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      Anyone trolling some of the message boards devoted to BattleTech and MechWarrior this past summer has doubtless heard that this book is a bit of a departure. That’s probably right, and I’m as interested as anyone in how this is going to shake out. I’m sure everyone will let me know.

      Yet no writer does anything in someone else’s sandbox without the say-so of the people, charged with ensuring the integrity of that sandbox—or universe. In that, I have been blessed with two of the most flexible editors any writer could ask for, both of whom gave me an opportunity to try something just a little different. And so, my profound thanks and gratitude go to:

      Sharon Turner Mulvihill, for her patience, enthusiasm, and willingness to stand back a bit and let me push the envelope while making sure I didn’t bust anything. Thanks for thinking of me.

      Randall Bills (whose sigh of relief—when he realized he wouldn’t get nearly as many panicky e-mails this time around—I heard waaayyy over here), for his great good humor and lack of ego; and for being the kind of guy who didn’t get his knickers in a twist even when I interrupted for about the thousandth time. Next time, buddy, I clean up the coffee.

      Last, my love goes to my husband, David, and our daughters, Carolyn and Sarah. Thanks, guys, for soldiering on, foraging for nuts and twigs when I forgot about little things like, oh, groceries—and, most especially, for not making good on that threat to eat one of the cats.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The Messiah will come only when he is no longer necessary, he will come only one day after his arrival, he will not come on the last day, but on the last day of all.

        Franz Kafka
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        NEW BONN

        DENEBOLA

        PREFECTURE VIII

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        9 DECEMBER 3135

      

      

      All Jack Ramsey needed was one scream. Then he’d kill the son of a bitch.

      What he got instead was snow hissing over brick and wind roaring through ferrocrete and titanium canyons like a hundred DropShips. He stood at the lip of an alley, pressed against the ice-slicked brick of a condemned tenement. Snow sheeted in frigid gusts, stinging his face and neck, like getting slapped with broken glass.

      Ramsey was a big man, with muscular shoulders and forearms, and large, scarred hands. His eyes were a startling blue-green framed by angular cheekbones and a broad forehead. He wore police-issue cold weather gear: thick-soled black boots, a black parka with a gold police insignia, insulated pants, gloves lined with olefin-polyester insulation and gel heat crystals, and a black, militia-standard watch cap.

      Where is McFaine? This had to be the place because Ramsey felt the monster like a malevolent force. They had this weird…connection. Or maybe he was just obsessed. Bad enough to be out in a blizzard, tracking a maniac, and probably suicidal to do it with no backup. But McFaine’s message was explicit: Come alone. Tell no one. Or, well, McFaine would kill the five boys, and wouldn’t Ramsey feel terrible about that?

      McFaine wasn’t bluffing. Last time, Ramsey went in with a micro-SatNav and a backup team. Oh, he found the killing floor—strewn with body parts, not all from the same child, like McFaine had taken a snip here, a slice there. And scrawled with blood on brick: Naughty boy.

      Another gale tore through the alley. Feeling the cold. His face was wet where it wasn’t half-frozen, and meltwater trickled down his chin and neck. Even with the gloves, his fingers were numb, and his toes didn’t feel like much of anything. He transferred his personal carry, a blocky Skye Raptor 50-Mag semi-auto, to his left hand and flexed the fingers of his right. Running out of time…

      “Goddamn it,” he said. He talked to the storm. “Where is he? I’ve done everything he’s wanted. Now where is he?”

      Later, Ramsey thought all McFaine wanted was for Ramsey to beg. Because then it came: the thin, quavering wail of a child’s scream.

      From the left, left! And there, a sliver of yellow light where there had been nothing an instant before. Basement window. The dark rectangle of an alley door.

      Go, go! A swift cop-kick and Ramsey burst through the door, out of the storm and into near-total darkness. He spun a full circle, Raptor at the ready. A sense of a short hallway to his left and ahead, the black-on-black of a stairwell going down. The air smelled of char, old urine, and dead rats. Basement, basement, go! Moving, heavy boots clapping ferrocrete, nothing to be done about the noise, his gun out.

      At the bottom of the stairs now, where it was no longer dark but grainy with a fan of weak, yellow light coming from Ramsey’s left, and then Ramsey heard a child sob.

      No, no, no! He kicked—short, hard. The basement door snapped back, rebounded against its jamb, and Ramsey muscled through—and then he stopped, cold.

      The basement reeked of fear, sweat, rotting flesh and wet copper. The cinderblock walls and poured concrete floor were smeary with old blood cracked into a rust-colored jigsaw pattern like a crackle glaze. The blood was old because four of the boys were in pieces, disarticulated limbs heaped like clearance items at a sidewalk sale. A pegged wallboard held McFaine’s toys: pliers, wire cutters. A handsaw clogged with gore.

      But the reason Ramsey knew only four boys were dead were the heads floating in specimen jars: eyes open, mouths agape in silent screams.

      The last child, the fifth, was still alive. The boy was naked, roped to a chair with barbed wire. Crimson rivulets oozed down the boy’s bare chest and legs, and there were quills of stitches where the boy had lost two fingers at the second joint and the entire length of his right big toe. An odd, metallic torque hung around the boy’s neck.

      And there, crouched behind the boy, was Quentin McFaine.

      “Dad.” The boy’s lips twisted with terror. “Dad?”

      “I’m right here, son.” Ramsey fought to stay calm. Just get McFaine to move his head a few centimeters to the right and then… “I’ll get you out of here.”

      “Oh, Jack, so anxious to leave?” McFaine’s voice was husky, sensual, sibilant as a snake, and just a little pouty. His shoulder-length honey-blond hair was pulled into a ponytail that shone like spun gold. His cobalt blue eyes were fringed by luxuriant lashes and set above an aquiline nose and generous lips sculpted into a perfect cupid’s bow. “God, I thought you’d never get here. I waited as long as I could with the others, but then you didn’t come, and what’s a mother to do?”

      Ramsey put some steel in his voice. “Step away from the boy, McFaine. Then stand up, slowly, hands behind your head. You don’t do what I say, I will kill you.”

      “And blow your boy’s head off? Because you will, either way.”

      “What are you talking about?” But Ramsey already knew. That collar…

      McFaine pointed at a nest of pipes hugging exposed ceiling joists. “A sensor net: programmed to register little things like gunshots or burnt cordite. I knew you’d bring your slugthrower because you hate the smell of burned meat, don’t you, Jack? And I’m not bluffing.” McFaine tapped his wrist, and the room filled with the sound of the raging storm and Ramsey’s voice: Goddamn it. Where is he, where…? McFaine tapped his wrist again, and Ramsey’s voice cut out. “I’m pretty good with sensor webs. Shoot me, and your boy loses his head.”

      God, no… “What do you want, McFaine?”

      McFaine laughed silently, like a dog. “You know,” he drawled, his fingers skimming the boy’s bloody chest, his pointed pink snake’s tongue darting to taste his index finger. “Ah, Jack, you know what I want. I want you, and I won’t make a trade.”

      Ramsey was silent.

      “Cat got your tongue, Jack? I hope not. I was looking forward to that item myself. Admit it, you want me. You want to get your hands on me, all over me—”

      “Shut up.”

      “Because you want me.” McFaine chuckled, low and throaty. “I’m in your dreams, aren’t I, Jack, your cop wet dreams?”

      “Shut up!” Ramsey’s voice was hoarse with rage and desperation. “Just shut the fuck up!”

      “Temper, temper, Jack,” McFaine said, and then, suddenly, he stood: a smooth, seamless unfolding of his legs and hips. He wore jeans and a black turtleneck, and now McFaine’s long fingers worked, gathering folds, peeling the sweater from his hairless, sculpted chest and abdomen. “Come on, Jack. Show me what you’ve got.”

      Ramsey hesitated, his heart booming in his chest. He sighted down the Raptor’s barrel. Do it, kill him, kill him!

      Instead, he broke at the elbow and thumbed on the safety.

      “Ah, Jack.” McFaine gave a languid lizard’s grin, his teeth stained orange with blood. “Mano a mano, like gladiators. Skin to skin and winner take all. Now why don’t you get out of those hot things,” McFaine said as he tugged at his belt, “and down to business?”
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        FARWAY

        DENEBOLA

        PREFECTURE VIII

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        FRIDAY, 13 APRIL 3136

      

      

      Noah Schroeder huddled in an ancient tree house just up the hill from the old, haunted Roman Catholic graveyard and figured that, another couple minutes, these cigarettes were gonna kill him for sure.

      And just a couple of hours ago, he’d felt pretty good. Friday, end of another school week, zip homework. He’d biked eight klicks out of town, working up a sweat and going so fast the scenery was a blur of brown and gray, of fields chunky with stubble and stands of craggy, denuded trees. The west wind blowing in from the distant snow-covered peaks of the Kendrakes was cold enough to make his ears hurt, and the tip of his nose felt like a brass button. But the sky was bright turquoise and cloudless, so when Noah looked up, he spied a pair of thin white lines drawn on the dome of the sky. DropShips, freighters probably, outbound from New Bonn spaceport to the system’s jump point five days away. (Not that he’d ever seen a DropShip, or the spaceport, for that matter. New Bonn was seven, eight hours south, but the city might as well be on another planet. Farway was, well, far away.)

      Joey handed over the cigarette. Noah said, “Wow, thanks,” wondered what the heck was wrong with him, and sucked. Smoke blasted his mouth, and he felt his head expand to the size of a Mule-class DropShip from the nicotine buzz. He thought he might pass out or vomit or just roll over, arms and legs in the air like an Amaris dung beetle and die, or maybe all three.

      Instead, he said in a thin, strangled voice, “Yeah, wow, Joey, man, this is great.” Then Noah doubled over and hacked out smoke and what felt like half a lung.

      Well, that made Joey Ketchum and Troy Underhill nearly bust a gut. Joey said, “Whoa, whoa, Jesus, don’t drop it!” He grabbed Noah’s arm and tweezed the cigarette free as Noah retched. “You know how hard it was to lift that pack?”

      “How hard?” Troy asked.

      “Hard.” Joey screwed the cigarette into the side of his mouth then swept up a pack of greasy, dog-eared cards and started a solitaire game of Kerensky’s Run. At thirteen and change, Joey had three months on Noah and seven on Troy. He was also a budding sociopath: ironic, considering his father was the local sheriff.

      “I thought Bert was gonna PPC my ass, he gave me the evil eye,” he said, the cigarette marking time. Joey slapped down a Black Knight Six, squinted through a curl of cigarette smoke, made a horsey sound. “Piece a crap deck,” he said, sweeping the cards up and butting them together. “Can’t win Kerensky’s Run, you don’t got but three Binaries.” Tossing the pack into a corner, Joey knocked a tube of ash from the cigarette, settled his back against a rotting slab of plywood and blew a streamer of gray smoke. “Man, I’m so cold my dick’s gonna fall off.”

      “You got to inhale,” Troy Underhill said, with the sage air of experience. Troy’s mom smoked, a lot, and Troy usually reeked like an ashtray. “Smoke’s gotta come out your nose.”

      “Yeah? You gonna to show us, big shot?”

      “I would, only I can’t,” Troy said, puffing up. He was a scrawny kid with thick glasses, oversized ears, and a small, pointy chin that made him look like a myopic elf. Troy also had diabetes. At first, Troy’s mom chased after Troy with orange juice and snacks. That had stopped when Troy’s dad walked out three years ago, and he got an insulin pump. Since then, Troy’s mom just refilled his prescriptions and worked as a waitress down at Ida’s combo bakery and diner. She also made money another way, but no one liked to talk about that.

      He continued, “Doc Summers says if I smoke, my toes’ll fall off on account of my capillaries getting all constricted.”

      “No shit,” Noah said, his mouth still clogged with saliva. He liked saying “shit,” and said it pretty often when his mom wasn’t around. (But not “fuck”; that you saved up for when you wanted to make an impression.) He spat and said, “No shit, really?”

      “I shit you not. Doc says if I’m not careful, I could end up in a comma.”

      Snorting, Joey dropped the smoldering butt and ground it out with the toe of his sneaker. “It’s ‘coma,’ you dope on a rope.”

      “How come your toes might fall off?” Noah asked Troy.

      “Doc says it’s because diabetics don’t get good blood flow to their distal extremities on account of capillary constriction,” Troy said, like he’d memorized a textbook.

      “Yeah, problem like that, and your dick’s gonna die,” Joey said. “You ain’t never gonna get it up. Everyone knows you got to have capillary constriction to get it up.”

      A shadow of worry flitted across Troy’s face. “I know that. But everybody knows that the capillaries in your dick ain’t the same as the capillaries in your toes.”

      “Naw, man, the capillaries in your dick...they’re really delicate. I bet your dick’s gonna fall off, maybe right in the middle of the cafeteria.”

      “Will not!” Troy spluttered, his pale cheeks flaming with sudden color.

      “Joey,” Noah said.

      “Yes, sir, there’ll be this little glassy tinkle.” Joey shook his head, mournfully. “Troy’s dick going to ground.”

      Troy was the color of a prune. “Whuh…whuh…!” He lunged for Joey, but Noah planted a hand on Troy’s chest. “Hey, at least I got a dick to fall off, dickweed!” Troy shouted.

      “Troy.” Noah shoved again. “Quit it.”

      “So sad,” Joey said. “A tragedy.”

      “Yeah, yeah?” Troy lunged again and Noah shoved him back. “Well, up yours, Joey.” Troy threw Joey the finger. “Man, you can just sit on it and spin.”

      “Can’t do that,” said Joey, calmly. “A finger’s a distal extremity. So I sit on that finger and that finger’s gonna…”

      Noah cut in. “Joey?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Shut the fuck up.”
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      Twilight turned the air grainy, washing out color until everything was gray. From the west came the low wail of a landtrain.

      “Six o’clock,” Joey said. “Silver Star out of Clovis. Gonna get dark as tar in another forty-five minutes, an hour. We gotta go.”

      “Yeah,” Noah said, but he didn’t want to leave. The tree house—a ramshackle construction fifteen meters up and shoehorned tight against the main stem of a Neurasian maple—felt peaceful. The maple was part of a grove and very old, its trunk scarred by generations of jackknives and mini-lasers.

      But Joey was right. So they climbed down: Joey first, then Troy and, finally, Noah descending the flat, half-meter boards nailed to the trunk. The steps were even more fragile than the house, and he took it slow. This summer, they’d better nail up some new boards. Otherwise, someone was liable to slip and break his neck.

      At the bottom, the boys fanned out for their bikes. When they were still little kids, they’d taken to hiding their bikes in a stand of high grass about seventy meters right of the grove. Why they started hiding the bikes in the first place, no one remembered, and now it was just habit.

      Noah had reached down for his bike when he straightened again and cocked his head.

      “What?” Joey asked.

      Noah looked back to the lip of a hill that led down to the graveyard and the road just beyond, and took a few steps in that direction. “You hear something?”
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      The killer heard the wail of the Silver Star, splitting the air like a clarion call. He was hunkered out of sight, a gnarled walking stick along his left leg, his back against the broad pedestal of an ancient grave. The grave canted left, top-heavy with an angel carved from veined gray marble. The icy stone leeched through his old man’s rumpled overcoat and dusky blue wool sweater, walking chills up and down the ladder of his spine. The wind didn’t help either: a light westerly breeze that riffled his white hair and made his eyes water.

      He’d set the meet for six-thirty: not quite full dark around these parts, but close. Nothing to do but wait. And think.

      Every assassin had a name like Jackal, Scorpion, Midnight Marauder. Even whack-jobs like that one on Towne, the Little Luthien killer, he had a name. So what sounded good? He needed a real kick-ass name, because he was going to be famous.

      Thinking, he trailed his fingers absently over the contours of a small caliber handgun. A plinker. Do the job, sure, but it wasn’t big. He wanted big. He wanted power. He wanted a cannon, something blocky and loud, with a blinding muzzle flash and enough recoil to break his wrist. Something like the Northwind Star 720 tucked in a quick-draw holster on his left hip. (So okay, fine, he cheated. The Handler hadn’t said not to bring the cannon. He just wasn’t supposed to use it because of the mess.)

      His ears pricked at a far-off rumble, a little like thunder. A car: a ground vehicle, not a hover. He edged his head around. Saw a glint of fading sunlight off chrome, and then heard the crackle, pop, and squeal of rock as the car pulled into the cemetery’s gravel drive. The graveyard drive meandered right and then left before angling right again. He knew he wouldn’t be visible until that final right turn.

      Peeling away from the monument, he knelt before the stone angel. The earth nipped his knees through his trousers. He placed his walking stick within reach of his left hand, shoved the handgun into his left coat pocket, and bowed his head: just an old man praying at the forgotten grave of a fallen comrade. He smelled dust kicked up by the car’s tires, and then cool blue-white halogen light from the car’s headlamps broke over his back, throwing his shadow into crisp, bold relief. Then the car’s engine sputtered and died. In the sudden silence, the killer heard nothing but the tick-tick-tick of the car’s muffler. But he didn’t move. His skin prickled as his heart banged in his chest, and his mouth went a little dry. Then he caught the pop of a car door and the crunch of a boot against gravel.

      At that moment, for a reason he couldn’t explain, his eyes again drifted to the stone angel. The angel’s left wing was gone and its face tear-streaked with age. The angel clutched a sword in its left hand and the Scales of Justice in its right.

      Then, like a revelation, he knew his name, and soon, very soon, this man would know his wrath: that of the Angel of Death, the Avatar of Judgment.

      Because he was Gabriel.
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      Frederic Limyanovich was mad enough to spit. A time warp, that is what Farway was, and this cell a product of a bygone era. Farway was so strange. No hovers, no ’Mechs; guns instead of lasers. Bicycles! He had landed in some kind of prehistoric backwater, surrounded by the moral and political equivalent of Neanderthals.

      The problem was there were more of these kinds of cells—quite probably, many more than his superiors suspected—scattered through the Inner Sphere. Oh, the initial principle had been sound. Insert small, cohesive cells to work behind the scenes, root out the enemy. The longer these operatives were in place, the more they infiltrated all levels of local government and social structure.

      Only one drawback: When the Republic was born, everyone forgot about the cells. But the cells hadn’t forgotten. Some still thought they were at war.

      And another thing bothered him. How had they tracked him down in Slovakia? How could they have known about him? And the coded request they used was so old, he had to look it up. The instructions were quite specific, though, and he had brought the requested...materials. But he would not be the first to offer them up.

      As it happened, they wanted to talk. Brother to brother, they said. To be brought up to speed, they said. To better understand how we are to finish what we began during the Jihad and so much easier now because the various factions—the Houses and upstarts—were turning on one another, gobbling up territory, consuming themselves like snakes eating their tails.

      So he came, they met, he talked. The Jihad was finished, he said. Make your peace and be done with it, he said. Ah, but he knew which of them was not convinced. That old one, the one who sat and smoked until a cloud of blue veiled the old one like a shawl—but Limyanovich saw unspoken thoughts behind those glittering, black eyes.

      Well, talking once again would do no good, even if with another representative who, he already knew, would be as intransigent as the old one with the black eyes and blue smoke. And to talk about what? More revolution? Perhaps soon, but not now. This was not yet their time.

      Limyanovich was so boiling mad, he nearly missed his turn in the fading light. The turnoff for the cemetery was on his left, and poorly marked. A streaked, dingy verdigris monument plaque, probably bronze in another life, announced its religious affiliation as Old Roman Catholic, and the cemetery’s name: Our Mother of Sorrows. A crumbling stone pieta of the Virgin Mary and the dead Jesus perched above the plaque. Mary’s nose was gone, as was her left arm, broken off at the elbow. Jesus had fared little better, and looked as if someone had taken a sledgehammer and smashed the head and amputated both legs at the knees.

      As he eased the car onto a pocked gravel drive, he flicked on the car’s halogens against the waning sunlight. Glowing, ash-colored dust clouds boiled in the beams like smoke. The chassis swayed, bouncing as the tires found every single rut and depression. He drove slowly, his eyes ticking over headstones and degraded monuments that canted at bizarre angles like broken teeth. A right, then a left, and then as he eased the car right again, the halogens swung onto the back of a man kneeling before a grave.

      Limyanovich rolled the car to within fifty meters then braked, but kept the engine running as he weighed the threat. A shock of white hair and a walking stick...an old man. Limyanovich’s gaze raked over gravestones then cut right to scrutinize the rise of a drumlin. The hill was covered in a nearly solid carpet of dead leaves but had no convenient depressions in which to hide. Certainly, a sharpshooter could take him from the hill but, somehow, he didn’t think these people were that sophisticated.

      But they are stubborn enough to be dangerous. Extermination is the only option. Space the executions far enough apart, and no one will look twice.

      He cut the engine. Through the dusty windscreen, he watched as the old man stirred, groped for... Is that a cane? No, a gnarled walking stick as knobby as an arthritic finger, and Limyanovich watched as the old man hauled himself up like a winded mountain climber. Another ancient: soft in the mind and stubborn as a Marik goat. Look at him, tottering over with his too-baggy trousers and shabby coat!

      Still… Reaching over, Limyanovich opened the glove compartment and withdrew a slender needler. These people might be bumpkins, but he was no fool.

      Popping the door, he swung his legs around, unfolded his bulk and stood, all his senses alert. He was a big, physically imposing man, with a barrel chest and coarse features, and used his bulk to his advantage. He heard nothing but the sigh of a slight breeze and the hard crack of rock grinding beneath his shoes as he shifted his weight. Colder now that the sun was nearly gone. His breath steamed. He eyed the old man, the way the ancient walked. It had been Limyanovich’s experience that imposters often forgot that it was one thing to put on a disguise, but quite another to inhabit the part. Uneven rock here, and the truly old—well, one that looked as ancient as this fossil, with his hunched back and wild hair and his right hand in his coat pocket, very interesting—frequently lost their footing.

      As if on cue, the old man skidded and came down on one knee with a startled yelp. Limyanovich didn’t move. Instead, he watched, coolly, as the ancient clambered upright, swaying like a survivor on a raft lost at sea. But then, yes, that right hand sneaking back to his pocket…

      Limyanovich waited until the old man was three meters away. Then he said, “Stop where you are, and do exactly as I say, or I will kill you and let the rats eat your eyes.”

      “No, no, not rats,” the old man said. His voice quavered with age. “Out here, we got crows.” But he stopped, his oversized coat flapping about his legs like a JumpShip’s sun-sail half-ripped from its moorings. The old man squinted against the harsh halogen glare. “But why so hostile, Comrade?”

      “Comrade.” Limyanovich wanted to scream with frustration. “Listen to yourself. You sound like a peasant. You want to talk, eh? Then take your right hand out of your pocket. Slowly, and turn out the pocket at the same time.”

      The old man complied, though with a herculean effort worthy of an Elemental. Limyanovich waited, his eyes flicking between the old man’s face and the hand. Finally, the old man managed and the white liner drooped like a limp tongue. “There,” he said. “You see?”

      “I see that your pocket is as empty as your head.” Still, Limyanovich relaxed a fraction. “I have said all I have to say, old man. I should not have to repeat myself. We are done talking.”

      “But we would ask you to reconsider.” The old man shuffled a little two-step, moving slightly to his left. “There are those of us more than willing to do the work.”

      “Your ideas belong to another century.” Limyanovich’s accent was heavy, guttural with rolling rs and long vowels. “It is time for new thinking and bold plans.”

      The old man nodded mournfully. “We thought you might say that. And that is most unfortunate for, you see, we do know.”

      That made Limyanovich pause. The old man’s eyes sparkled with intelligence, but surely that was an illusion, a trick of the light. “Know what, old man?”

      “That you have certain items.” The old man paused, sidled closer. “We believe that it is best for all concerned if you entrust them to us.”

      “Items? What are you talking about?” But now a dark premonition touched Limyanovich. How could the old man know? How could any of them?

      A small voice in his head, the one he associated with his first and best Handler: Kill him. Kill the old man and get out now.

      Limyanovich listened to that voice. “Bah,” he said, edging back. “We are done talking.” His hand tightened around his needler, and his eyes ticked from side to side, searching for confederates.

      His Handler, again, chiding: No, no, there is no one else; they would have killed you already, you fool. Kill him, do it now, do it now!

      Now! Limyanovich was already pivoting, readying the needler as he said, “There is nothing to discuss, old man, nothing—” And that was as far as he got.

      The old man moved, impossibly fast, whipping the walking stick around, the air parting with the whistle of its passage. With a wild battle cry, the old man jammed the stick into Limyanovich’s chest, hard. Then, a loud bang, a flash of orange.

      Limyanovich screamed. Pain rocketed into his lungs, roared up his throat. He tried pulling in a breath to scream again, and couldn’t. No air, no air! Clawing now at his chest. Aware that his hands were wet with blood. Can’t breathe, no air! Rock bit his knees as he buckled, his lungs pulling, pulling… And then he was drowning as hot, fresh blood boiled in the back of his throat.

      From the moment his chest exploded and his lungs shredded, Frederic Limyanovich was already dead in all but a technical sense. He would have died later rather than sooner, though not by much. As it was, he died flat on his back, still clutching the needler, his mouth gawping like a beached fish, and his vision constricting to a single point that he realized, at the very last second, was not a halo, or a ball of white light but the black circle of a gun barrel aiming for the naked space above his nose.

      Limyanovich had time for one last thought so finely edged and sharp the letters might have been cut out of black diamonds: NO…!
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      The scene was like a bad holodrama done in slow motion. First, out of the west and the dying sun, the car rocked down the gravel path, the headlamps of its high beams bouncing off broken headstones and toppled statues—the statues there and gone in an instant, like the briefly illuminated contents of a dark attic. And then as the lights swung right, Noah saw a man, haloed in white light, kneeling at the grave. The man was old; his hair was wild, and Noah realized, with a start: I know him.

      But then the driver’s side door popped, and then a much larger man emerged. The man was a giant: broad at the shoulders and as tall as an Elemental, with swarthy skin, a coal black mustache and a mane of long hair blacker than obsidian. The men began to argue, the large one shouting now, his accent hard—and then, in the blink of an eye, the old man whipped his walking stick round. So fast! A loud bang and a spray of orange flame, and Noah thought: Shotgun.

      And then the big man was down, the white light sheeting over his body like glare ice. It had happened so fast, Noah was stunned. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think. He could only watch as the old man—upright now, not shuffling along but moving—stuck out his left arm, the pistol in his hand as clear as if scissored out of black paper. Another spray of orange, much smaller, arcing to the large man’s forehead—not a laser, or a needler, that’s a gun—and then the report, not sharp like the whip crack of a rifle shot but a flat, broken sound: bap!

      Then Troy screamed.

      Straightening, the old man spun round, saw them, then started up the hill, moving fast.

      So fast, I didn’t know he could run that fast! Noah was up, hauling back on Troy’s arm. “Come on,” he shouted. “Come on! We got to run, run!”

      They wheeled and ran, Troy stumbling, gasping, “Oh, oh, oh, oh!” The hill was in near-complete darkness now and the boys veered left, heading for the high grass. Joey was further ahead, running flat-out. They had to get to the grass, grab their bikes, get out of there. Run, run, run, run!

      In the space of less than a half-minute, Noah waded into grass that dragged around his chest and legs. He couldn’t see anything, and for the first time, he realized just how dark darkness was. He could still make out gradations of blackness—the grasses were like a filmy gray sea—but the bikes…

      Suddenly, Troy lurched forward, taking Noah down with him. Yelping in surprise, Noah twisted, smacked earth with his left shoulder, and felt the breath whoosh out of his lungs in a sudden huh! The darkness spun, and he wanted to vomit. Moaning, he rolled, pushed up on all fours like a dog, and concentrated on dragging in a breath.

      “My glasses!” Troy said, his thin whisper a bright line of panic etched in darkness. “I lost my glasses!”

      “No time!” Noah wheezed. He pushed up on his thighs, sucked in air. His lungs were on fire. “We got to go. We got…” Something black rearing up next to his right elbow, and he spun around, terror jumpstarting his heart.

      It was Joey. “I can’t find the bikes!” Joey was panting, maybe crying. “I think we ran past them!”

      “Oh, no, oh no no no no!” Troy moaned. He crumpled into a tight ball, wrapping his arms over his head, tucking his chin into his chest. “Oh, no no no—!”

      “Shut up!” Noah hissed, fury overcoming his fear. “Get up, get up! We got to go back. We just got to do it!”

      “But we could hide,” Joey whispered. “We can just hide, can’t we?”

      Noah opened his mouth, but his voice died in his throat. There was a heavy, thrashing noise, the kind of sound a man-made rushing through meadow grass. Not directly behind, but close and in the cold, the sounds were much crisper, sharper as if chipped out of ice.

      Jesus, he’s fast!

      Noah took one extra second to think. Open field, tall grass, but the trees, they were behind and right, and the bikes were on a straight line with the tree house. “Come on!” he whispered. He clutched Troy’s hand with his left hand; Joey flanked his right. “This way!”

      Troy balked. “You’re going back. He’ll get us, he’ll get us—”

      “He’ll get us if we don’t, so just quit it, quit it, come on!” Noah said.

      They went. Later, Noah would remember it was like some horrible nightmare, the kind where you ran in slow-motion even though the monster just kept coming and coming. His heart battered his ribs; his lungs burned, and his throat was raw. Time slowed down. He knew they were close to their bikes, but the monster had topped the rise and if he caught them, he would kill them.

      Then, Noah’s right foot whopped something hard, and he nearly fell. The bikes! Noah dropped Troy’s hand and wrestled up his bike. Swinging his leg over the seat, his sneakers slipping off then finding the pedals, starting to pump. Joey, the faster and stronger of the three, was there and then gone, swallowed up in the darkness as he took off. “Come on, Troy, let’s go!” Noah whispered.

      “But I can’t see!” Troy said, panicked. “I can’t find my bike!”

      Noah didn’t even hesitate. Wheeling around, he leaped off his bike, let it fall, lunged for his friend. “Leave it, leave it, you can ride with me, we’ll run and then you can—!”

      He felt the bullet before he heard the shot: something humming a groove in the air just above his head followed by a boom! He ducked. Thought: Big gun, more speed! No time for the bikes, they had to run, go, go, go! Grabbing Troy’s hand, dragging him up, legs churning now, free hand clawing air, running, running, run, run, they had to—!

      The second shot missed. But the third one didn’t.
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      After the cartridge exploded and that orange fire erupted like a volcano, Gabriel felt the power. The power was an organic thing blooming in his chest, as if some kind of god had slipped into the shell of his skin. The power was in him, and he was the power: stronger, better, more alive than he’d ever felt before.

      And then, when things couldn’t get any better, they did. When he drew the gun and put the muzzle a bare centimeter from Limyanovich’s forehead and saw the look of naked terror in Limyanovich’s eyes, Gabriel’s pulse ramped up and his mouth tasted of the metallic edge of adrenalin.

      That’s right, look at it because I’m Death and your life is mine.

      The gun kicked in his hand. There was flame, and Limyanovich’s head twitched back. And then a ringing silence Gabriel wanted to fill with a howl but that, instead, someone else filled with a scream.

      Behind. Up the hill! He wheeled round, looked up, and there! A twinkle of light against glass…no, eyeglasses. Somebody there!

      Get him. His concentration focused to a point, laser bright. Kill him before it’s too late.

      Then he’d dropped the plinker, pulled out his 720 and pounded across the bowl of the graveyard, leaping for the hill. The hill was slick with leaves, and he slipped, coming down hard on the point of his left elbow and, suddenly, there was the barrel a centimeter from his left eye, so close he smelled steel and gun oil.

      Careful. Jesus Christ, be careful. Jamming the gun into the waistband of his old man’s pants, floundering for traction, and then he was pulling himself up the hill, bent nearly double, his breath knifing his throat. And then he was on level ground, scanning the gray gloom of a field of meadow grasses spreading away to his left and, ahead and right, the denser blackness of trees. Nearly full dark now, stars in the sky and no moon because Denebola didn’t have one.

      He clamped his lips together, slowed his breathing so he could listen. Whoever was here couldn’t have gone far. Then he heard a dry rustling, like crinkly dry paper. His eyes jerked left. Someone there. He squinted, slid forward, stepping carefully, wincing at the crackle of dry grasses underfoot. His overcoat caught and dragged, slowing him down. Making too much noise. But he didn’t dare leave the coat behind. He might not find it again in the dark.

      So, instead, he stopped moving. Cocked his head, listened. His calves tensed, ready to spring. Thought: We’re at the same disadvantage, only I’ve got the gun.

      For a few seconds—they seemed to last an age—he heard nothing more except the wild thrumming of blood in his ears. His elation was gone. In its place was dread laced with an almost preternatural calm. The calculus was simple. If he didn’t catch whoever was here, the police would know where to look first. His plan depended on them looking elsewhere. Plus, he had to get rid of the body, the car. Worse, he had to make sure the police stayed away from the graveyard because…

      A flurry of sudden movement and sound, and he thought, fleetingly, of grouse, flushed out of hiding. Now, he can see something...no, no, someone, a washed-out ash gray blur smeared against the dark. No, not one. His chest seized. More than one, at least two people, maybe three, scurrying like rats trying to stay ahead of water flooding a sinking ship, only these two were moving in erratic spurts, stopping, bending, fumbling for something on the ground…

      Take them.

      Gabriel reared up, gun drawn. Banged out a shot. Heard the boom, felt his wrist jerk with the recoil. Banged another, then another—and heard a scream.

      Yes. He leaped forward, high-stepping, running… Got you, I got you—

      Suddenly, as his right foot came down, he registered he’d stepped on something hard. Then he was hurtling forward, sprawling over something metallic that ripped his right leg. He went down, crashing awkwardly to the ground, twisting left to absorb the impact, but he wasn’t fast enough. His gun hand bammed against the ground, and the gun exploded next to his face, and he felt the hot gases dragged by a bullet whizzing past his left ear.

      He lay there a moment, stunned, the gun still clutched in his left hand. His ears were still ringing, and the muzzle flash so intense he was blinking away bright afterimages. Jesus, that was close. He smelled the musty odor of cold dirt and dry grass. Sharp blades stabbed his cheeks. His right foot was still mired in something, but he was afraid to move. What if he’d broken something? His leg, his leg…

      He let go of the gun. Then, cautiously, he inched up a bit at a time, propped himself on his forearms, held himself there a few seconds, then pushed up to an awkward sit. Supporting his weight with his left hand, he felt down his pant leg. Just below the knee, his trousers were damp. A few centimeters further on, the fabric was ripped, and he touched something wet, tacky. He brought his fingers to his nose, smelled wet rust. He was bleeding. How bad? And what the hell was he tangled in? He patted around, felt rough rubber, and then the thin, metallic spokes of a bicycle wheel.

      Using both hands, he eased his right foot free. His ankle hurt. Probably nothing more serious than a sprain, but the gash was bad. The large metal sprocket had chunked out flesh, but he couldn’t tell how deep. Now that the first shock had passed, he could feel blood trickling down his shin.

      He couldn’t stay here. Had to get moving, get rid of the body. But what about the ones who’d seen him? He listened. Heard nothing.

      But I hit one. I heard him scream. He might be hiding. He might be dead.

      If not for his leg, he’d have searched until he was satisfied that whoever had been there was gone, or he found a body. But his leg...He couldn’t afford to screw around.

      There was one bright spot, though. Assuming that the one he hit hadn’t died, that someone would have to go to the hospital.

      And when he does, I’ll know—and then I can take care of him once and for all.

      He used his belt as a tourniquet, and then, somehow, made it down the hill. His leg was screaming by the end, and despite the belt, blood pooled in his shoe. He squelched when he walked.

      Gabriel ignored Limyanovich’s body. Instead, he picked up his walking stick—glad to have it to lean on—and limped to a blocky granite mausoleum twenty meters from the stone angel. Patting along stone, his fingers tapped a large metal panel. The panel hadn’t always been there, and legend said it had been used as a weapons cache during the Jihad. Gabriel hadn’t found weapons: just dirt and mummified baby mice in a nest of leaves so desiccated they crumbled to dust.

      Now he pried up the panel and withdrew a pryolene packet of powder, a glass vial containing a clear liquid, and then a separate egg-shaped blasting cap and a length of det cord. These he slid into a leather pouch and carefully placed in the right pocket of his overcoat. The hidden compartment was long enough to handle a laser rifle, and he slid in the murder weapon and his 720.

      He debated a long moment about the walking stick. With his bum leg, he could certainly put the stick to good use, but... Reluctantly he pushed in the stick to lie alongside his gun. Better not to be found with the stick. All someone had to do was look at the end to know something was wrong.

      Limyanovich stank of runny feces and sharp urine. If Gabriel hadn’t practiced on animals, he’d have been surprised, maybe a little disgusted. What did surprise him was how stiff Limyanovich was. Rigor mortis, already? That wasn’t right. Rigor mortis didn’t set in until hours after death. But Limyanovich’s arms were stiff as the frozen joints of an AgroMech, his right hand clamped tight around a needler. No matter how much Gabriel pried, the fingers wouldn’t budge. In the end, he had to break them to get at the needler.

      A thorough pat down turned up a wallet, a sat-link, and earbud. In the glare of the car’s headlamps, Gabriel flipped open the wallet. A sheaf of bills. Identification. He stuffed the money into his back pocket, but left the ID then pushed up and tossed the wallet and earbud onto the front seat, passenger’s side. The sat-link might be useful. Maybe there were numbers there, other contacts.

      But there was nothing else. No crystal on the body, and when he hobbled to the car and searched it, no crystal there either. He pulled up mats, stirred papers in the glove compartment, opened the trunk, felt along the wheel wells and undercarriage.

      Nothing, not here; where’s the crystal, where is it?

      He thought a minute, then two, aware of the seconds ticking away. Finally, leg complaining, he pulled the body around to the back passenger’s door on the right, grateful Limyanovich had chosen a sedan. He opened the door, then hooked his hands in the dead man’s armpits and hauled Limyanovich’s body along, humping it into the backseat like a rug. Gabriel left a nice wide blood smear from his leg on the vinyl backs of the front seats, but that wouldn’t matter when he was done. The body was too long for the backseat, and Gabriel compromised, angling the dead man’s head down into the right passenger’s side foot well and wedging his feet into the upper left-hand corner of the rear windscreen.

      He drove due west, away from Emerald Lake and Farway. Limyanovich stank. Gabriel drove, window down, cold air slapping his face, his leg throbbing in time with his pulse. The night sky was milky with stars. The headlights punched bright holes in the darkness. The tires hummed, and his was the only car on the road.

      Emerald River ran northwest to southeast, and the route he took brought the river in on his right as it cut through a steep, high gorge a hundred and fifty meters below. He couldn’t see the water, but he could smell it: wet and a bit like iron.

      The landtrain trestle bridging the gorge appeared first as white lights seemingly suspended in midair. As he got closer, he could make out the dark angles of girders and beams. The tracks, marked by warning beacons, ran across the road. Gabriel eased the car to a gravel shoulder. There was no guardrail. Then he killed the engine. Sat for a moment listening to the muted roar of water gushing over rocks far below.

      Limyanovich was stiff as a titanium beam, and there was no graceful way to get the man into the driver’s seat. In the end, he settled for a variation of the same option: angling Limyanovich left to right, head and shoulders sticking out the driver’s side window.

      Then he pulled the leather pouch from his pocket and tweezed out the pryolene bag, glass vials, cap and cord from his pocket. Carefully, he shook the powder into a separate glass container, sealed the vial and container together, attached the blasting cap and det cord, then fixed the homemade explosive to the right passenger’s side in back, immediately in front of where he thought the fuel tank was. Then he gently shut the door, limped around front, reached past Limyanovich and released the emergency brake.

      His leg ached and he couldn’t put a lot of weight on his foot. Gritting his teeth, he heaved, pushing the car along a half-meter, a meter—and then as the car picked up speed, he hopped back as the car bounced over the edge. He heard a window break, the squall of metal against rock—and then he thumbed the remote detonator.

      The car went up with a hollow whump! The explosion was much bigger than he expected: a ball of orange-yellow flame pillowed into the night, and the ground shimmied under his feet. There were decrescendo whistles and then a series of pops and pings as shrapnel sprayed like the streamers from a fireworks display. In a few seconds, the car was burning hot and furious.

      Time to go. Limping up the road a few dozen meters, he crossed to the left side, away from the gorge. Stands of Hanson’s woody briars grew thick and wild, and in a few moments, he’d uncovered a turbocycle he’d hidden earlier in the day. A crank of his left hand, and the turbo roared to life. Without thinking, he reached for the headlights, then stopped himself. Smiled. Almost screwed up. But he hadn’t.

      He took one last look at the fire. He’d done well. Not finding the crystal was a problem. But there was nothing to tie him to this fire, and certainly no evidence remained to connect him with Limyanovich.

      But he had been seen. Maybe he should go back to the graveyard and search for another body.

      No. Follow the plan. Get home. Report in. Then decide. There’s nothing to tie you to the graveyard, nothing. Even if someone finds a body, they still won’t know it’s you.

      Turning east, Gabriel left the still-roaring fire and sped away in a spray of gravel and briars. In a few seconds, the darkness closed around him, and then he was gone.
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      Phil Pearl hadn’t been this happy in five months. A squat, blocky man, he was built like a first-generation Mackie, with a wide, fleshy face pocked with acne scars, a steely bristle-brush mustache, and a shiny bald pate that sweated whenever he was pissed off. That was pretty often. Pearl had been with the Denebola militia, chewing up recruits for breakfast and picking his teeth with their bones at lunch. As a police captain, he still scared the crap out of most people except Jack Ramsey. They were friends, only Ramsey exasperated the hell out of him, so Ramsey figured they were even.

      This time, Pearl was downright euphoric, showing all his teeth, square as pegs, in a broad, satisfied grin. “What the hell you waiting for? This is exactly what the doctor ordered.”

      “Yeah, but for who?” After a long workout and three pickup matches, Ramsey had finally managed sleep at one-thirty, only for the shrill of his link to claw him awake at three. He’d stood in the shower for ten minutes, dragged a razor over his face (wincing at the fresh purple-blue bruise along his left cheekbone), washed his teeth and then stumbled into Pearl’s office downtown. He still felt like crap. His head pounded so hard his brain seemed to leak out of his ears, his eyes were gritty with sleep, and his mouth tasted like a Hel swamprat had crawled in, peed and died.

      He said, “I’m supposed to be on admin leave pending the outcome of the review board. Remember?”

      “Well, the mayor and the chief and the deputy chief are unadministrating you,” Pearl said.

      “I’ll bet it was your idea.”

      “Of course. Bad enough we got to look at you in the papers and holos every morning. What, you got something better to do?”

      “Not really. But what if the Internal Affairs guys want—?”

      “Screw IA. You know we’re behind you. There isn’t one cop in this city doesn’t feel you did the right thing.” When Ramsey gave an irritable shrug, Pearl paused, then asked, “You taken a good look at yourself lately, Jack?”

      “Only when I can’t avoid it. Why?”

      “Because I notice you got a few new trophies there. That thing under your left eye looks like a piece of liver, and you look like crap, like you got hoverjacked. You been drinking?”

      Ramsey shook his head. “Booze makes you stupid, then kills you.”

      “Fighting?”

      “A little,” Ramsey lied. The truth was, most days he put in twelve, fourteen punishing hours at the gym: shadow-boxing, beating the crap out of the bag, jumping rope, sparring. Then an hour in the steam room, trying to sweat himself into exhaustion. He’d dropped kilos, a combination of the hard work and no appetite, forcing down food only because he knew he needed to. He was in the best shape he’d been since the military—and about ten
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