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CHAPTER ONE

 

I knew it was going to be a bad day when I saw the dead snake on my doorstep that morning. I should have recognized it for the omen that it was. But at the time, it was just another annoyance.

Everything had gone wrong that week. On Monday, my computer caught a case of “Tourette’s virus”—a nasty little program that seeded my outgoing reports with four-letter words, causing my clients to think I’d lost it. On Tuesday my car was vandalized and the jerk I hired to fix it tried to rip me off, not realizing that this was one woman who knew as much about bodywork as he did. On Wednesday, I came down with a head cold that settled in my sinuses, making my forehead pound and my thoughts go muzzy. And on Thursday I received a notice from the Internal Revenue Department via telecom, announcing that last year’s return was going to be audited. Again. It was clear that the accountant who kept the books for my one-woman detective agency needed to be fired. Or burned at the stake, with my tax returns as fuel for the flames.

Friday…well, I still didn’t know what more could go wrong, but it was already a bloody miserable day just the same. It had been raining steadily for the entire month of November, and Seattle residents were starting to joke about 2057 being the year when they’d finally need to build their arks. Nobody even looked at the sky any more; it was always the same lead-gray. The constant drizzle combined with the condensation in my basement flat to produce a faint miasma of mold. Not that I could smell it. My sinuses were filled with concrete. At least, that’s how it felt.

The snake lay on my doorstep, spine bent at an acute angle just behind the head and its “throat” chewed open. I could guess who the culprit was. Pinkerton, my cat, usually practiced “catch and release.” I’d found rats, starlings, moles—even a squirrel one time, although spirits only knew how Pinkerton had wrestled it in through his cat door—hiding under couches or peeking out at me from shelves. But this time, Pinkerton had gone for the kill.

The snake was an odd-looking specimen. Not the usual greenish-brown garter snake so common in the Pacific Northwest (and that Mama Grande always talks to while puttering in the garden), but instead a mottled buff and brown—desert camouflage colors—dotted with tiny flecks of brilliant turquoise. I’d never seen anything like it. Maybe it was one of the multitude of strange new creatures mutated by the magic of the Awakened world.

I picked the snake up by the tail and looked around for a place to put it. I considered burying the corpse, but getting a shovel meant unlocking the tool shed and I didn’t want to get my hands muddy by scraping around in the flower bed. So I carried the snake out to the lane and dropped it in a trash can.

If I’d been thinking clearly, I would have been concerned that Mama Grande would see it. Rafael was at work until later that evening, and she’d be the only one to take out the trash before the truck came around in the afternoon. At the very least, I could have hidden the snake under one of the bags. But I just dropped it on top, in plain view.

As I put the lid back on the garbage can, I succumbed to a fit of sneezing. By the time it was over, my eyes were watering and my nose was running. The drizzle of rain had turned into a steady patter and my hair hung limp. So when Mama G opened her window and called to me to come inside, I opted to spend a little time warming up in her kitchen before setting out. Frag the appointment. I could be a little late for it, if I had to.

My self-appointed grandmother and her grandson Rafael live—lived—on the main floor of the rental house that also held my basement doss. It’s an older building, dating from the middle of the last century—solidly blue collar, like the rest of the houses in Auburn. Square and boxy, its two-story bulk covered with stained gray stucco, the place has no pretenses. It probably never did.

The back steps leading up to the main floor are riddled with dry rot. I constantly warned Mama G not to use them, but she just laughed at me and rolled her eyes. I guess when you come from a country that’s been torn apart by civil war, a shaky staircase doesn’t seem like much to worry about.

I climbed the steps, expecting my foot to go through a weak spot at any moment. With the way my luck had gone lately, a twisted ankle wouldn’t have surprised me. But I made it to the top without injury. Miracles, it seemed, still happened.

As I reached the top, Mama G opened the wooden door and pushed open the torn screen door that fronted it. I hadn’t heard the click of a lock, and so I scolded her. “Rafael spent a lot of time installing those voice-recognition locks, Mama Grande. You really should use them.”

“Eso no los detendrá,” she answered.

Some time ago, I’d uploaded the contents of a LinguaSoft into the permanent memory of my headware so that I could understand Aztlaner Spanish. That didn’t mean I could always understand Mama G. “That won’t stop who?” I asked. But she was already off in another world, bustling about the kitchen. I stepped inside, wiping my wet feet on the mat, and closed the door behind me. I activated the security system, even though I knew full well that Mama G would spend the day in the garden tending her plants—rain or no rain—and would probably leave the back door wide open.

I saw that Rafael had plugged up the holes in the door once again. A month ago, Mama G had used his drill to bore a series of five-centimeter-wide holes near the bottom of the door. She said it let “the spirits” inside. As far as I could tell, the spirits amounted to nothing more than a cold breeze on the ankles. But to Mama G, they were real—old friends who shouldn’t be forced to wait and knock. Hence the holes.

Mama G was following her usual routine, shuffling in a repetitive S-pattern at the center of the kitchen. It was what she always did when she wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words, even in Spanish. It gave her time to think.

While she worked out her frustration, I looked around the room to see how the woman I’d come to regard as my grandmother was getting along. The ceiling was festooned with the usual collection of herbs, hung to dry from a series of screw-in hooks. Jesus in his crown of thorns stared mournfully down from a holographic portrait above the doorway; his slightly bulging eyes seemed to be following Mama G’s progress around the kitchen. A chrome-legged table was covered with a layer of newspapers that protected it from the oily collection of motorcycle parts that Rafael had been working on. Beside them sat an ashtray filled with stubbed-out cigarettes. But the dishes had been done and none of the stove elements were on—Mama G’s short-term memory seemed to be holding, even though her long-term retention was glitched.

I wondered what she wanted. Perhaps she was going to hint, once again, that I should get married. In her opinion, Rafael and I were the perfect match—we’d known each other for three years, ever since my brief stint working as a security guard, just after I left the Star. It didn’t matter to Rosalita that we had nothing else in common—or that I wasn’t interested in repeating my last disastrous relationship, no matter how aesthetically appealing Rafael’s muscular body might be.

Rafael had put in a good word for me with the landlord after the previous tenant of the basement flat had bugged out. He was a good friend, and often came downstairs for a cup of soykaf or invited me up for some home brew. I liked his company—and adored his grandmother. But that was as far as it went. I wasn’t going to marry any man who put his motorcycle first and his girlfriend of the week second.

Mama G’s shuffling was slowing down. She moistened her lips with her tongue—her other nervous habit—then stopped suddenly and smoothed her white hair with a wrinkled hand. She stood blinking at me, one hand plucking at the fabric of her dress. Its colorful, pleated skirt was set with tiny round mirrors that had been appliquéed onto the cloth as protection against the evil eye. Then the confusion cleared from her eyes as she remembered what she had been about to tell me.

“Lenora.” My name rolled off her tongue. Despite the LinguaSoft, I’d never been able to master rolling my Rs like a native Spanish-speaker. For the millionth time, I regretted not paying attention when my mother had tried to teach me Spanish. But I’d only wanted to fit in, had dreaded the prejudice that she’d faced as an émigré to Seattle. Perhaps that was why I always insisted on being called Leni, and never used my full name, which was a mouthful: Lenora María Antonía de Torrés. But I made allowances for Mama G.

“You have un resfriado, a cold,” she said. “I’ll fix you some tea.”

“I don’t have time for tea,” I protested, thinking Mama G was going to try one of her odd-tasting herbal remedies on me.

“No té, mí hija,” she said. “Magia.”

I was in for it now. Mama G’s “magic” could take hours—days, even, when she really got wound up—and was totally bogus.  Not one of her “spells” ever worked. At one point, in an effort to persuade her to stop wasting the money Rafael gave her on thaumaturgical supplies, I’d had a mage friend give her the Dumas Test. She hadn’t registered any magical talent whatsoever. But that didn’t stop her from trying to cure every ailment known to metahumanity with a host of bewildering incantations and homemade charms.

I suppose her lack of magical talent was for the best. At least I didn’t have to worry about her accidentally conjuring up a malevolent spirit with all of her mumbo jumbo.

The trouble was, if you didn’t humor Mama G and play along with her “magic”, she became extremely agitated and upset. And I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. I sighed and sat down at the table while she bustled off into the bedroom.

She returned carrying a ceramic pot, which she set on a clear space on the table. The pot was painted with Mayan hieroglyphs and stylized images of humans wearing tall, ornate headdresses. Made from cheap red clay, it had been chipped and smudged to look like an antique but had in fact been mass-produced in Aztlan for export to “collectors” around the world. Rafael had picked it up at a garage sale a few years ago, back when he was in his “discovering my roots” phase. When that ended, he had used it as a storage jar, to hold odds and ends. As far as I knew, the jar was still filled with a miscellaneous collection of bolts and screws.

Mama G took the lid off the jar and rummaged inside. A downy white feather spilled over the edge and drifted down onto the table. The jar must have been filled with them—although feathers weren’t the only thing it held. Her eyes sparkling, Mama G lifted out a snake. For a moment, I thought she really had performed magic by resurrecting the creature I’d found dead on my doorstep. It was a twin of the one I’d just put in the trash, a buff and brown snake with turquoise flecks, as long and thin as a chopstick. But as it wound around Mama G’s lean brown fingers, I heard rustling inside the feather-lined pot and realized she must have more than one snake inside it. I shuddered and placed the lid back on the jar, then watched with my nose wrinkled as she lifted the snake to her face and brushed her lips against it in a kiss. The tiny serpent flicked its tongue out in response.

“Wouldn’t you rather just make me some herbal tea, Mama Grande?” I asked. I glanced hopefully at the battered kettle on the stove and started to rise. Skunky-tasting tea seemed the lesser of two evils.

“Shh.” She frowned at me, her eyes starting to get that crazy edge that I knew all too well. “La serpiente is telling me his secrets.”

The snake had disappeared. I hadn’t seen Mama G lower her hand but presumed she’d set the snake down somewhere. Maybe it had curled up in a fold of her skirt. But when she stood and crossed to the sink to fill a bowl with water, nothing fell to the ground. I wondered where the creature had gone. Perhaps it had already slithered onto the floor and away.

Mama G placed the bowl on the table between us, opened a bag of dried corn she’d taken from the cupboard, and began dropping kernels one by one into the water. She studied them intently, muttering to herself. “Ah, it floats,” she would say. Or, “It sinks. It has come from the south. The cold brings the sickness, and the cold shall carry it away.”

Just as I started getting restless, her hand darted out and caught mine in a tight grip. Before I could protest, she plunged my hand into the water. Strangely, it felt ice cold—already my hand was going numb.

Mama G stared at a point on the wall behind me and began to chant, still holding my hand under the water. I didn’t recognize the language—in the year she’d lived with us, I’d never heard her use anything even remotely similar. It certainly wasn’t Spanish. It was more glottal, less melodic. Lots of “ah” vowels and “tl” combinations. I’d never heard it before. I thought I recognized the name Quetzalcóatl—the serpent god of the Aztlaner religion—but I couldn’t be sure.

I sneezed violently, but Mama G held fast to my wrist. I had to use my left hand to fumble an already soggy tissue out of my pocket and wipe my nose, which had suddenly started to run again. My sinuses felt as if someone were blowing up a balloon behind my forehead—a balloon that was ready to burst. I sniffled, hoping Mama G would finish soon.

No such luck. Now her upper body swayed back and forth in time with her chant. She wet her lips several times and stared unblinkingly past me. Although her eyes were unfocused, her forehead was wrinkled in concentration. I’d never seen her look so intense. It was a bit unnerving, and if I didn’t know better I’d swear she really was casting a spell.

She switched suddenly to Spanish: “La serpiente says…she says…the blood. Jesus’ blood on the cross…the tree…the crossroads. Where the priest walks, the ground shakes. Beware the priest whose magic…beware the spirits…Oh!” She shrieked and leaped to her feet. “His head! They have taken his head!” My hand emerged from the bowl, dripping water all over the table. Mama G gripped it like a drowning woman, so hard it actually hurt. Her whole arm trembled.

I didn’t like the sound of this at all. Mama G often mumbled to herself or talked nonsense to her plants while she tended them, but this was something of a different order. She was scaring herself. She was scaring me. “Mama Grande!” I said sharply. “What are you talking about? Nobody’s taken anybody’s head.”

She let out a long, hissing sigh and her shoulders drooped. Her grip relaxed and her eyes refocused. She seemed surprised to find herself standing. I pulled my hand free of hers and warmed it under my opposite armpit.

“It is done,” she whispered. “Your cold is gone. I have sent the airs of sickness back to the mountains.”

“Muchas gracias,” I responded automatically. I sniffled and found I still couldn’t breathe through my nose. My sinuses were blocked. But then, I hadn’t expected the “spell” to work, anyhow. I peered at Mama G. Her face seemed more care-worn than before, but it may have just been the kitchen’s harsh fluorescent lighting. “Are you all right?”

“Muy bien,” she answered after a pause. “Just a little tired. Why?”

“You don’t remember what you said just now? About the blood of Christ and someone stealing his head?” I glanced up at the religious holo above the door. Aside from the clothes on her back, it was the only personal item she’d brought with her on  the long journey from the Yucatán to Seattle. What was Mama G doing with a portrait of Jesus anyhow? I thought Catholicism was banned in Aztlan. The thing was creepy, with its puncture wounds and moving trickles of blood. No wonder it was giving Mama G waking nightmares.

She ignored my questions. She seemed to have no recollection of what had just transpired. “You are going to work today, sí?,” she said in a perfectly normal tone of voice. “I will make you some comida to take with you.”

“I really should be going now, Mama Grande. I’m supposed to be meeting a client who wants me to run a financial scan on a potential business partner.” I glanced at my watch. “I’m supposed to meet him at…”

“That is not the work you were meant to do,” Mama G said.  “But it will come, soon enough.” She had already opened the fridge and was pulling out tortillas and roast chicken. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that my second appointment of the day would take place at a restaurant over lunch. Instead, I accepted the food in its wax-paper wrapping and tucked it into the pocket of my jacket.

I fished out the keystick for my car, then paused. I felt torn. Should I stay with Mama G, in case she had another lapse like the one just now? She seemed all right, but it was hard to tell. Lingering guilt gnawed at me. I hadn’t been there for my own grandmother, on the night she finally died after lying in a coma for two weeks. I’d been a Lone Star rookie then, putting in twelve-hour days, and had put off my hospital visit until the next morning. I didn’t realize that one night was all my grandmother had left.

Back then, work had seemed more important. But after arriving at the hospital and finding only an empty bed, I’d vowed, in future, to always be there for the people I cared about. Even if it meant some inconveniences—like blowing a contract. Besides, Mama G had done a lot for me in the year I’d known her. When I’d been laid low with the flu and fever for a week last winter, lying out in bed like an invalid, she’d sponged my head and fed me hot chocolate. I suspect the cocoa was laced with “medicinal” herbs—it had tasted a little odd. But it had been one of the few things I could choke down, and it was made with love. You can’t buy medicine like that.

“Are you sure you’re going to be all right, Mama Grande? I could cancel my first meeting…”

As Mama G picked up the ceramic jar, shaking her head, I looked warily around for the missing snake. I didn’t want to step on it. Bad enough that one of her “serpent friends” lay dead in the trash can; I didn’t want to be responsible for injuring another one.

“No, no. Cuídate, mí hija.” She tried to usher me out the back door, but I insisted on going out the front way. I still didn’t trust the steps, and I wanted to make sure the back door remained locked—at least for a little while.

Thanking Mama G, I stepped out into the drizzle and made sure she shut the door behind me. Traffic hissed past as I descended the steps and pretended to head for the sidewalk. I stole a glance behind me and saw Mama G in the window. I kept thinking she’d let the curtain fall, but she didn’t budge. She just stood there with the jar cradled in the crook of her arm, staring at me. There was no way I could sneak around back and remove the body of the snake from the trash can. I turned and headed to where my car was parked—and forgot all about the snake, until much, much later.

As I stepped onto the sidewalk, my attention was briefly caught by a man and a woman who had just gotten out of a parked car and who were glancing up and down the street as if searching for something. Call it an ex-cop’s instincts, but they struck me as suspicious. I scanned their faces: tanned skin, dark hair, a slight Amerind cast to their features. They looked Hispanic, like everyone else in this neighborhood. I guessed their age as early twenties.

The woman was pretty, with high cheekbones and long dark hair, but her expression seemed cold, closed. She wore a black skirt cut in a style that was popular a decade ago, a white blouse with a bright yellow flower pattern, and low-heeled vinyl pumps that looked brand new. The man was dressed in dark slacks, shoes that were cheap but polished, and a cotton shirt under a summer jacket that was too light for this damp climate. He looked overly muscular, as if he had synthetic muscle under that tanned skin. When he raised his hand to run it through his hair, I could see the slotted housing where a retractable spur had been implanted. I wondered if he was intentionally letting me see that he had bodyware. The pair looked clean-cut, but even so…

I stared directly at them, letting them know they’d been seen, their presence in this neighborhood noted.

The pair’s tanned skin and clothing much too light for our rain-soaked city marked them as out-of-towners. So did their car—it was brand new, one of the recently introduced two-seater Mitsubishi Runabouts. I could see a “Rent-a-Runabout” sticker on the bumper.

I was debating whether to say something to them when the woman whispered to her partner and stuffed something she’d been holding in her hand into a leather purse that hung at her hip. I only caught a glimpse, but I recognized simsense chips before they disappeared into her bag. I wondered if they were BTL. I didn’t want that drek being dealt in my neighborhood. I’d seen too many kids messed up by so-called Better Than Life simsense. Adults too, for that matter.

“Buenos días, señorita,” I said, catching her eye and trying to look like an interested customer. “Got any dreams for sale?”

“Dreams?” She was a good actress. She seemed genuinely confused.

“Dream chips. Brain strainers. You deal BTL, right?”

“Oh.” Recognition dawned in her eyes. “Oh no. These are religious recordings.” She pulled some of the chips from her bag and offered them to me. They all looked identical, in plain yellow cases with red lettering over a multi-colored cross.

“I see you have a chipjack,” she said. “Do you live in this neighborhood? Could I leave one of these with you and call on you next week to talk about our faith?”

The male edged up on the other side of me. “Do you agree that the world has become corrupt?” he asked, an earnest look on his face. “That God has turned his face from us? Would you like to learn how you can survive the apocalypse that is to come?”

The fanatical gleam in their eyes, combined with their squeaky-clean appearance, clinched it: they were missionaries. The type who go door to door saving souls. The last thing I had time for this morning was a religious debate. I waved the chips away, and the woman put them back in her bag.

I mentally slotted the pair in the “no threat” category and muttered an apology for my suspicions. They’d have fun with Mama G, if they knocked on her door. She’d have no use for the simsense chips, but she’d have a wiz time talking religion with them. She’d probably keep them there for hours, arguing that Christ and Quetzalcóatl were one and the same.

“Sorry,” I told the earnest young woman. “I only believe in Asphalt, god of parking. I’m going to make an offering to him now, to make sure I find a space where I’m going. Would you care to contribute to the cause? A nuyen in a parking meter is the usual tithe, although Asphalt also occasionally demands blood. That’s why there are so many traffic accidents.”

The missionaries’ eyes widened and they both took a step back from me—as if I were the crazy one. At the time, I enjoyed the reaction—I liked messing with the minds of religious zealots. Only later did I realize that what I’d said had a special meaning to them.

I smiled as I turned toward my car. “Potholes are the work of the devil,” I told them with a wink.

As I climbed into my Ford Americar, I realized suddenly that the vice grips had eased their hold on my sinuses and that I could breathe through my nose again. Not only that but the rain had stopped—at least for the moment.

I eyed my hand, which was just starting to return to its normal temperature, wondering…then I shook my head. Nah. The fact that my cold had temporarily gone on hold after Mama G’s vanishing-serpent trick and hand-dunking was as much coincidence as the rain stopping after I’d crossed my fingers this morning and wished that it would. There wasn’t any real magic involved, I decided as I drove away.

It was the second incorrect assumption I’d made in that many minutes. I should have listened to my instincts, no matter how foolish they seemed. But it wouldn’t have mattered. For Mama G, it was already too late.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

When I returned home that evening, I could tell that something was wrong as soon as I saw Rafael’s bike. It’s a sleek Harley Scorpion with a distinctive gold-on-black paint job and plenty of custom work. Rafael dreams of entering the combat biker league some day, so he’s always modifying the bike, tuning it and tinkering with it. The crowning glory is a flag from last year’s conference finals╨supposedly the flag with which the Seattle Timber Wolves scored the winning goal. The flag is valuable╨and easy to boost, since it’s clipped to the back of the bike so that it wags in the slipstream like a wolf’s tail. Rafael always unclips it before he goes in the house. And he never leaves the bike lying on its side in the middle of the lawn.

I stepped around the Scorpion and took the steps two at a time. The front door was open, and from inside I could hear the sound of Mama G crying. Rafael confronted me as soon as I entered the house.

“What did you do to upset Mama GrandÄ?” he bellowed.

I immediately thought of the dead snake. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean for her to see the snake. Pinkerton killed it and I couldn’t think of where else to put╨”

“What the frag are you talking about, Leni? What snake?” 

I paused. Rafael’s a big guy, topping two meters. Ork, but with a Hispanic cast to his features and sleek, dark hair pulled back in a pony tail. He’s bright, but doesn’t look it╨his ork blood shows in a knobby brow and his outthrust jaw gives him a belligerent, tough-guy look. It’s probably why he has so much trouble getting a job; employers won’t take the time to hear him out and realize that his wetware was fully functional. But he has a good heart. He really cares for his grandmother╨even if he gets a little overprotective at times.

“Slow down, Raf,” I told him. “Chill. First tell me what’s wrong with Mama GrandÄ. What’s happened to her╨and why do you think I’m to blame?”

“See for yourself,” he told me, and turned so that I could squeeze past him. And that was a relief. Rafael’s wide as a door and solid as cement╨you didn’t try to push past him unless you wanted to get squashed flat.

I hurried down the hall to the kitchen. It looked as if someone had trashed it. Herbs had been torn from the ceiling and scattered about, dishes were knocked onto the floor, and the motorcycle parts Rafael had been working on were lying by the door, as if the table had been tipped over and only recently been righted. Mama G sat on a chair in the middle of the room, clutching a piece of the ceramic jar she’d drawn the snake from earlier. Her dress was soaking wet and a blanket had been draped around her shoulders. Downy white feathers drifted across the floor, but there was no sign of the snakes that the jar had once held. Like the first serpent, they’d done a vanishing act.

I knelt beside Mama G and put an arm around her narrow shoulders. Tears spilled down her face, dripping onto the piece of painted ceramic she held. I saw with relief that her hands were undamaged and that her arms had only minor bruises╨if she had trashed her own kitchen, at least she hadn’t seriously hurt herself. But at the same time I felt a pang of guilt for having left her alone that day.

“What’s wrong, Mama GrandÄ?” I asked her softly.

She shook her head. “I had to tell,” she moaned. “The magic╔ Lenora╔ I had to tell her╔ She made me╔ I tried to╔ I shouldn’t have╔”

She looked right through me. I shivered. “Mama GrandÄ? It’s me, Leni. Lenora. I’m here. Talk to me.”

“I had to tell╔” The rest was a mumble.

Rafael knelt among the debris on the floor and took his grandmother’s hands, wrapping them in his own. He glared at me, as if challenging my right to comfort her.

“I found her standing in the front yard,” he said. “She didn’t seem to know where she was╨she thought she was still in Aztlan. She wouldn’t go back into the house╨said it was filled with evil and that the spirits had abandoned it. I finally got her inside, but I still can’t get her to let go of that broken jar, or to change her clothes. She just keeps saying that you forced her to tell you something.”

His nostrils flared in anger. “You didn’t ask her about Az╔ about her homeland, did you?” he rumbled. “You know how upset she gets when you mention the civil war. If you stirred up old memories and got her upset╔”

The threat in his voice was unmistakable. I was glad we were friends. He’d have flatlined anyone else without even asking for an explanation. I fought down my own anger at the accusation. It wasn’t going to help the situation.

“That’s not the way it was,” I said. Quickly, I explained what had happened that morning, describing Mama G’s “cure” for my sinus cold╨a “cure” that was still holding, spirits be thanked, although it was probably nothing more than coincidence. I also described her strange outburst. “She seemed fine when I left. The only thing I can think of that might have upset her was finding the snake in the trash can.”

“Don’t be loco,” Rafael shot back. “Mama GrandÄ loves snakes. She isn’t afraid of them.”

“No, I mean╔ I think it was a pet.” I stood and glanced out the back window. The garbage can was exactly where I’d left it, lid in place. If the dead snake had triggered Mama G, she would have started her trail of destruction outside. But the damage was confined to the kitchen. It almost looked as if a struggle had taken place in the room.

“They made me tell╔” she whispered.

“Be still, Mama GrandÄ,” Rafael urged. He was still trying to pry the broken bit of ceramic out of her hands. “We’ll get you dried off, and you can rest in bed╔”

I picked up on the change in pronouns right away. “They?” I echoed. I knelt down in front of Mama G, tried to catch her eye. “Who are ‘they’ Mama GrandÄ? Were they thieves? Burglars? Did gangers attack you?”

Mama G stood up suddenly and looked wildly around her. Her attention became riveted on the floor, although it was clear she was looking right past the objects that littered it. “The hole! The hole in the earth. It’s the end. The end of the world! Oh blessed virgin, the end!”

“What is she looking at?” Rafael reared to his feet. “What’s upsetting her now?” He followed the path of Mama G’s wildly staring eyes, then stooped to pick something up. “This?”

It was a chip case. I took it from Rafael and turned it over, holding it by the edges. Even though I didn’t have the equipment necessary to lift a print from it, old police habits die hard. It was empty. The simsense chip it had once held was gone.

The case itself was made of cheap, glossy cardboard. The back was blank╨it didn’t even list the recording studio where the chip had been made╨but the front was printed a gaudy yellow with lurid red lettering. There was no title╨just a long, rambling message in Spanish that sounded vaguely like a Biblical passage. It was printed over a cross with multi-colored arms of red, black, white and blue.

Heed the signs! it shouted in bold letters. The end of the world is at hand! Ravenous beasts, destruction by earthquake, wind, flood and flame. The end of our age and the beginning of the new era. But a few╨those who keep the faith╨shall reap the riches, even among the ruins. They shall be rewarded. Power and glory shall be theirs and they shall rule heaven and earth, hand in hand with those who shall rise. 

The text seemed to be saying that the coming apocalypse would be a good thing for the faithful╨that the righteous would be taken up from the earth and duly rewarded. A line at the bottom urged the reader to slot the chip and learn how to save his or her soul.

The thing reminded me of a trideo infomercial I’d seen once, put out by one of the oddball Christian faiths. I couldn’t remember details, but the message had been similar: good Christians being called by God during the rapture to experience eternal bliss in heaven. I’d laughed at the images of multitudes rising out of their graves╨it was reminiscent of a bad horror trideo I’d once seen. I assumed this chip had contained something similar.

I showed the chip case to Mama G, then pointed to the debris in the kitchen. “Was it the missionaries who did this?” I asked.

She nodded mutely.

It all fit. The young couple I’d seen earlier that day had probably boosted the religious recordings╨and their nice conservative clothes╨to use as a ruse to get elderly folk like Mama G to open their doors. I imagined them charming their way into her kitchen, then trashing things in an effort to scare her into telling them where her valuables were hidden. Except that neither she nor Rafael had any. Mama G, in her confused state, was blending the apocalyptic message she’d read on the case with the violence she had just experienced. No wonder she was terrified to the point of being incoherent.

I started to explain this to Rafael, but something gnawed at me. There was one piece that didn’t fit. A rental car? Too easy to trace╨unless it had been boosted. Most thieves were pretty stupid╨I’d heard of one extortionist who sent his ransom demands using the telecom in the office of his parole officer, not realizing that the signature and time at the end of the message was fingering him. But these two hadn’t looked stupid, which made the rental car an unlikely choice. Those vehicles had a limited speed and range, and were rigged to send out a signal that told the rental company’s computers exactly where the vehicle was at any given moment. The car’s electronic brain automatically alerted the company and shut down the electric engine if the vehicle entered any of the city’s “no go” areas like Hell’s Kitchen.

“I had to tell her,” Mama G whispered as Rafael put the blanket back around her shoulders and at last was able to gently pull the ceramic fragment from her hand. “Her magic went inside my head. She made me remember╔ She made me think of it.”

“Made you think of what, Mama GrandÄ?” I asked. It sounded as if Mama G had been the victim of a spell. But she didn’t seem to hear my question.

Fresh tears poured down her cheeks. “She pulled it out of my head. I didn’t want to tell╔ But the spirits wouldn’t protect me. They weren’t strong enough. They were weak. I was weak╔”

She looked intently at Rafael, as if noticing him for the first time. “Eduardo? Where is the baby? You must take him to El Norte, before things get worse. He should grow up somewhere safe. Don’t worry about me╨nobody will bother with an old woman. You and Luisa must go. I have friends who will help you.” She held up one hand, as if stopping a protest. “No, no! I will not hear it. You must go. This week. It is all arranged.”

“Who’s Eduardo?” I asked Rafael.

“She thinks she’s talking to my father,” he said. “She must think it’s the year our family fled from Aztlan. When I was just a baby.”

He turned to Mama G. “Grandmother, it’s me, Rafael. I’m grown up. You’re in Seattle now. El Norte. Eduardo died crossing the border but I made it out. And so did Mother. Don’t you remember?”

Mama G stared mutely at him, lost in the memories that had, for her, somehow swapped places with the present. She rubbed absently at the scar on her right arm╨a legacy of the violence that had gripped Aztlan in recent decades.

I thought back to what Rafael had told me about his family. His parents had never been revolutionaries but they were forced to flee Aztlan, just the same. Shop keepers with a grocery store in a small town near Merida, they’d been accused of supplying food to the rebels, and so they ran the risk of being “disappeared” by the government. They sold the store and fled north, into the Confederated American States.

Rafael’s father was killed during the border crossing, but his mother made it. She applied for refugee status to the UCAS, came to Seattle, and set up a grocery store, earning enough to raise her son on her own. But then a Stuffer Shack moved in next door, go gangers began hanging out in its parking lot, and the store began losing business. She died in a car crash when Rafael was still in his teens and the store went under shortly thereafter.

If Rafael’s mother had relatives in Aztlan, she hadn’t kept in touch with them. It wasn’t until the Aztlan Freedom League contacted Rafael that he realized he had a grandmother.

Mama G started to shiver. Her tongue darted rapidly in and out, wetting her lips, and she began swaying from side to side. “The demons!” she hissed in a low, urgent voice. “They will come! And with them the end of the world╔” Then she sagged in Rafael’s arms.

Frightened, I grabbed her wrist and felt for a pulse. It was weak╨but there. Her eyes were open but she was wincing. “Lenora? Rafael?” she said. “Where am I? My head╔ it hurts.”

I brushed a strand of white hair from her eyes and touched her forehead. It felt slightly feverish.

“We’d better get those wet clothes off her and get her to bed,” I told Rafael. “I didn’t like the look of that shiver. She may be mildly hypothermic.”

We got Mama G dried off and tucked in under her electric blanket. I fetched my old police-issue medkit and applied a mild pain killer and tranq patch combo. Her mind seemed to have returned to the present, but her eyes were still wild and fearful. When she at last closed them and drifted off into a troubled sleep, Rafael dragged me back into the kitchen.

“I’m going to grease the fraggers who did this,” he said as he exhaled, pointing at the mess on the floor. His hand balled into a huge fist. “I’ll make them sorry for what they did to my mama grandÄ.”

“We don’t even know who they are, Raf,” I told him quietly.

His eyes bored into mine. “But you could find out,” he said urgently. “You know how to track someone down. And you have connections.”

“I could╔” I paused, lost in thought. If I did hunt down the pair of fake missionaries and gave their personal data to Rafael, he would ice them for sure. Or frag them up so bad they’d wish they were dead. Rafael had a lot of anger in him. Usually he channeled it into his sports╨he played on a recreational brawl team╨or else blew off steam by blasting his motorcycle through the toughest urban terrain he could find. But in defense of his grandmother and his honor, he’d get himself into trouble for sure. And probably into the slam.

And if I gave the data to the Star instead, what would come of it? Nothing had been stolen╨the worst charges the pair would face were trespass and vandalism. With Mama G in a confused state, it would be impossible to prove that they had uttered threats, or even that they had been the ones to trash the place. Proving that they had committed magical assault by using a spell on her against her will would be even harder. By the time Lone Star’s mages arrived on the scene, any traces that would have been left in the astral would be long gone. So my choices were between Rafael’s overkill vengeance or a judicial slap on the wrist and the pair being back on the streets the day after their preliminary hearing.

Rafael took my hesitance as refusal. His face turned ugly. “I could hire you,” he said in a low voice. “If that’s what it took. I╔ I could put my bike up as collateral for the creds╔”

“You don’t need to do that, Raf,” I reassured him. “You’re the last person I’d charge for my time. I’m just as angry about this as you are. I want to see justice done, too.”

I held up the chip case. “This is one starting point,” I told him. “Maybe the pair lived near the church they boosted this from. And the rental car is another. But there’s something that tells me that this is more than just a home invasion and robbery attempt. The pieces just aren’t fitting together.”

I thought for a moment. “Do you think the Aztlan Freedom League might be able to tell us anything about this? They only smuggled Mama GrandÄ out a year ago╨maybe someone’s still looking for her.”

Rafael shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“How did they get in touch with you?” He never had given me the details. He’d been deep into the cloak and dagger stuff and had apparently sworn an oath of secrecy╨one that even precluded telling his best friend. At the time I’d been busy and just let it ride. But now it might be relevant.

“They said they were the same group who helped my parents╨and me╨to come north,” he said. “I guess they remembered my name, even if I was only a baby at the time. When they couldn’t find anyone else to take Mama GrandÄ, they looked me up.”

I winced at that one. Finding the right Rafael Ramirez in all of the nations that lay north of the Aztlan border would have been an impossible task. Instant data overload╨unless the searcher already knew to localize the search to the Seattle telecommunications grid. Had Rafael’s mother kept in touch with the AFL, letting them know that she’d settled in Seattle, and had the AFL retained this information all these years, until it came time to smuggle Rosalita out? It didn’t seem credible. And why hadn’t Rafael’s mother ever told him that he had a grandmother in Aztlan? Didn’t she realize that Mama G was still alive? Was staying in contact with someone in Aztlan really that difficult? Maybe the rebel uprising was more disruptive than the Azzie tridcasts admitted.

Or maybe╔ Nah, I was just being paranoid. For one wild moment, I’d wondered if the Freedom League had suckered Rafael into taking in a woman who wasn’t really his grandmother. Someone they needed to hide from the Aztlan government. And what better hiding place than with someone who had no real connection to Mama G whatsoever, but who could be tricked into thinking she was a blood relative?

But that was crazy. Mama G was a sweet, harmless, and somewhat loco elderly woman who talked to the snakes in her garden, walked around her kitchen in circles and puttered about with supposed herbal remedies. She was hardly the stuff of which dangerous revolutionaries were made.

“Ramirez is a pretty common last name,” I pointed out.

“Yeah,” Rafael agreed. “JosÄ said he had a hard time finding me. But the AFL didn’t want to just dump Mama GrandÄ in Houston. She wasn’t able to take care of herself, and needed somewhere to live and someone to take care of her. And so they made a point of tracking me down.”

 “The guy from the AFL said his name was JosÄ?” I asked. It was probably the Azzie equivalent of Mr. Johnson. “What was his last name?”

Rafael shook his head. “He never told me. I figured he needed to keep a low profile.”

“Could you get in touch with him if you needed to?”

“Don’t know,” Rafael answered. “Maybe. He told me to post a message to a particular newsgroup when Gran and I got back to Seattle, to let him know we’d arrived safely. As far as I could see it was just a bunch of people talking about their favorite hot peppers or chatting with friends. I had strict instructions: log on, thank him for sending me the banana peppers, and say that they had arrived safely. That was the code. The newsgroup was called the Salsa Connection. I don’t even know whether the AFL still monitors it.”

He gestured at the mess on the kitchen floor. “You don’t think the AFL had anything to do with this, do you? They were the ones who helped Mama GrandÄ.”

“They never explained what happened to make Mama GrandÄ flee the country?” I asked.

Rafael’s eyes grew hard. “She’s just another refugee,” he answered. “A civilian who got in the way╨either of the Azzie government or the rebels. Her village was destroyed and she had nowhere else to go. She’d seen enough war╨all the violence down there made her a little loco. She needed someone to take care of her.”

“Or so ‘JosÄ’ told you,” I muttered under my breath.

I could see from Rafael’s eyes that he hadn’t entirely believed the story himself. That the possibility had entered his mind that Mama G had deliberately done something╨inconceivable though it might seem╨to slot the Azzies off. But he needed to believe a simpler story. He’d been a lonely man, an orphan who yearned for a family. That’s what the “discovering my roots” phase had been all about. He wanted Mama G to be exactly what “JosÄ” said she was. To be a frail grandmother who needed the support of a strong, protective grandson.

“What did you just say?” he asked me.

“I’ll see what I can turn up,” I told him. “I’ll let you know as soon as I find out anything.” My mind was made up. For now, I’d find out who the two fake missionaries were and what they’d wanted with Mama G╨then decide what to do about it later.

“What can I do?” Rafael asked.

“Do you ever talk to the neighbors?” I asked.

“Some of them.”

“Ask around,” I suggested. “See if the ‘missionaries’ called on anyone else today, or if they just came here. Let me know what you find out.”

In hindsight, I should have told Rafael to keep a close watch on Mama G. But I thought that the threat to her had passed. The pair who had messed her up with magic today had gotten what they came for. They’d made her “tell”╨whatever that meant. I didn’t think they’d come back.

They didn’t. But someone else did.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

The elf behind the car rental counter at the airport gave me a skeptical look as I finished my story. She was young, maybe seventeen or so. Willowy and soft looking, with long blonde hair, but with enough street smarts not to take my bogus story at face value╨even if it was coming from a registered private detective.

“The guy’s been pestering my client for several days,” I told her. “Standing outside her door, following her as she goes to work each day, waiting there for her when she gets home at night. She thinks he’s some sort of glitched-out, wannabe boyfriend who won’t take no for an answer, and who won’t even give her his name. It’s creeping her out. She wants to know who this guy is. The only clue she was able to give me is that he got out of a Rent a Runabout when he parked outside her place yesterday.”

The elf stared at me, twirling a magkey by its plastic spiral loop. Her fingernails had been replaced with “mood nails”╨motion-sensitive implants that changed color every few seconds. She had expensive tastes for someone who worked at a job like this.

“So?” she said.

I pointed at the black plastic bubble that hid the counter’s security camera. “So I’d like to look through your security recordings, starting with yesterday, to see if I recognize the guy. I’ll scan through them in fast mode; it shouldn’t take more than an hour or so.”

She was dressed in a tight black skirt, high heels, and sequin-spangled blouse╨hardly the sort of thing you’d wear to a day job. She reminded me more of the hookers you see down on╔ I shook off the thought, not wanting any reminders of the reason I’d left Lone Star.

Since it was Saturday night, it was a safe bet that the girl had already changed out of her work clothes and would be heading out to a club the second her shift ended. She glanced at the clock behind her. “We’re closing in 15 minutes. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

I sighed. I’d been to six different Rent a Runabout agencies already that day, and was getting frustrated. I’d started with those closest to home and worked outward in a spiral from there, without any success. Now that I was here, I didn’t want to fight the airport traffic and pay SeaTac’s exhorbitant parking fees twice. Besides, I had a strong hunch about this one. This time, I was going to listen to my instincts.

The clock read 10:20 p.m.╨my guess was that the rental agency was supposed to be open for another forty minutes but that the biff behind the counter was trying to duck out early. Behind me, a steady trickle of passengers flowed back and forth through the terminal. None were renting cars╨most were headed for the taxi stands outside. A constant babble of announcements competed with muzak for my attention, but the girl behind the counter seemed adept at tuning it out.

“How much do you make an hour?” I asked her.

“Why?” She looked at me suspiciously.

I dropped my voice so the security system wouldn’t pick it up. “I’ll make this worth your while. I’ll pay double your hourly rate for as long as it takes me to look through the vids.” I pulled my credstick out of my pocket. “First hour paid up front, whether it takes me that long or not. You’ll still be out of here early enough to go out clubbing. Come on, it isn’t chill to show up before midnight anyway.”

The elf’s eyes narrowed as she thought about it. “I make 15 nuyen an hour.”

I knew it was a lie. “OK. Thirty nuyen up front. Deal?”

She smiled. “Deal.”

I stepped behind the counter and bent down to look at the closed-circuit video recording system. It was a pretty basic unit, but one that allowed me to fast forward or reverse through a day’s recordings by skipping ahead or back five minutes at a time. I started with yesterday’s data, choosing a start time that was half an hour earlier than when I spoke to the “missionaries” on the street outside my house. I skipped back through the tape as fast as possible, pausing any time I saw anyone with Hispanic features. There were quite a few possibles, and I had to double check more than once, due to the fuzziness of the playback unit’s tiny flatscreen.

After forty-five minutes, the elf was getting restless. There’d been only one customer during that time, and now the counter was officially closed. She sat on the shelf at the back of the booth, swinging her legs and boring holes into my back with her eyes. Credits or not, she wanted out of there. It was already 11:05.

I was just about to tell her to chill when I saw what I was looking for. I powered up the sound on the monitor, just to be sure. The screen showed two figures who matched the “missionaries” to a T, standing at the counter and talking to a rental clerk.

“Gotcha,” I said. I turned toward the elf and stabbed a finger at the screen. “That’s him. He rented a car at╨” I glanced back at the monitor’s display╨”approximately 7 a.m. the morning before yesterday.” I skipped back to the beginning of that segment, when the pair arrived at the counter, slotted a blank chip into the unit, and made a copy of the entire transaction. I’d review it later, in a quieter place.

I looked up at the elf. “Could you access a record for me by time and date?” I asked. “I’d like any data you can provide on this rental. I’d also appreciate it if you could access your computer monitoring system and tell me where the vehicle is currently located.”

The wary look was back in the girl’s eye. “I don’t know if I should do that,” she said. “Customer information is confidential. My boss╔ It’s not like you’re a cop or anything.” She spread her hands, flashing fingernails which had gone a deep crimson.

“I’m a private detective╔”

It wasn’t working.

“Look,” I said, tucking the chip away in a jacket pocket. “I’ll give you another 30 nuyen for the data. It shouldn’t take more than a minute of your time.”

“Fifty.”

I started to grind my teeth, but turned it into a smile instead. This was for Mama G. “Fifty, then. Do it.”

My time estimate was bang on. It took less than a minute for her to call up the file. The woman had been the one who rented the car╨which meant that I had to convince the elf that this was probably a close friend of the “stalker” and could lead me to him. She turned out to be an Aztlaner national by the name of Delores Clemente. She had come to Seattle on a tourist visa, according to the passport she’d used as ID when she rented the car. She and her male accomplice were probably both from that country╨my guess was they’d rented the Runabout as soon as they cleared customs. They’d paid
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