
  
    [image: Shadowrun Legends: Find Your Own Truth]
  


  
    
      SHADOWRUN LEGENDS: FIND YOUR OWN TRUTH

      THE SECRETS OF POWER TRILOGY, BOOK THREE

      
        SHADOWRUN LEGENDS

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        ROBERT N. CHARRETTE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Catalyst Game Labs]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      For Julie: As you now know, the Sixth World has more than just good visuals. Thanks for the understanding and help when it was needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        
          I. There Is No Surety

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Look Within Yourself

        

        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Pay the Price

        

        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Never Trust an Elf Sample Chapters

      

      
        Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?

      

      
        Shadowrun Legends

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The usual round of thanks to Liz and the FASA crew for the usual reasons. A tip of the hat for the guest appearances of Rikki Ratboy and Striper goes to Paul Hume and Nyx Smith, respectively. Sam’s last song is from The Mountain Chant: A Navajo Ceremony, as reported by Washington Matthews in the Smithsonian Institution Bureau of American Ethnology’s Fifth Annual Report, 1883-84.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE

          

          
            THERE IS NO SURETY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mudder McAlister’s blood stained the sandstone of Ayer’s Rock a deeper crimson. Bright stars and smears of gore marked the spots where he had struck outcroppings as he fell, and a growing pool haloed his head. Among his twisted limbs, one arm hung as though it had an extra joint. If McAlister were still alive, he would surely be dead before anyone could reach him.

      Samuel Verner turned away from the grim sight, lifting his gaze toward the cloud-dotted sky as he offered a prayer for the guide’s soul. With a twinge of guilt, he knew his sorrow was less for the end of a life than for the setback to his own quest. He’d known Mudder McAlister for only a week, and hadn’t particularly liked him, finding the man ill-mannered, foul-mouthed, and abrasive. Nor was Sam amused, as Jason was, by Mudder’s rages when Grey Otter physically rebuffed his clumsy advances toward her. Sam wouldn’t miss the man’s company, but he had been the only runner in Perth who claimed to know where to find what Sam sought. And Cog, that faceless fixer who seemed to have connections everywhere, had given him a high competency rating.

      During their trek deep into the interior of Australia, McAlister had proven his skill and knowledge time and again, flawlessly navigating the pair of all-terrain Mules across the trackless, shifting wastelands of the Outback. Fifty years ago, they wouldn’t have had such problems, but Australia had changed since the Awakening.

      In the days before magic had returned to the earth, the country had been well served with roads. Aircraft had flown high above the deserts and grasslands to connect the coastal population centers with the interior’s scattered bastions of civilization. But with the Awakening, the land had come to chaotic—and often malevolent—life, swallowing roads and brewing vast, swirling storms of such violence that air travel was often too risky. The Dreamtime had returned as a Nightmaretime, and humankind had retreated before the unleashed fury of the wild magic. Only a few resource-exploitation centers belonging to megacorporations remained in the interior, and even their lifelines were tenuous.

      Sam was sure that without McAlister the team wouldn’t have survived the trip to Ayer’s Rock. The guide had saved them from blundering into any of the treacherous landforms and had known which of the local paranimals they had seen were dangerous. He had even shown them how to spot an approaching mana storm and how to take cover from the manifestations of uncontrolled magic. Now he was dead, and the Americans certainly hadn’t had time to learn everything Mudder McAlister knew about the Outback. They were all experienced shadowrunners, though. Besides, they still had Harrier Hawkins, the other Australian who had come with them. Though not as experienced as Mudder, Hawkins had run the Outback before. Sam thought there was a reasonable chance they could all get back.

      He stared down at what was left of the guide’s rappelling line, which lay looped chaotically near its piton anchor. When the line’s sheath and multi-stranded core had parted, the sudden release of tension had flung the loose end back. He bent to examine the end and found it frayed, as though cut. Neither Jason nor Grey Otter—for all of McAlister’s harassment—would have had reason to kill the guide. They knew as well as Sam that he was the only one who knew the way. As for Harrier, he’d had some history with McAlister and so might have had a reason, but he hadn’t been near the line.

      Holding the end, Sam shook out the rope and estimated the remaining length. It looked just long enough to reach the edge of the ledge where the team stood. He stepped to the edge and crouched. The rock was jagged where the line had gone over the edge, easily sharp enough to slice through the line as it sawed back and forth under the weight of the descending McAlister. Before dropping over the edge, Mudder had said he wouldn’t need an edge roller because the rock was smooth. Would an experienced climber like McAlister have made the mistake of laying his line over such a dangerous point? The jagged edge couldn’t have been there before McAlister went over the rim.

      Jason stood at the precipice, looking down at the guide’s broken body. The Amerindian’s cyberware gleamed in the sunlight and made the blocky silhouette of his enhanced body look even less human than usual. He turned to Sam, the mirror lenses of his optic implants glittering beneath his dark brows.

      “He’s broke but good.”

      The slender woman at Jason’s side nodded in agreement. She wore grey leathers decorated with short fringe and panels of exquisite beadwork. The leathers were real, unlike her Amerindian features and skin color. Those were the result of cosmetic surgery and melanin chemoadjustment. Once, when very, very wasted, she had shown Sam the minute scars, claiming they were the marks of a ritual Sun Dance. Sam knew the signs for what they were, having once prepped information for a brief on radical cosmetic surgeries back when he’d been a corp researcher. But even on that night, she had owned up to no name other than Grey Otter. He was sure she hadn’t been born to the streets, but she had embraced them and learned to live on them. As swift as her namesake and with a bite that could be as sharp, she usually saved her speech for important matters.

      When she spoke without being spoken to, Sam knew she was concerned.

      “Bad karma.”

      “Crimey!” Harrier exploded, dancing about as though ready to take flight. “You blokes can’t give up. Old Mudder wouldn’ta wanted that. He said ya were real tough chummers. Ya can’t quit now. Not when we’s so close.”

      “Nobody said anything about quitting,” Sam replied.

      “Seems like a good idea to me,” Jason said. “Can’t get where you’re going around here without a guide.”

      “But Mudder said we was here, that we’d made it,” Harrier whined.

      “He made it all right. Maybe you’d like to join him.” Jason took a step toward Harrier, and the little man danced back, dodging to put Sam between him and the samurai. Jason laughed.

      Sam faced him. “We’re going down.”

      “Go ahead. I didn’t come here to hump up and down rocks looking for something we won’t be able to find.”

      “You’re here because I’m paying you. And because I’m paying you, you’ll shut up and come along.”

      Jason bristled at that. He cocked his wrists inward and twin fourteen-centimeter blades slid from ectomyelin sheaths embedded in his forearms. Sam’s eyes were welded to the tips of the blades. Stomach churning, he watched the tips vibrate with the tension in the samurai’s arms. Jason was arrogant and full of his own competence as a fighter, but Sam hoped the Amerindian would realize it might take magic to handle some of the threats the Outback could throw at them before they could get back to the coast. And Sam was the only magician for a hundred kilometers. The samurai boiled with anger at Sam’s tone, but Jason never threw away something he might need. Sam was betting on that.

      The blades slid back into their sheaths.

      Relieved, Sam turned back to Harrier and ordered him to rig another rappelling line to replace the remnant of McAlister’s line. While the Australian worked at that, Sam shrugged off his pack and set it at the rim of the ledge. He took out a few things he thought might be useful, then closed it up and braced it in position with stones. As an edge roller, it was pure improvisation, but it would have to serve for the real one that lay below with McAlister.

      When Harrier was ready, Sam tossed the line down and made very sure it passed across his pack. Hitching the line into his harness, Sam turned his back to the void. He stepped backward, balancing at the edge for a moment before slipping slack into the line and leaning backward over the drop. Satisfied that the line would fall on the buffer of his pack, he took the first few steps downward. Only after the line settled into place did he push off gently and allow himself two meters of drop. He landed smoothly. The second controlled drop went equally well. It wasn’t till the fifth that rock crumbled under his feet upon landing and he twisted his ankle. Though he had to favor that foot for pushoffs and landings, the rest of the descent went without incident. When he reached the bottom of the drop, he was relieved to find his ankle could bear his weight.

      Jason was the next one down, dropping in five-meter controlled falls. Grey Otter was less ostentatious, but her more cautious approach was not enough to ward off bad luck. Halfway down, she had a bad landing and slammed shoulder-first into the cliff face. She slipped a dozen meters down the line before she could brake to a stop. When she reached his level, Sam saw her leathers were abraded and torn, but the ballistic lining remained intact. Though she made no complaint, she favored her right arm. Jason did nothing but nod brusquely to the stiff smile she offered him. Sam had seen enough of Amerindian stoicism to know better than to offer help. Harrier joined them by executing a rapid series of small drops that seemed more like a scramble than rappelling.

      The ledge they had reached was even narrower than the one they’d left behind, and McAlister’s body lying there made standing room even more cramped. The guide’s blood seemed to have soaked into the rocks, the stains becoming almost indistinguishable from the reddish sandstone.

      Along the cliff face to the left was a darkness that had been hidden from above by an overhang. The cavern entrance was invisible from below as well, screened by the steep angle of the nearly sheer cliff. But it was here, just as McAlister had described it.

      It would have been more direct to assault the cliffs from the plain, but McAlister had pointed out that such an attempt would require serious mountaineering equipment. He had strongly advised against driving as many pitons as the climb would require. “The rock,” he’d said, “wouldn’t like it.” So they had climbed along a circuitous path to the ledge from which they had just dropped down onto the site. Sam had thought McAlister’s attitude superstitious at the time, but now that the rock had seemingly sent the guide to his death, he wasn’t so sure.

      A desert oak clung to a precarious foothold in a cleft on the far side of the entrance. The harsh location had stunted the tree, making it a natural bonsai. In his time as an employee of Renraku Corporation, Sam had known gardeners who would have sacrificed their retirement to have achieved such miniature perfection.

      A flicker of motion at the edge of the tree’s shadow caught his attention. At first he saw nothing on the sunlit rock; then he perceived a lizard clinging to the surface. Its back was decorated with stripes and lines of dots, but the patterns blurred as the lizard streaked away.

      A shot cracked suddenly, and the lizard vanished in a gout of blood and tatters of flesh. Sam started, feeling the heat of the bullet’s passage near his cheek.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You almost hit me!”

      “Zero out, Twist.” Jason gave him a sardonic grin. “My ’ware’s top of the line. Didn’t even clip a hair of your fuzzy Anglo beard.”

      Sam knew Jason’s smartgun link. The technology would keep the Indian from discharging his weapon while it was pointed at anyone he recognized as a friendly. Killing the lizard was his way of demonstrating he considered Sam a friend only as long as it was to his advantage—and that he was capable of dealing with Sam anytime he wished.

      Jason was a dangerous man, a quality that made him valuable to this run. The Amerindian was, in fact, the second-most-deadly samurai Sam knew. He would have preferred to have the first-most-deadly by his side, but that samurai wouldn’t leave Seattle. Sam had known from the start this run would be too dangerous with less than the best he could afford. He didn’t like or trust Jason, but had hired him anyway. Jason had offered a discount for his services to demonstrate both his disdain for the danger involved and for that other samurai, and so was affordable muscle.

      Affordable, deadly, and a future problem.

      “You didn’t need to shoot it,” Sam said.

      Jason gave him a look that was supposed to be innocent. “Mighta been poisonous. Coulda bit you.”

      “Damn fool street runner,” Harrier snapped. “Don’t ya know nothin’? Rock monitors eat bugs. Ain’t gonna bite nobody!”

      “Shut up, little man.” Keeping his eyes on Sam, Jason swung his arm around so that his gun pointed at Harrier. They all knew the samurai’s smartgun link would let him aim the weapon without looking in the direction the muzzle pointed. Grey Otter leaned back against the rock face and out of the line of fire.

      With nothing between him and the weapon, Harrier began to retreat along the ledge. “Don’t let him shoot me, Mr. Twist. You’re a shaman. Hex him or somethin’.”

      Pointedly, Sam turned his back on Jason to demonstrate his disapproval of the Indian’s bullying. “He won’t shoot you, Harrier. I hear you can’t get anywhere around here without a guide, and you’re the closest thing we’ve got to one.”

      The sound of a weapon being holstered told Sam Jason was done with his posturing for now. He hoped there would be no more problems until they got back to the Mules. The Amerindian usually went relatively docile for several hours after having lost a play in the domination game. With all the dangers of travel, he would be quiet enough on the trip back to the coast. Once there, the odds would shift again. Sam expected Jason would want an accounting for embarrassing him in front of Grey Otter.

      For now, though, they stood before the cavern McAlister had described. If everything the guide had hinted at were true, they were facing more immediate problems. Even without shifting to his astral perception, Sam felt the stirring he’d come to associate with the presence of powerful magic. He sat down cross-legged and shifted perceptions. The cavern mouth remained a dark hole in the cliff, his astral senses offering no clues to what lay beyond. Ayer’s Rock itself buzzed with charged mana. He had no desire to assay the darkness within the cavern in astral form.

      As he was easing himself back to mundane perceptions, Sam noticed a faint glow to one side of the entrance. With his worldly eyes, he saw a pictograph of a lizard where the flesh-and-blood lizard had clung to the rock. The red and ocher of the paint were bright and shiny and looked almost wet. It didn’t smell wet, though. When he touched one of the lines, Sam’s finger came away feeling damp but showed no sign of color. While pondering that mystery, he noticed another painting a meter or so higher. Faded, but recognizable, it was another lizard. Like the first, its head pointed toward the mouth of the cave. Now that Sam knew what to look for, he saw that the entire entrance was ringed with pictographs. All were lizards, and all pointed toward the cavern’s gaping mouth.

      Sam stood and started forward, but Jason stepped past him to be the first to enter the cave. Sam was more than happy to let the Amerindian lead the way into the unknown. Jason was the best-equipped to handle a sudden physical threat, and would only get angrier if denied that honor.

      As Sam stepped across the threshold behind him, the drop in temperature was like walking into a refrigerator. After the initial shock, he realized it wasn’t so much the great temperature differential, but that the escape from the blazing sun made it seem so. Straining to see, he took a few steps forward. Harrier and Grey Otter entered behind him. Unlike Jason, the three of them moved cautiously, almost unwillingly. None of them had the optic augmentation of the samurai.

      It took several minutes for unenhanced eyes to adjust to the darkness. When they did, Sam saw that he was standing in a sort of antechamber. Grey Otter and Harrier were there, too, but Jason had probed deeper. More aboriginal pictographs adorned the chamber’s walls. Hidden from the sun, these were less faded, but none had the fresh look of the one Sam had touched. Harrier identified some of them, speaking their names as though they were totems: Kangaroo, Koala, Bandicoot, Snake, and, arching overhead, Crocodile.

      Turning at the sound of a foot scraping the rock floor, he saw Jason standing in the archway of a tunnel that led deeper into the rock. Looking annoyed, the Indian turned on his heel and vanished again into the dark. Sam switched on a flashlight and motioned the others to follow.

      The tunnel was uneven, narrowing and widening irregularly as it made its serpentine way into the earth. In the places where he had to duck low, Sam almost felt the weight of the rock above him. The walls were smooth and the tunnels almost circular. Branches too small for a man to pass through split off from the walls and ceiling. Sometimes the flashlight’s beam showed that they looped back in almost immediately. Most often they were simply stygian holes impenetrable to the probing light. The effect gave an uncanny organic feel to the place, as though they were walking through the arteries of some strange being of rock.

      Sam turned one corner to find Jason only a meter away. The Amerindian was advancing cautiously, gun in hand. Sam’s flashlight beam faltered in the darkness ahead of Jason. Its range of illumination seemed oddly curtailed, as though it were shining into infinity.

      Suddenly, Jason stopped moving and screamed as his body arched in spasm. Lines of sparks danced along his body, tracing the wires and cables of his cyberware. His Ares Predator roared as his trigger finger tightened on the trigger. The thunder it raised in the cavern gobbled all other sound. The Amerindian twisted, almost as though trying to tear loose from the grip of a giant hand, and then was flung down at Sam’s feet. There was the slightest hint of burned meat in the smoke rising from the samurai.

      “Righty, mate,” Harrier said as he popped his head around the corner. “That’s the barrier.”
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      “Don’t worry ’bout the Injun, Mr. Twist. Barrier don’t like electronics. He’ll be fine in a minute.”

      Jason groaned, then cursed with a vigor that indicated he’d taken no real injury.

      “See,” Harrier said eagerly, “Mudder said you was the bloke who’d get us past the barrier, Mr. Twist.”

      Sam handed his flashlight to Grey Otter. She took it with her right hand; her left held her Browning Ultra-Power pistol. Cautiously, he walked forward. Approaching the spot where Jason had stood, Sam’s head started to buzz from the strength of the magic before him. He stopped, staring into the darkness.

      The space before him seemed translucent, as though the air itself were solid. A fugitive gleam dwelt within the darkness, scattering light across the spectrum. It had to be the opal McAlister had said would be here. The guide hadn’t been a magician, but he had been savvy enough to realize an opal so well-protected would have magical potential beyond any ordinary gemstone.

      Sam could feel the barrier’s energy almost physically, but knew it could only be countered with magic. Seating himself before it, he shifted to astral perception. He had expected the barrier to glow with power; instead it was dark like the entrance. Unlike the entrance, it sucked at him, drawing at his energy.

      Sam thought about calling the spirit of the place to question it about the barrier, but a raggedness on the periphery of his astral vision reminded him of the chaos of the Outback. Would the spirit come? And if it did, would it be warped like the land it was a part of? It might prove more dangerous than the barrier.

      Deciding to tackle the barrier directly, Sam began a power chant to center himself and gather his strength. The rustlings of his companions receded from his awareness, but he felt every irregularity of the surface on which he sat. The soft movement of air through the cavern whispered to him in distracting, almost-understood entreaties. He blocked out the distraction.

      Armored in his power, he changed his song, reaching out with a shining astral hand to touch the barrier. Motes of light leapt from his fingers to squirm and merge into fragile threads that traced a lattice of energy and revealed the structure of the barrier. The air in the cavern rose to a breeze, then to a wind. It howled forlornly, like a dog bereft of its master. Sam ignored it and concentrated on the pattern.

      When he was sure he understood the barrier’s structure, he tugged experimentally on one of the strands. It gave under his touch, and the lattice shifted slightly into a minutely different arrangement. Sam felt satisfaction. He tugged another strand, harder this time, and the lattice shifted as he willed. He set to work opening the way for the four of them.

      Some time later, he felt a hand on his shoulder. Raising his head, he looked up into the brown eyes of Grey Otter. Her expression was worried, and he smiled to reassure her.

      “The gate is open.”

      She looked disbelievingly at him, then turned her head to stare at the darkness. He followed her gaze. The passage didn’t look any different. The darkness still ate the flashlight’s beam. But Sam knew better.

      He rose shakily to his feet. He was tired; dealing with the barrier had taken a lot out of him, but he had done what was needed. Assured there would be no hindrance, he walked forward. For a few meters, the air seemed thick around him, dragging slightly at his movements, but then he was through into fresher air that smelled of evergreen.

      Beyond the barrier, the cavern opened into a large chamber whose floor sloped down to a central pool that stretched from wall to wall and separated them from the far wall. Everything was underlit by a luminescence that seemed to emanate from the milky water, making darker still the pockmarks of water-worn cavities in the walls. A natural bridge of stone stretched over the still waters. On the far side, three seams of opal cut diagonally through the sandstone wall. The opal gleamed with a thousand colors, bright beyond what might be expected from light reflected from the pool.

      Sam felt his facial muscles tug into a smile. McAlister had been right: behind the barrier was a lode of opal. This was what he had come for. Those stones held the power he needed.

      Jason was the first to follow him through the barrier. The Amerindian came through ready for trouble, but drew up short at the beauty of the cavern. Grey Otter nearly bumped into him when she came through. Then both were crowded forward when Harrier followed. The Australian whistled low and long as his gaze settled on the seams of opal.

      Sam started down the path toward the pool. When he reached the relatively flat area at the edge of the water, Jason cut past him. A few strides more and the Amerindian skipped a step and spun in the air. He continued walking backward as he mounted the bridge. At the top of the arch, he actually smiled pleasantly as he taunted Sam.

      “Always putting me down about wanting money, Anglo. Like it’s some kind of disease. Then you haul off after a chairman’s ransom without spilling a word about what you’re after. Afraid of too much competition? Or embarrassed to have people know you’re just like them? Ghost will love hearing about this.”

      Behind Jason, a creature out of nightmare rose silently from the depths of the pool. A broad crocodile head topped the three-meter neck, but no crocodile had ever had such large golden eyes, nor such long, lanky limbs, nor furred paws armed with needle claws. The creature rose until its shoulders were level with the bridge. Its lean, armored body was ropey with muscle. If it had hind limbs, they did not come into sight.

      Perhaps Jason saw the horrific shape reflected in Sam’s eyes, or perhaps he felt the terror the thing radiated. Whatever the case, he spun about, raising his Predator, but his enhanced reflexes weren’t fast enough.

      The creature lashed out with a black-taloned paw. Claws shredded Jason’s flak jacket to scrape shrieking across the carbon fiber plates embedded in his skin. The implanted armor was all that saved him from being gutted by the monster’s attack. The impact of the blow twisted him back around to face Sam. As Jason staggered backward, his left foot came down in empty air. In a desperate bid to regain his balance, he threw his body forward just as the beast hissed and snapped its snake-like neck forward. Gaping jaws thrust at the Amerindian. The creature missed biting him, but its snout bumped Jason, toppling him over the edge of the bridge.

      Shocked by the sudden attack, Sam was slow to react. His companions were not. Braced in a formal firing stance, Grey Otter opened up on the beast. Harrier fired as well, screaming wildly as he emptied his SCK 100 submachine gun into the creature. The concentrated fire ripped into the beast at the juncture of its neck and body, slicing into its right shoulder. Tattered muscle failed, and the monster’s limb dropped limp to its side. It screeched its pain and dove.

      From his vantage near the pool, Sam could see the beast’s dark shape just beneath the surface as it crossed under the bridge. The shadow flowed as he watched. The beast’s neck and forelimbs shortened and its body grew broader.

      The creature’s shape was still shifting as it breached, its momentum carrying it partway onto the shore. Bony armor now covered its skin and its vicious head was that of a giant cat. The dark maw revealed row upon row of shark-like teeth as it snapped at its nearest tormentor. Grey Otter barely scrambled away from its attack.

      When it raised its right forelimb to slap at the woman, Sam was appalled to see that the limb showed no sign of injury. The paw—now a clawed flipper—caught Grey Otter and sent her tumbling. She hit hard and lay still.

      Harrier ran up next to the beast. He was still screaming incoherently, but he’d changed magazines and was pumping fire into the beast’s side. When it swung its head toward him, he ran away shrieking.

      Harrier’s distraction bought Sam time to collect his wits. Such a magical creature was best fought with the aid of a spirit, but remembering the chaos that haunted this land, he dared not summon one. Tired from the effort of breaching the barrier, he would have to rely on his limited skill at sorcery. Running through the spell chants he knew, he despaired at how few where oriented toward combat. This great beast would not be easy to affect. He gathered his power, readying a stunbolt. If he could slow the creature down, he would have more time to prepare a more potent spell. If he could think of one.

      He spoke the words and cast his arm forward as a physical focus to channel the energy. The beast bellowed, shaking its head in confusion.

      Then, like a gore-soaked revenant, Jason struck.

      He leaped onto the creature’s back, clamping his knees onto its neck. Augmented muscles drove fighting spurs deep, stabbing through the beast’s dermal armor to slice flesh. Again Jason thrust, seeking the vital arteries supplying the creature’s brain. It screeched and bucked, but the Amerindian held on, howling with berserker glee. Clawed flippers raked back to flay skin from Jason’s thighs.

      The creature thrashed and began to change again. Its body became more sinuous, allowing it just enough reach to slam an expanded flipper-paw onto Jason’s shoulder. The street samurai folded over backward, spine snapped. The beast arched further, flinging the body free in a welter of blood and entrails. Jason’s corpse splashed into the water and sank.

      Freed of the fear of injuring Jason, Sam unleashed the arcane energy he had gathered. Barely controlled, the mana swirled away from him and coalesced into a ragged bolt of energy that ravened toward the monster. The creature screamed as the half-focused mana tore at its being, ripping through its essence and scattering fragments like sand in a storm wind.

      Twisting in agony, the beast threw itself back toward the water. Its outline flowed and its proportions shifted as it jerked and flailed ineffectually. It seemed caught in a transition state, unable to take a definite action, or even a definite form. The monster crashed back into the pool.

      Sam watched it sink until its dark shadow was lost from sight. Without expecting an answer, he asked, “What the hell was that thing?”

      “Bunyip,” Harrier said shakily. Then he giggled, showing that he was still close to hysteria.

      “Say what?”

      “Bunyip,” the Australian repeated. “It’s a beastie hereabouts. Ain’t never seen one before.”

      “Then how do you know this was one?”

      “Bunyip’s a shapechanger. Lives in water and is very nasty. I figure that fit the bill. You took him out pretty good. You’re one hot wizboy.”

      Sam ignored the praise. He had failed to defeat the beast before it killed Jason. Over the Australian’s shoulder, he could see Grey Otter kneeling by the edge of the pool. She was crying.

      “Come on,” he said to Harrier. “Let’s go get the prize.”

      Harrier nodded enthusiastically and followed him across the bridge. The Australian spent most of the crossing scanning the water. Twice he stumbled and nearly knocked them both into the pool.

      The far side of the pool was broader than the space from which they had fought the bunyip. Its surface was rougher, too, with small outcroppings and hollows scattered about. The area sloped gradually up to the wall seamed with opal.

      “Cor…” Harrier said, his eyes caressing the iridescent brilliance of the rock.

      Sam noticed several of the outcroppings on the floor were also tipped with opal. Near the center, a flat-topped chunk of dark rock projected almost a meter from the floor. On its surface lay a single opal crystal of surpassing size.

      Harrier at his heels, Sam approached the dark pedestal. Unlike the other gems, this was a fire opal, a far more precious kind. The eight-centimeter stone looked as though a great flame burned in its heart. Sam held his hand close to it without affecting the bright glory of the gem’s brilliance.

      Harrier reached out to take it.

      “No!” Sam could sense the power of the stone. “Don’t touch it. For it to have maximum ritual potency, I must gather it myself.”

      Harrier stepped back, seeming frightened by Sam’s intensity. “Sure, Mr. Twist. It’s all yours. There’s plenty here for everybody.”

      Sam ignored the Australian’s blathering. He touched the stone and was only mildly surprised to find it warm. It was truly a stone of power. He tried to lift it, but he could not get a grip. His fingers seemed to slide from the surface.

      He cupped his hands to either side and concentrated. The world around him receded until Sam was aware only of the pulsing stone and himself. Slowly he brought his hands together, cradling the opal between them. His fingers tingled as they touched the oily surface. Focusing his concentration more sharply, he exerted his will on the stone. Wind whipped through the cavern, sighing through the holes worn in the stone with a frightening whelp.

      It shifted slightly.

      The great gem seemed reluctant to move. Carefully, Sam turned it in his hands, assuring himself that it was free before easing it from the hollow where it rested.

      He sensed the vibration before he heard the rumble from deep in the earth. A crack appeared in the top of the blackish stone and raggedly curved away from the hole where the opal had nested. A second crack appeared, then a third. More followed, until eight fissures radiated from the nest. The cavern shook. Sand and small particles rained down. A soughing moan breathed through the chamber.

      But the floor didn’t drop away, nor did a huge boulder come rolling in to smash him. The moaning died away and the rumbling softened and stilled. Before his eyes, the seams of opalescence in the wall dimmed. Silence and calm returned to the chamber.

      His prize in his hands, Sam rose shakily to his feet. With a whispered prayer of thanks, he turned his back to the opal-streaked wall.

      “Where ya goin’, Mr. Twist?” Harrier asked. “There’s lots more.”

      Staring at the gem, Sam answered, “This is all I’ll need. I’m not sure I can handle even as much power as I feel in this stone.”

      “But you can’t get back without me.”

      Sam smiled. “You and Mudder aren’t the only ones who ever learned to navigate.”

      Across the pool, Grey Otter’s eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed as her face took on a calculating expression.

      “But there’s a bleedin’ fortune here, just waitin’ to be gathered,” Harrier whined.

      “I didn’t come for money.”

      “Well, I bloody well did. There’s enough opal here to let us all live like bosses of the biggest megacorps. You can’t just walk away from this.”

      “I can and I will. I have more important things to do than grub up money.” Sam walked to the bridge.

      By the reflection in the pool, Sam saw Harrier scramble to his feet and point an accusing finger. “That’s why you’re walking out with a bleedin’ fortune in your hands.”

      “I’m walking out with someone’s salvation,” Sam replied as he crossed the bridge.

      “Tartin’ up your words don’t change the truth. I walk away now and I’m leavin’ behind all the wealth I ever dreamed about.”

      Sam trod up the path from the pool. “You know the way here now,” he said wearily.

      “Cor, mate. That don’t do me no effin’ good.”

      Sam turned to find Grey Otter on his heels. He nodded to her. To his surprise, she smiled back.

      Harrier demanded his attention with a curse. “Ya owe me, Twist. I coulda been killed here! Ya owe me!”

      “The pay you agreed to is in escrow in Perth.”

      “Perth!” Harrier snatched his hat off and threw it on the floor of the cavern. “Cor! I won’t be able ta come back once ya close that fraggin’ magical gate!”

      “That’s true, but you’ll be able to leave here whenever you want. I sensed that in the spell that makes the barrier. So dig to your heart’s content. We’ll leave you one of the Mules and enough supplies for a few days. That should give you enough time to gather more than enough opal to make you rich. Of course, the bunyip might come back.”

      Harrier eyed the pool. It looked still—as still as it had before the bunyip had erupted from it. With a shiver, the small man grabbed his hat up and scurried across the bridge to join them.
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      Urdli knew something was wrong even before he emerged from the rock he traveled through. He could feel the mana form surrounding the hold had been disturbed.

      As was proper, the inner ward opened for him, but as he passed through, he sensed it had been altered. There was trouble. He didn’t know the seriousness of the situation until he had pulled himself through into the mundane world, and the wan opaline glow cast his spindly shadow across the capstone.

      It was empty.

      “Purukupali! Oh Great Creator, how could you have made such a fool?”

      Urdli felt his skin burn with anger. A few other guardian stones had also been pried from their wards, but most remained in place. This had been a haphazard looting, an ignorant destruction of the ancient balances. Whoever had done this had not even known what they was doing.

      The sundered capstone was a bad sign, but he still had a small hope that the opening of the door had gone unnoticed by the ancient spirit. Perhaps it had not yet reclaimed the portion of its power that lay entombed here, giving him a chance to block the opening until he could gather others to seal it again. If he probed the well and the spirit was awake and aware, it would try to take him. He feared he was not strong enough to deal with it by himself, but no one else was here. If he took the time to summon others, the chance would likely be lost.

      He hesitated. He had no desire to become a pawn of the enemy. Old as he was, he was not yet ready to surrender his life or his freedom.

      Necessity was a strong argument, as was duty. But shame was a goad. He was the warder. If he made no attempt to set things right, his disgrace would know no bounds.

      Urdli called upon the great spirit of the Rock and wrapped himself in its protection. Here in this place of great power, the spirit was powerful. He felt as durable and strong as Rock itself. Strong enough? There was only one way to find out.

      He planted his feet, dug his toes into the stone to hold his body steady, and sent his spirit down into the well of the capstone. The way was filled with fairy cobwebs that fluttered as he passed.The place was empty. What had been constrained here was gone.

      Relief at not having to face that which terrified him warred with frustration at finding it gone. The proscribed power had escaped, and the old enemy would be stronger. But there might yet be time to prepare. With luck, it would focus its attention on other feuds before returning its envious and malicious eyes toward his own kind.

      Though his gathered strength might have been insufficient to deal with the old one, Urdli had no fear of the lesser inmates of the holding. He turned to the other wells of internment and found two of them empty, their occupants dispersed. Fortunately, the spirits still only stirred sleepily within the other wells. The long slumber imposed a lethargy on them that was to Urdli’s advantage.

      Calling upon the power he held, he drove them back down into their dreaming. To seal the wells, he scooped opal from the wall seam and molded it in his hands to create new guardian stones. He set each in place with spells that made these stones replacements for the stolen ones. At least some of the problems would remain entombed here.

      The effort exhausted him. He released his hold on the Rock spirit and lay back to rest, drifting off into a dreamless sleep.

      
        * * *

      

      When he awoke, he was hungry. There was no food to be had here, but he could drink from the pool. Crouching over it, he gazed down into the milky water. His reflection showed a haggard face, dark eyes sunken into black pits of exhaustion that were obvious even against his dusky skin. He dispersed the disturbing image by dipping his hands into the water, but his worries remained. There was still much to do.

      After his drink, he called the bunyip. When it did not respond, he was not surprised. The thieves could not have successfully departed with the stones without overcoming the bunyip.

      He crossed the bridge and walked up the slope to the tunnel. Crouching to clear the low ceiling, he traveled the short distance to the gate of the inner ward. He adjusted his senses and read its structure, seeking the anomaly he had felt when crossing the ward on his way to the chamber. Finding the flaw was not difficult. One of the thieves, a magician, had opened the gate and set it to admit four persons, though only three had left. Urdli tugged on the structure, restoring it to its original form. Later, when he felt stronger, he would reinforce the ward.

      He turned back to the chamber and scanned it with the deep sight. There was no sign of life, either amid the field of glowing prisons or down in the depths of the pool. The bunyip was dead, but so was one of the intruders. The beast had done its work, at least in part. A new one would be necessary.

      Passing through the ward, Urdli walked to the cavern’s mouth. There, in the crisp, clean air, he caught the faint scent of the blood-soaked rocks. His deep sight saw the stain, and he felt the wound in the rock where the piton had been driven. Another of the intruders had died here.

      He stepped off the ledge, and supported by his will, descended to the plain below. The grave of the climber was painfully obvious. The thieves had made no attempt to hide it. He left it alone; it would not likely offer any useful information.

      The marks of vehicles scarred the ground nearby. Wide, deeply treaded tires ran to a protected cranny, then away again. Within the nook was a profusion of footprints. They meant little to him. He was no expert, but it looked as though there were only five sets, the climber and the four who had penetrated the holding. He gazed out along the path of the tracks. The trail would not remain long in the Outback. Already he could see a storm racing to cut across the thieves’ spoor.

      He was angry with them. And with himself.

      The guardian stone, though bereft of its primary function, was still an item of power. Its recovery was imperative, as was the punishment of the thieves. He could not track them mundanely, but there were other ways.

      He began gathering materials. The dry mulga branch was in a gully. The ants brought him the teeth of a marsupial mole. He apologized to the bandicoot he trapped and killed for its tail. The tail he bound to the slender end of the stick, then spat on it and sealed the join with a word. Sitting down in a wash edged in red clay, he began his songs.

      
        * * *

      

      Two nights passed before the curved mulga branch began to writhe and put out new sprouts. The new growth stretched out into four spindly legs, while the old twigs elongated into ribs. The bulbous end of the branch grew, forming first a cranium, then a snout. He tossed the teeth into the air and they swirled into place along the edges of the forked snout, growing in size as they did. Throat dry and voice cracking, he rose and changed the song. He strode to the clay, the stick beast capering at his side. Thrusting his hands past the dry upper layers of earth, he scooped out handfuls of the moist clay beneath and molded it around the wooden skeleton, packing the beast with his purpose and magic.

      Slowly, it took on the shape of a lean hunting hound. Holding the head with one hand, he gazed at the rough-hewn shape, featureless save for the mouth of sharp teeth.

      “Kulpunya, I give you eyes that you may see those you hunt,” he said, thrusting two fingers deep into its skull.

      “Kulpunya, I give you nostrils that you may smell your prey where they hide,” he said, pressing two smaller holes into the end of its snout.

      “Kulpunya, I give you ears to hear the despairing howls of those you hunt unerringly,” he said, modeling long flaps at the back of the head. “With your ears, hear my command, kulpunya. Find the desecrators. Hunt them down for me.”

      The kulpunya howled, leaped from his grip, and raced away. Urdli watched its absurdly thin limbs churn, propelling it impossibly fast across the plain. It ran in silence, implacable and malevolent.

      Urdli smiled.
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      Hohiro Sato was not in a good mood.

      The morning meeting with Atreus Applications Incorporated had not gone well. The myopic fools at AAI were still being difficult. Even his personal appearance at their headquarters in the Hong Kong Free Enterprise Enclave had failed to convince the stubborn board of directors. When he had told them Renraku’s interest in their company was utterly serious, they had seemed to think he was bluffing. They would learn, though. Sato wanted Atreus’ assets for the foundering Special Directorate. And he would have them. When AAI had refused his offer of a staged stock buyout, they had sealed their fate. Sato would suck them dry as soon as he could arrange the necessary change in circumstances.

      But that was a pleasure belonging to the future. He had left the meeting irritated, and then his irritation became tinged with resentment upon receiving word that Grandmother wanted to see him. Now she had the temerity to keep him waiting. He was no junior sarariman to be summoned, however polite the phrasing of the order. Nor was he a lackey to be kept cooling his heels. His unrelieved vexation kindled a smoldering anger.

      Staring between the blank-faced guards, he watched the inner door with its teak veneer. Briefly fantasizing that his vision pierced the door’s opacity, he pictured the scene beyond it. The garden was ablaze with rare flowers, a riot of colors tinted ever so slightly more exotic by the faint purple hue of the SunSub light panels. Insects serviced the plants, barely disturbed by the occasional visitor moving between one of the ring rooms and the central hub of the curved stairway that descended into darkness, into her sanctum.

      He had long wanted to know what went on in her sanctum when he wasn’t there, but never uncovered more than rumors. What he had learned was that she was well-protected. Even using the finest surveillance equipment, his agents had failed to penetrate the walls of the ring rooms. Even the magical skills of his tame mage Masamba could not pierce her barriers. Grandmother liked her secrets.

      Secrets were her business.

      From her lair, Grandmother ran an international network that traded in information, usually clandestine. She traded in other things, legal and illegal, as well. Despite her personal eccentricities, she was a premier power broker.

      Having been only a junior salaryman when he had first encountered her network, Sato had benefited from the association. At several key junctures in his career, confidential material had been passed to him, allowing him to embarrass rivals or blackmail them out of his way. The stimulation to his career was undeniable, but it galled him that she held power over him. She. A woman. At least she was Japanese.

      Each time he had used her information, she had sunk her hooks in deeper. He had fed her information in return, all the while knowing it only gave her a tighter hold over him. The opportunities just seemed too great to ignore and her demands inconsequential in comparison. He had been younger then, hungrier…and stupider.

      Now he knew better, understood the nature of her hold over him. Someday, she would demand something he would be unwilling to give, then threaten him with ruin if he denied her. On that day, he wanted to be able to laugh in her face. He wanted to be too powerful for her to touch. So far, however, he had not succeeded in gleaning the information he needed to compromise her. Lacking that, he could make only vague plans. His best depended on a tool not yet ready. Until he knew more about her secrets, he was arming himself to fight wraiths.

      One thing Sato knew for sure was that anger would gain him nothing. He forced it down, leashing it to his will. He would not be shamed into losing his temper before the woman. By the time her servant arrived to lead him into the garden, he was outwardly calm. Inside, the fire coiled, a sullen dragon awaiting its time.

      As in all his previous visits, he was required to leave his bodyguards in the ring room. The servant accompanied him along the gravel path, then left him to descend the stairway alone. He followed his own shadow around the central pole and down the winding way. He stepped confidently, even when his shadow obscured the stairs. The hum of the garden insects faded into silence, but the quiet was soon broken by a rhythmic sound that grew louder as he descended.

      Click, clack.

      Over and over.

      Damn! She was at her loom again. He hated it when she was weaving. The noise disturbed his concentration, and he did not like to be distracted when trying to deal with her. She was too sharp; he needed to be ready to pounce on the slightest clue to what might give him a hold on her.

      He stopped briefly at the foot of the stairs, remaining in the shaft of light from above. There was deep darkness all around. She was out there in the dark that was part of her protection, but it offered little from him. His Zeiss eyes adjusted at his command, shifting to light amplification, and he saw her old, bent shape seated before the loom. She looked no older than the day they had met, nearly two decades ago.

      He didn’t doubt she was aware of him, but she made no sign. He called attention to himself by clearing his throat. Her hands never stopped moving. The shuttle flew back and forth. A gnarled hand racked the heddles forward, snugging the latest line in the pattern firmly into place. Without taking her eyes or hands from her work, she greeted him in a wobbling, high-pitched voice.

      “Ah, Sato-san, how nice of you to call.”

      If she wished to pretend she had not summoned him, he would humor her. Forcing politeness, he responded, “I was in Hong Kong. How could I not visit my Grandmother?”

      She cackled. “Such filial devotion. I wonder, do you show so much to your real grandmother?”

      His family was no business of hers, but he was sure she already knew the answer to her question, as she knew so much about him. Why could he learn so little about her? He refused to answer.

      Click, clack.

      “Well, then, Sato-san. How is your special project in Seattle prospering?”

      That was a question she would not let him ignore. “Not very well at all.”

      For a moment, the loom was silent. Then click, clack.

      “I am most sorry to hear that. I was so hoping you would have good news for me. You raised my hopes last year.”

      He was sure he had. His own hopes had risen when the Special Directorate had seemed to have achieved their goal of creating a true artificial intelligence within the Renraku matrix. “I am sorry if you were disappointed. The disruption brought me more trouble than it did you.”

      “Very true. But Aneki took it well, didn’t he?”

      “Well enough.”

      “Well enough, indeed. You have not been dethroned as the director’s heir apparent, and you are still in command of the Seattle arcology. That shows a certain cleverness I shall have to keep in mind when I think of you. Have you been telling your Aneki-sama pleasant things that you have neglected to tell Grandmother?”

      “I told him what I have told you. Since mismanagement in the Security Directorate allowed the loss of one of the principal designers, the Special Directorate has been stymied, demoralized, and beset with unavoidable delays. A significant amount of data was destroyed, and what remained needed to be checked. Hutten, the designer who was lost, was clearly defecting, as evidenced by his theft of key datafiles and custom components. As he was the architect of some of those lost components and left no reliable notes, the Directorate has not yet been able to duplicate the functions. We are no closer to achieving the goal than when Aneki assigned me to move things along.”

      Click, clack. “The touted abilities of your toy would have been most useful. You have, of course, punished those responsible for the disappointment. What progress have you made in recovering Hutten?”

      “None.”

      Click, clack. The sound was harsher now.

      Sato knew he’d better explain. “There have been no notable advances among our competitors. The security agent responsible for the debacle was seen to have injured Hutten before she herself fell to her death. Perhaps fatally. He may be presumed dead. As to punishment, there is still no clue as to who was manipulating the rogue Verner.”

      Click…

      “Verner? The name seems familiar. Refresh an old woman’s memory, Sato-san.”

      …clack.

      He doubted her memory needed refreshing. She was testing him, as always.

      Years ago, she had set him the task of tracking a handful of individuals. Renraku Corporation was a world leader in data technology, and his placement with the firm made him an obvious choice to arrange for surreptitious information retrieval. He might have understood if the individuals she’d wanted tracked were important people, but most were inconsequential. But she was persistent over the years—wanting to know everything about these people and their relatives—that he had come to believe she had some deep concern beyond that of an information broker. She seemed obsessed with the fate of these individuals, but he had never learned why.

      They seemed to have nothing in common save traumatic experiences during the turbulent year of 2039. Especially common were brushes with death on the infamous Night of Rage and in the turmoil that had followed. He had come to suspect that this matter touched upon something she…was “feared” too strong a word?

      His belief in her fear had solidified two years ago, when she had commanded the interrogation of Janice Verner. The questions he’d been required to ask the girl were filled with paranoid suspicion. What did “they” want? What connection did “they” have with the Verner family? Then so many seemingly unrelated questions. He did not know who “they” were, but he had come to believe “they” really existed. Grandmother might be paranoid, but even paranoids have enemies. Anyone who gave her concern gave him hope. If he was careful, “they” might provide him a lever to pry loose her hold over him.

      Not wishing to betray himself, he chose his words carefully. “The Verners are among those you watch.”

      “Ah, yes. The woman was such a disappointment. Whatever happened to the man?” Click, clack.

      “Little new information has emerged since he went rogue. We know he survived his raid on the arcology. We also know a shadowrunner matching his description has been linked to a number of petty operations, mostly in the Seattle area. His continued existence seems likely, but remains untraceable.”

      Click, clack. “Surely the largest information corporation in the world keeps records.”

      “On him, we no longer seem able to. His file vanished from Renraku’s banks a few months after the Hutten incident, and every attempt to begin a new one has been fruitless. Each entry vanishes almost as soon as it is made. I believe he is or has acquired the services of a computer expert of the highest ability. He or his accomplice has inserted a dedicated virus of hitherto unknown sophistication into the Matrix. Renraku resources have failed to isolate it. We know of its existence only by its actions as it destroys all data connected to Samuel Verner.”

      Click, clack. “But not his sister’s data?”

      “No. And in any case, that would be unnecessary. Her death was recorded on Yomi Island nearly a year ago.”

      “I am intrigued.” Click, clack. “He was involved with Hutten. Perhaps your missing computer expert is still alive after all. Perhaps the nascent artificial intelligence was used to strip Verner’s identity from the Matrix. As you said, he had gone rogue. As a shadowrunner, he would find his corporate records a detriment.”

      Sato thought little of the theory, but decided it would be best not to scoff. If Hutten and the AI still existed, some corporation would have them and would have used them. He would not be unaware of such a situation. “There is no evidence that the AI survived Hutten’s sabotage. The Renraku matrix retains nothing more than sophisticated analogs and knowbots, and Huang and Cliber are unable to duplicate their earlier apparent success. Nothing comparable has been observed in any other corporate matrix, or in the worldwide Matrix.”

      Click, clack. “And the current rash of ghost-in-the-machine tales?”

      “Simply that. Tall tales, rumors, and lies. There is nothing verifiable, nothing to suggest either Hutten or the AI remain in existence.”

      “I am disappointed.” Click, clack. “Ah, well. New lines of endeavor are not always rewarding. One must always have enough interests that a disappointment does not prove overwhelming. I understand Atreus has made some interesting refinements in their Haas biochips.”

      He was growing tired of her patronizing. Irritated by the constant rattle of the loom, he snapped, “I know.”

      “I am sorry. Of course you would.” Click, clack. “You have been showing quite an interest in their operations of late. Regrettably, they have shown little interest in your offers.”

      “As usual, you are well-informed.”

      Click. Clack. “I have a new interest. I wish some data. Awaiting you upstairs are chips with details on the subjects.”

      “I will
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