouragement to them and continued to rip at the thing.

Their orange enemy seemed to shrink a little. Tom roared his triumph, seemingly louder than the sustained coughing roar of his weapon.

The humanoid shape froze in mid-stride, then faded, revealing the drone beneath: a Steel Lynx variant. The drone folded away its sensor-projector array and relaxed its legs, sprawling into its breed’s characteristic star-shaped relax pose. Its job in this war game was done.

Tom’s tac comp was flashing a message from battalion headquarters. 

“All units:

Game terminated.

Hold position until verified by an umpire.

Stand down.

All officers:

Debrief 1830.”

The same message would be showing on tac comps, datascreens, and helmet visors all over the unit. Tom slumped down in his commander’s seat and stared at the screen. The battle, never real, was over. The very real exhaustion of three days of field exercise asserted itself, threatening to overwhelm Tom’s chemically reinforced awareness. It seemed that every one of his bones ached with weariness. Tired as Tom was, his men would be no less weary; he had to get them squared away before he could let go. Part of him was happy the exercise was over, but part of him was annoyed. It hadn’t been exactly fair. He held onto that annoyance, using the anger to keep him going.

What in one Christian hell, seven Buddhist hells, and an uncountable number of unpleasant afterlives did the designers of this scenario think the troops were going to be fighting?


 

>>>>>WFDC Feed Coverage

—[18:22:11/8-14-55]

Reporter: Derry Dale [DALE-365]

Uplink site: Fredericksburg, North Virginia

 

Dale: “Governor Jefferson, what do you say now that State Senator North’s challenge to the Federal Capital District Act of 2024 has cleared the state senate?”

Jefferson: “The honorable senator has his views. I have mine. I’m sure that Congress and the Supreme Court will have their own. I can’t stop the senator from setting up this challenge; that’s his right, indeed it is the right of any honest citizen. But I am the duly elected governor North Virginia, and as long as North Virginia remains a part of the UCAS, I’ll be here in Fredericksburg doing my job.”

Dale: “Do you attach any significance to the margin of passage?”

Jefferson: “The margin isn’t the whole story in politics, as we all know. I think you might find that support isn’t as strong as the good senator would like you to believe.”

Dale: “Eighty percent in favor seems pretty strong to me.”

Jefferson: “Derry, you and I both know that not every senator votes his conscience every time a bill goes through. The story’s not told till we get to the end.”

[Cut to courthouse steps; Dale standing alone. Inset: Teresa Lee (Rep), Regional Commissioner of Fairfax District, FDC]

Dale: “There are those both north and south of the Potomac who question the Governor’s evaluation of the situation. To some, the scent of unrest and dissatisfaction is in the air. Commissioner Theresa Lee, had this to say: “Governor Jefferson is out of touch with the hearts and minds of the people. The area between the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers has always been a unique and coherent region. Arbitrary lines on a map can’t change that. Those of us who live here know what North Virginia is, and where it belongs.”<<<<<


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Russ Sanchez was waiting for Andy at the entrance to the Track. Russ was Andy’s mentor, which wasn’t as stuffy as it sounded; Russ was an okay guy. The Track was the virtual arena where Telestrian Cyberdyne tested its new models, or rather their virtual analogs. 

“Running a little long, Mr. Walker?” Russ asked.

Anybody else would have said “running late,” but the odd syntax wasn’t a mistake. Not with Russ. Andy had long suspected that Russ knew what was behind Andy’s tendency to tardiness, but it wasn’t something they talked about. So Andy said, “I got a little preoccupied. I’ll go late tonight if it’s a problem.”

The computer resources Andy used for his runs weren’t exactly his to use. If he and Russ talked about Andy’s virtual pastimes directly, Russ would be obligated to ask after details of access and allocation, and Andy would feel obligated to give them. Which would have put another, different obligation on Russ—that of having to report Andy for theft of Telestrian’s computer resources. Neither of them wanted that, so they never talked about Andy’s adventures.

Russ’s implicit condoning of Andy’s irregular activities was only one of the things Andy liked about Russ. Although Russ was officially Andy’s boss, he was more like a friend. Russ wasn’t as stuffed as the other Telestrian managers. He was an all right guy, not the corp stereotype at all. In a lot of ways, Russ was the father Andy had grown up without.

Andy’s biological father was Matthew “Cruncher” Walker. Cruncher had worked security for Telestrian East, Cyberdyne’s parent company, but he hadn’t been just a shuffle-along prowl guard. Telestrian didn’t demonstrate the prejudice of Cruncher’s previous employer, the sanctimonious and hypocritical UCAS government. The fact that Matthew Walker was an ork wasn’t a problem at the big T. Telestrian’s bosses knew that the bottom line was performance, and they rewarded whatever metatype delivered. Cruncher had been a site supervisor with numerous commendations and bonus citations. He’d been on his way up in the Telestrian security force. It had taken death in the line of duty to stop Cruncher.

Unfortunately, Andy didn’t remember much about his father. The dust-up in which Cruncher died had happened when Andy was three. Andy knew what Cruncher looked like, and he remembered the strong, rasping grip of his father’s hardened hands and the fierceness of his hugs. There were other memories too; but they were more vague, less pleasant, so he didn’t try very hard to remember those. When it came right down to it, though, he had no real grasp on his father as a person, and all the pictures and recordings Andy’s mother had kept, even the stories she’d told him, didn’t tell him near enough about the person Cruncher had been.

With Cruncher’s death, the family had become corporate pensioners. Telestrian East administered the estate and the not inconsiderable loss benefits. The big T ensured that Andy and his sisters got a good education. Telestrian had also arranged slots for his mother and his sisters. His mother Shayla currently worked as a senior receptionist for the Internal Marketing bullpen. Two of his sisters had slots in the admin pool and the third, Asa—who everyone knew was the smart one—was working an advanced study program-internship for a bigwig at Telestrian’s home office in Tir Tairngire.

Even Andy had grown into the family business, as it were. Though he was still attending classes two days a week, working toward his advanced studies certificate, he held down a slot within Telestrian Cyberdyne as a test driver. When younger he’d worked with the teams developing entertainment simulators. What he was doing now was familiar stuff, not surprising since he’d been playtesting for the corp since he was a kid, since even before Telestrian had funded his datajack. These days he was getting more real development work and that was exciting. It felt good to be a contributing member of the corporate family.

But even a paternal, caring corporation wasn’t a real father. Russ wasn’t either, but he was as close as Andy was likely to come. Maybe that was why Russ’s approval was so important to him. 

It was an approval he was likely to lose if he didn’t stop daydreaming.

As usual, Russ was one step ahead of him.

“Welcome back,” Russ said. “Shall I go over the brief again or did you record?”

Fortunately, by force of habit, Andy had set to record. He liked being able to see if the postbrief matched the prebrief, which it didn’t always do, especially when someone other than Russ handled the session. Russ’s briefing was stored in his headware memory. “I’ve got it,” he said.

“Good. I wouldn’t want to think I was totally wasting my time.” With a wave of Russ’s hand the entrance dissolved, and he and Andy were standing in the open. Bright sunlight flooded down all around them. “You ready to get down to work?”

Andy was still taking in the scenery. Today the Track was configured for a badlands setting, with lots of mesas and buttes, and not a road in sight. The land forms were low res, sketchy shapes with minimal modeling and bland, flat surface modeling. There were no clouds in the sky. All of which suggested that the Track’s resources were focused on vehicle parameters and full-feedback monitoring. Andy knew that meant he’d be rigging one of the newer models. Real work today.

“Montjoy?” he asked. The Montjoy Project was Telestrian Cyberdyne’s latest foray into cybernetic vehicle-control systems. It was cutting-edge stuff, and very, very secret. Andy had test-driven early versions of the vehicle. Partials, to be sure, but an honor nonetheless.

“It’s not like you earned it,” Russ said. “But you’re right.”

Two dark shapes winked into existence beside them. The Montjoy vehicles were sleek and tapered, reminiscent of broad-headed sharks without dorsal fins. Thrust-vectoring nozzles made slight bulges at strategic points along the vehicle’s surface. The canopy over the cockpit was blanked this time. For this run the Montjoys would be relying purely on their sensor suites. Andy’s name hung in the air above one of the vehicles, the dark letters beckoning him forward. He took a slow tour around the Montjoy, admiring its looks.

“I know a dozen test drivers who’d kill you if they thought it would let them take your place,” Russ said.

“But they didn’t have my test scores, did they?” Russ had once let it slip that Andy had shown an early aptitude in cybernetic control, with higher scores than anyone in his age group. Andy liked to think about it as his special edge. Andy quoted the corp’s motto, “At Telestrian we go with the best.”

Russ shook his head. “Let’s just say they didn’t have your availability.”

Andy let Russ’s ego-checking comment roll past him. He didn’t really care about the reasons. What mattered was that he was here and going to rig the Montjoy. But there were two vehicles, and the other had no name over it.

He looked at Russ. “You’re rigging today, too?”

“We’ll be playing tag, remember?” Russ gave a theatrical sigh. “I suppose you’ve also forgotten that if you get more than five hundred meters off the deck, you get tagged out. Triple A or something like that. In any case, you lose the run and make certain engineers very unhappy. Got it?”

Andy didn’t remember, but he supposed the details had been in the brief. Those details were important or Russ wouldn’t have mentioned them again, so he said, “Got it.”

“Okay, in you go.”

Andy’s viewpoint shifted. He was no longer standing on the open field of the Track. Instead he was sitting, reclining actually, in the cockpit of the Montjoy testbed. The Montjoy vehicle wasn’t real, and he wasn’t really in its cockpit, but it was awfully hard to tell.

Russ had told him that back in the previous century, manufacturers had actually had to build physical prototypes to test their designs. Andy found it hard to imagine building something before you knew whether it would work or not. Physical manufacturing was a lot more costly than computer time, making such a venture a big investment gamble. Even if the design was mostly good, any unanticipated flaw could result in expensive retooling before production could start. Manufacturers were a lot smarter these days; they’d learned that it was a waste of good money to build something just to see if it worked.

Still, there was a certain allure to such a way of doing business. It must have been terribly exciting to strap yourself into a vehicle, not knowing if it would work, but completely assured that you were betting your life that it would. Medical tech was pretty primitive in those days. You couldn’t count on the docs rebuilding you if something got hosed and you cracked up.

Andy had no worries about dying on the Track. If he wiped on the Track, he wouldn’t get hurt, not physically anyway. Mistakes still had their costs, in computer time to determine whether a crash was due to vehicle design or operator error, but either way the techs just reset and he could take the vehicle out again. He would take a hit on his evaluation, though, and that would hurt his chance of doing this kind of work all the time after graduation.

He ran his hand over the smooth surface of the Montjoy’s control banks. The surface would extrude whatever buttons or toggles were needed for positive touch interface control. So slick. His fingers rimmed the chrome surface of the dataport. So sleek. The Montjoy was the most sophisticated vehicle he’d ever test-driven. Much tougher to master than any of the panzers or LAVs he rigged in his shadowrun simulations. But then, the Montjoy was better than any of those.

“You asleep in there?” Russ’s voice came over the cockpit speakers.

“Just orienting.”

“Oh? Well, tag, you’re it.”

Time to go to work. Cocking his wrist, Andy willed the emergence of the dataspike.

The docs weren’t ready to do the replacement on his real-world hand and install one. They said they were waiting for his bone-growth rate to slow a little. But it must be getting close. Last week they’d had him in for some preliminary work. His arm had almost immediately started to itch fiercely, and it still did. Psychosomatic, they’d told him when he called in, worried. Not an uncommon reaction, they said, nothing to worry about. He really couldn’t feel the nanobots laying the circuitry under his skin. No one could do that.

In the Matrix that didn’t matter. Andy’s persona icon, the visual image that would represent him in cyberspace, was whatever he told it to be, and in this regard he told it to be what he would one day be. Here he had the sharpest, chilliest interface going. He snugged the spike into its receptacle and the Montjoy came alive for him. Its sensors became his eyes, its engine his heart. Man as machine. Glorious! The power was incredible. Eat your systemic fluid pumps out, street samurai!

He looked around. The other Montjoy was gone. No heat trail, which was something of a cheat. Russ’s vehicle must have been computer-teleported to some other location on the Track. They would be playing hide-and-seek as well as tag.

“Sooner done, sooner done,” Russ liked to say. Andy agreed. He revved his turbines to optimal and leapt into the sky.

His confidence proved to be overconfidence. Andy lost all four of the morning’s matches. Hardly the performance he’d wanted to turn in, but flying the Montjoy was tricky.

After the lunch break, Russ reviewed his performance with him, pointing out the weak spots. Andy did better in the afternoon, but it wasn’t until the fourth run that he managed a clean tag on Russ. The success made Andy eager for another chance. Russ was hesitant—it was pretty late in the day—but finally caved to Andy’s insistence. Sure that he’d tag Russ easily this time, Andy watched Russ’s Montjoy disappear among the buttes while he waited for his “go” signal. To Andy’s annoyance, the controllers gave Russ a good long lead. The heat trail was too cold to be useful by the time Andy got permission to launch.

Andy headed straight to a spot he’d noticed in the last run. It had looked like the perfect ambush spot, and he was sure Russ had seen it too. Russ might not be there, but at least it was a place to start the hunt. And if Russ was there, Andy figured he could get the jump on him by coming in with cannons blazing. Which was exactly what he did—to no effect. Russ wasn’t there.

Russ had been there, though. The air was contaminated with fresh exhaust. Andy went on looking. For a long time. He was beginning to wonder if Russ had left and turned the run into a flying exercise when he spotted the other Montjoy. It was backing from the blind canyon where Russ had caught Andy on the second run of the day. Andy put a shot across Russ’s rear just to say hello.

Russ vectored down and his Montjoy shot up like a rocket, right out of the path of Andy’s second burst. There were still a few tricks left in the old master. Russ’s Montjoy scraped belly dropping behind a ridge and out of sight. Andy throttled up and went after him.

The ride was wild. They screamed past rockfaces and hurtled over the broken terrain at far greater speeds than Andy would have dared in a real-world machine. The human mind could guide a terrain-following program only so fast. They pushed the envelope, weaving among the buttes almost too fast for even the powerful Montjoy engines to keep inertia from smearing them on a rockface. Andy hadn’t expected Russ to jam things so hard, but he wasn’t going to complain. The only thing better than what they were doing would be to rig one of these babies over such a course for real. Andy was having the time of his life.

Until Russ pulled a maneuver Andy hadn’t seen before, and ended up behind him as they roared into a broad river canyon. Cannon shells raked across the sky in front of Andy. The bursts buffeted his
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