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PROLOGUE

 

October 2060

 

The sprawl is a beast that never sleeps. Even in the dark hours of the early morning the lights of the city change the course of nature to bring day where it is needed for people to continue about their business, heedless of the course of the sun, sheltered in their tall towers of glass and steel. Deep in the heart of the city, the subways rush like caged creatures mindlessly running the course of a maze over and over again without purpose, always moving, but never resting or reaching their destination.

Anton Garnoff considered these things as he watched the dark walls of the tunnel rushing past through the dim reflections on the subway window. The night was a special time, when the sunlit world passed away and another took its place, a world of dark shadows and bright neon that could only exist through the genius of humanity. There was nothing like the unique world created by nighttime in the city, save perhaps nightfall in the jungle, which was the closest thing to the sprawling riot of city life that existed in nature. But Anton Garnoff was not interested in nature, and his errand on this particular night was in no way natural.

He kept careful track of the subway stops, ticking them off in his mind in a kind of mantra as the train passed through each one and brought him closer to his destination. There were only a few other passengers in the subway car with him, each of them sitting behind a personal wall of silence, careful not to allow a misplaced look or unusual sound to open their walls and draw attention to themselves. Like prey frozen in the undergrowth waiting for a predator to move on. Garnoff wondered idly if he should kill any of them.

An old ork woman sighed quietly and licked her lips as she shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her dark skin was heavily seamed with lines and wrinkles that made her face look like a raisin beneath a rumpled mass of dark hair. The tusks protruding over her upper lip were yellowed and chipped, and she worried slightly at her lip with them as she sat, quietly mumbling to herself. She wore a tiny gold cross on a chain around her neck. Garnoff wondered if she really thought it would protect her against the creatures he knew were lurking in the shadows of the city.

Several seats further down a young man, human, sat listlessly looking out the window. But his eyes were focused on nothing anyone else in the car could see. A thin cable ran from the chrome jack behind his left ear to a small box cradled in his lap. The boy was lost in a fantasy world of someone else’s making, reliving the scripted emotions of another person through a playback in his neural pathways. Living a life he’d already decided he could never have, that no one, in fact, could have, since it existed nowhere but in the mind of the person who had written and engineered it. Garnoff wondered how long the boy had been riding the train and how it was he knew when he reached his destination. He concluded that such a person really had no destination and didn’t really care, one way or another.

The few other people on the train were in similar sorry states, each wrapped in their own meaningless little worlds. No, Garnoff thought, these pitiful souls would not do. They were too dry, too drained of life. The city had already drawn the most pleasing juices from them, leaving only husks to walk about the streets and ride on the trains in the dead of night. He needed far better than this sorry lot. He needed energy: emotion pure and strong and undiluted by the minutiae of daily life in the sprawl. He needed it desperately.

The train hummed to a stop, the doors hissed open, and Garnoff’s new victim stepped into the car. He spotted her at once, a young woman, in her mid- to late-twenties, dressed in a smart black coat, collar turned up against the slight autumn chill in the air. Her hair was a lustrous brown, cut short and styled fashionably. She wore black leather gloves, and gold gleamed from her ears. Dark stockings and suede boots clad a pair of shapely legs. She quickly found a seat in the car and took a small datapad from her coat pocket. As the doors hissed shut and the train began to move, she settled back to read.

She is the one, Garnoff thought. She seemed ideal, provided she met all the other criteria. Settling back in his seat, anonymous behind his dark glasses, Garnoff allowed his gaze to roam over the young woman, taking her all in. He opened his awareness to the astral plane and observed the colorful play of light in her aura. It was bright and strong, without any blemish to indicate illness or artificial implants. Not like the poor, tired things taking up the other seats. This aura was clean, energetic, perfect for his work. Yes, she would do nicely. With a slight smile, Garnoff allowed his vision of her aura to fade from his sight and stood up.

Moving across the shifting floor of the subway car like a sailor crossing the deck of a swaying ship, he approached the young woman casually. She didn’t even look up from her reading until Garnoff settled into the seat next to her. She glanced over at him for a moment, barely a flicker, then again, a bit longer this time, then returned to her reading. 

Garnoff paused a moment to savor the experience, then gathered his will and focused on the woman before him.

“Excuse me,” he said in a low voice, barely audible above the screech and grind of the subway’s progress through the tunnels. The young woman looked up at him, an expression of quizzical concern on her face, and Garnoff struck. The force of his will surged across the short gap between them and she was his. The struggle was over before it even began, and the quizzical look was quickly replaced by one of shock, then fear, then a blank and vacant stare. The mage’s spell took hold and Garnoff almost laughed out loud at the ease of it all. His power truly was growing. Just as he was told it would.

With a corner of his awareness, he directed the young woman to return to her reading and she did so. She was completely under his control. The effort of the spell hardly drained him at all. In fact, it left him feeling almost giddy from the warm rush of power at his command. He could hardly wait to feel it again.

When the subway hissed to a halt at the proper stop, Garnoff was pleased to make his leave. The sad scene of these pitiful people disappointed him. He could not imagine how they could choose to live like such sheep when they knew deep within themselves that they were doomed for doing so. He could see it in their eyes, the dull acceptance of animals being led to slaughter. They had surrendered themselves to the inevitable. It was sad that so few people in the world were capable of being anything more than victims, and most of them weren’t even worthwhile as that. As he stood, he touched the woman gently on the arm.

“Time to go, my dear.” 

She looked up at him with a blank expression, but her body moved to obey him. She rose and allowed herself to be led from the train. To anyone watching, the two were simply a handsome couple out for a late evening. Not that anyone on the train had the slightest interest in anyone else’s business. That wasn’t a healthy occupation.

The platform of the subway station was all but abandoned. Only a few people stood in protective groups awaiting the next train. Somewhere out of sight a man was loudly muttering and cursing to himself, and the people gathered at the edge of the platform looked nervously in his direction from time to time.

Garnoff suspected they had little to fear. The man doing the cursing was likely where the boy on the train would be before too long, once he’d been compelled to run ever more outlandish and daring fantasies through his abused neural pathways to satisfy the void created in him by his empty world. Eventually he wouldn’t be able to handle the sensory input his fantasies demanded and would be quite rudely thrust back into the real world he thought he’d left behind forever, a useless burnout. Pitiful.

Garnoff made his way to the edge of the platform, too quiet and unalarming within the cloak of his own thoughts to be noticed over the fears of the people who stood nearby, fears more real to them than the flesh and blood around them. He guided the young woman to walk in front of him, and they followed the edge of the platform into the tunnel. Garnoff paused to let his eyes adjust to a dimness broken only by the flickering lights embedded in the ceiling, then touched the woman’s elbow and guided her on.

“What is your name, slave?” he said casually.

“Elaine, Elaine Dumont,” she replied in a hollow voice.

“Well, Elaine, you’re a prize catch,” Garnoff said, almost to himself. “You should be able to help me nicely. You want to do that, don’t you, Elaine?”

“Yes,” she said, then added, “Master.”  Garnoff smiled to himself. So easy.

In short order, they arrived at a juncture between the present and the past. An old tunnel entrance lay off to the side of the main line, closed over like an old scar in the underbelly of the city when the underground system had grown and expanded long ago. Garnoff turned and made his way through the darkness of the tunnel with the ease of familiarity and continued for some time in the blackness, needing almost no light to guide his steps. Elaine walked at his side, Garnoff guiding her with a grip on her mind like an invisible leash.

A muffled creak echoed quietly through the tunnel, like the sound of an old rocking chair or a ship at sea. It was a rhythm with which all the other small sounds in the passageway seemed to harmonize, from the dripping of rusty water to the scurrying of unseen things in the shadows. Garnoff pulled his heavy overcoat closer around him in the chill dampness. Even his steady footfalls had begun to unconsciously synchronize with the steady rhythm of the creaking. He quickened his pace with anticipation as they neared the end of the tunnel.

A cursory examination of the stone wall sealing off the end of the tunnel revealed that all was as it should be. With a smoothness born of repetition,  
Garnoff drew a slim white wand from one of the many pockets of his coat and used it to sketch symbols in the air in front of the wall, leaving faintly glowing traceries behind as it moved. A low, whispered chant began under his breath and seemed to follow in time with the tunnel sounds and the steady, dull creaking. After a moment Garnoff lowered the wand and turned to Elaine with the mockery of a courtly bow.

“Ladies first,” he said. Without question, the entranced woman moved toward the wall, as if she would walk right into it. Another step forward and she passed through the dark stone as if it weren’t even there, then disappeared from sight. The illusion was perfect. Even someone closely inspecting the wall wouldn’t imagine it was nothing more than a magical trick of light and shadow. Garnoff pocketed the wand and stepped through the wall himself, disappearing from view. The dark stones swallowed up his form like a heavy fog and the tunnel again grew silent.

Before him hung a figure from the rusting pipes overhead. It swung gently from side to side, like a pendulum, despite the fact that it was utterly limp and unmoving. The dull creaking of the heavy rope looped around its neck was louder here than in the tunnel. The only other sound was that of Garnoff’s footsteps as he entered and moved deeper into the room to look up at its permanent occupant.

The hanging figure seemed very old, its skin withered and yellow like dry parchment beginning to peel at the edges. Dark, brittle hair hung lank around a face contorted in pain. The whiteness of bone peeked out in spots on the figure’s face, its eyes bulging and mouth open in a silent scream. The head hung at an unnatural angle, and thin limbs hung slack below. The figure was dressed in a jacket of black synthleather, cracked and discolored with age. It also wore a T-shirt, blurred and threadbare, and a pair of jeans faded and worn with holes in places. Stained and dirty sneakers covered the limp feet. The clothing hung on the skeletal frame like garments on a scarecrow. Parts of them looked scorched and burned as if by a great heat.

 Garnoff stood silently looking up at the gently swaying figure. The corpse’s bulging eyes shifted to look down at him, and Garnoff suppressed a shudder at the fire of hatred gleaming in those blue orbs.

***

The dry rope creaked relentlessly as it sawed against the heavy metal pipe. Even though it had been doing so for years, the strong hemp showed little sign of fraying or weakness. The lone, limp figure had long ago blocked out the endless, maddening sound from its consciousness. Its presence was more like a whispering, subconscious reminder of its imprisonment, as if the long-dead voice of its jailer continued to taunt its helplessness.

Once, time had no meaning for me, it thought, but years of waiting, locked in this dry, dead shell have taught me much about the suffering of isolation and the endless, drawn-out boredom of the slowly passing years as they tick by, minute by minute, second by second. I have watched each grain of sand fall in the hour glass of time. I have learned my lessons well. Soon the world will know just how well...

A stirring at the base of the scaffold alerted Gallow to his servant’s presence. The servant’s stylish suit and overcoat were in stark contrast to the ancient and decayed surroundings. Behind him, near the entrance to the chamber, stood a young woman, held in the grip of Garnoff’s spell like a trapped animal. Gallow could sense her life force, bright and strong, like a thirsty man scenting water on the desert wind. Below the outward calm imposed by Garnoff’s spell, he could sense her terror welling up, like sweet nectar. Although Garnoff concealed his fear well, Gallow could sense it radiating off him in waves as well. He drank deep of that heady brew for a moment before acknowledging Garnoff’s presence.

“Well?” he said in a whispery, dry voice that crawled through Garnoff’s mind. Garnoff swallowed once and mastered himself enough to answer. “She has escaped, and she is on her way to him.”

“Good. Very good. And she will bring him to us.”

“Are you sure? She may just disappear into the shadows, try to lay low. There are other reasons she might have gone to DeeCee...”

“Do not be concerned, Anton. All is proceeding according to our design. The girl will bring him to us and then no one will be able to threaten us. She is the perfect tool. She will find him and he will want to help her. I know his nature. I know it very well. They will come here. Then we will deal with the both of them. Do not be concerned,”

Garnoff bowed his head in respect to the swaying corpse. “As you say.”

“Tell the barukumin to prepare for the ritual. The time grows near and I want to be ready.”  

Garnoff bowed again and a slight smile tugged at his lip.

“Even the power of our rituals is nothing in comparison to what will soon be yours, my friend. Now go and make ready.”

The mage turned and walked to the stone wall. He passed through the solid stone and then out into the tunnel again, quickening his pace as he made his way back to the platform. As he hastened to inform his own servants to prepare for the night’s working, he listened to the muffled creaking recede behind him. It seemed now to sound very much like a low, dry laugh.

***

Elaine Dumont’s first thought as she slowly made her way back to consciousness was to wonder why her grandmother’s rocking chair was creaking away all on its own. She had a dream that granny had come and spoken to her as she often did when Elaine was little, taking her granddaughter in her lap to rock her gently to sleep. The dull, relentless creaking seemed to pound into her brain and prevent any attempt at going back to sleep. Elaine stirred a bit and started to wake up.

When she realized she couldn’t move, a memory sparked in her mind and she was suddenly wide awake, only to discover that the waking world was the true nightmare.

She lay on a dry wooden surface, worn silvery gray with age. Its surface was covered with painted symbols and designs and surrounded by a ring of candles that cast the only light in the room. Plastic ropes bound her arms and legs to the platform, and dark shapes moved in the flickering light just at the edge of her vision. Elaine looked straight above her and let out a scream that echoed in the chamber and brought titters of laughter from the shuffling shadows.

Hanging above her was a corpse suspended by a rope around its neck. The creaking was coming from the rope as the grizzly form swayed gently back and forth. Elaine struggled and thrashed against the ropes in a mad effort to get away from the horrible sight, but the ropes held firm. Finally, the skin on her wrists and ankles rubbed raw and bloody, she stopped and went limp, gasping for breath and shivering in terror.

She looked around and saw a number of dark-clad figures standing outside the ring of flickering candles. One figure detached itself from the group and moved into the circle of golden light. He was an older man, wearing a long black robe made of some velvety material. He had dark hair, graying at the temples, and a salt-and-pepper beard. He looked rather like someone’s kindly uncle, except for the long knife he held, its razor edge gleaming in the light. Elaine recognized him as the man from the subway, the man who spoke to her before everything went blank and she found herself here.

As the man approached, Elaine shrank away from him as much as the ropes would allow. He smiled warmly, like he was comforting a scared child. She noticed a murmur that began in the shadows outside of the circle, a rising chant that kept time with the steady creak, creak, creak of the swaying body above.

The chant grew louder and louder, and the man reached out to stroke Elaine’s hair gently. She wanted to scream, to struggle, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t think. All she could do was listen to the echoing chant, the dull, creaking rhythm, and watch the dark-haired man smile silently at her. His eyes were strange, like he was looking right through her, past her flesh into her very soul. Elaine wondered for a moment if he really saw her at all. He never said a word, only continued to stare and smile as the chanting built all around them, higher and higher.

When Elaine Dumont’s blood stained the front of his robe bright crimson and the lingering power of her life filled his veins with a warm rush of power, Anton Garnoff was still smiling, and the swaying corpse seemed to smile with him.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

I hate bugs. I always hated them, even as a kid. I think there’s just something hardwired, deep in the human brain, that says bugs are wrong somehow. Just looking at them creeps me out. So, naturally, there I was inside the rusting corpse of a factory complex some fifty kilometers outside the Federal District of Columbia, facing down a guy in charge of some bugs bigger than me. Not a nice feeling, let me tell you.

I flattened myself against a support girder along one of the upper walkways of the dimly lit complex and tried to still the sound of my own breathing so I could listen. I heard a distant humming echoing through the large open space above the maze of machinery quietly rusting away on the floor of the factory. It was broken up by random clicks and tapping noises. I tried to ignore it and focused instead on closer sounds that might give away the presence of my quarry.

I heard a faint rattling of the catwalk behind me and to the left and a muffled cry that was just as quickly cut off. I spun around the support girder and leveled my Ares slivergun across the open space toward the opposite wall and fired off a shot. It went wide of the mark, but I wasn’t actually trying to hit anything. Gunfire would endanger the person I’d come here to save, and I had more precise weapons to use than a gun. The slivergun’s plastic flechettes smacked against the ferrocrete wall with a loud crack as the dark figure on the other side waved his hand and called out in a harsh language of clicks and buzzes not mean to be spoken by a human tongue.

I ducked behind the girder again and heard a spattering and a loud hiss. A terrible stench filled the air as the acid began to eat away at the corroded metal, dissolving it. I spun and took a couple of quick steps back to stay out of the small puddle of greenish-yellow liquid that dripped from the edge of the catwalk, taking the liquefying remains of the top of the girder with it as it began to quickly evaporate.

“Give it up, Crosetti!” I called across the open space. “There’s nowhere for you to run. You’re trapped. Give up the girl and you might be able to walk away from this.” Fat chance. Like I was going to let a total wacko like this one actually walk away, but I had to try and reason with him. As long as he had the girl, he was dangerous. Mocking laughter, high and shrill, answered me.

“You should be the one begging for mercy, Talon. You are in my domain here.” The two of them had reached a staircase leading down to the factory floor. Crosetti had the girl in front of him like a shield, clasped protectively to him, with one arm clamped over her mouth to keep her from screaming. The other hand was empty, but I knew that a mage as powerful as Victor Crosetti was never truly unarmed. He began guiding her down the stairs, keeping his eyes on me. I was running out of options. The girl looked up at me with pleading eyes and I considered the fate that awaited her down below.

Victor Crosetti was a shaman, one of the people blessed (or cursed, maybe, in his case) with the Talent. Since the Awakening some fifty years ago, one out of every hundred people developed the ability to use magic. Crosetti was one of the unlucky few whose magic was more than his sanity could handle. Shamans had totem spirits that guided them, animals like Bear, Fox, and Raven. Crosetti’s totem was Ant, and contact with such an alien intelligence drove all insect shamans mad. But it also gave them great power. So, here was a lunatic with the power of a master wizard at his command and obsessed with Mary Beth Tyre, age fifteen.

Mary Beth had disappeared from her home when she was only six. She had been through some of the worst horrors imaginable since then: neglect, abuse, even slavery. I’d just spent nearly three months in some of the worst hell-holes I could imagine all along the eastern seaboard helping to track her down, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to allow some nutcase to kill her when I was so close.

“Just let the girl go,” I said in what I hoped was a firm, yet calm voice. 

Crosetti laughed at me again. His balding head and his big eyes, combined with his tall, gangly body, made him look like some kind of humanoid ant standing on two legs. His voice was high and nasal, touched with a bit of hysteria. He really was on the edge.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” he said. “She’s to be my queen, you see, my beautiful, beautiful queen. I’ve been waiting for so, so long, but now the time is right. Together we will rule over our people, our loyal subjects...won’t we, my love?” 

Mary Beth flinched away from Crosetti’s touch and thrashed against him, but his grip was too strong and she was too weak. I had to do something.

Narrowing my eyes, I focused my will on Victor Crosetti’s misshapen head. I gathered my anger toward him like a physical thing, bright red stands of fury shot through with black threads of disgust. I plucked out any shreds of pity and wove that pure anger into a weapon. It became the image of a magical spear, the embodiment of the emotions that let us—let me—kill without remorse or mercy when necessary. I saw Crosetti’s leering face at the center of a reddish haze as I raised my hand and flung the invisible spear at him with all of my strength.

The powerbolt lanced across the distance between us at the speed of thought, only to splatter against an invisible shield of magical power that surrounded Crosetti and his victim like a cloak. Crosetti flinched as the power of my attack battered him, but it couldn’t get through his shields. 

Damn, he was powerful, more powerful than I thought. I started to worry for myself as well as Mary Beth Tyre.

“Is that the best you can do, Talon?” Crosetti sneered. “You cannot match the power Ant gives me. Your magic is weak. If you want the girl, you have to come and get her.” With that, he dragged the struggling Mary Beth down the stairs and disappeared into the dark maze of machinery below.

I leaned heavily on the railing of the catwalk, gasping for breath. The effort of the spell had taken more of a toll on me than usual. I’d let my anger get the best of me again. I wanted to goad Crosetti into casting a few more spells so he might exhaust himself. I figured my own defenses could handle it, but instead I’d ended up falling for the same tactic I’d been using. Now both of them were down there with whatever Crosetti had brought into this world from the depths of the astral plane.

I listened to the humming and clicking for a moment and tried to get a better look at what was down there, but it was too dark to be sure. I took a deep breath to steady myself, then vaulted over the railing and dropped toward the ferrocrete floor some ten meters below.

The force of my will reached out, slowing my fall as I bent the laws of physics with the power of my magic. I landed on the floor of the factory as light as a feather, then dropped the levitation spell, alert and ready for anything. The smell I detected up on the catwalk was much stronger down here. A kind of musty, dry, organic scent, with a sickly sweet tang to it.

I transferred the slivergun to my other hand and drew Talonclaw from its sheath at my waist. The edge of the dagger gleamed in the dim light, winking off the runes cut into the blade and the fire opal set into the hilt. I felt the chain-wrapped hilt almost come alive in my hand, a warm tingling that spoke to me of the dagger’s magical power. It would likely be more use against whatever was down here than my gun, or any other mundane weapon.

With a few whispered words, I cast out with my magical senses, searching for Mary Beth Tyre. The atmosphere within the factory was thick with the putrid essence of Crosetti’s magic, but I could sense Mary Beth not far away and began to move through the darkened rows of machines toward her. As I came around the corner of one of the huge presses, an ant tried to take my head off.

That was even stranger than it sounds. The thing was the size of a pony, standing nearly face to face with me. As I dodged to the side to avoid the snapping mandibles, a detached part of me took note of the incredible detail visible on so large an insect. How hairy was its rough hide, how large and reflective its eyes and, most of all, how sharp and powerful its jaws and pointed legs, looking capable of ripping a human limb from limb. Ants are creatures capable of carrying thirty times their own weight, and the one in front of me must have weighed a hundred and fifty kilos, if it weighed a gram. It was more than capable of crushing me. Had I been a mundane, that is.

The ant warrior lunged toward me with a high-pitched chittering sound. I dodged to the side again and struck at one of the flailing legs. My dagger connected, and the leg fell to the floor in a pool of pale yellow goo. The ant spun faster than anything so large had a right to and slammed me across the narrow aisle into one of the machinery banks. I managed not to drop Talonclaw, but my slivergun clattered across the floor somewhere.

There was no time to worry about it because the thing was on me again in an instant. One leg struck me in the chest like a baseball bat wielded by a troll, knocking the breath from my lungs with a whoosh. Another tried to crush my head like a melon, but I slid down the wall and avoided it, bringing me close to the creature’s thorax. The leg punched a deep dent in the rusting side of the machine press behind me.

Focusing my awareness on the astral plane, I could see the dark, shimmering aura of the insect spirit and the bright gleam of my mystic blade. With a powerful lunge I stabbed Talonclaw deep into the ant warrior’s thorax, near the head, striking not at its physical body, but at its spirit on the astral plane.

The ant spirit gave a psychic shriek of agony and stumbled backward, flailing wildly and thrashing its head. I managed to retain my grip on the hilt, and the blade slid out of the creature’s body with a slight sizzling sound. The ant fell heavily against one of the presses and lay still.

Ignoring my lost gun and the slightly twitching body of the ant warrior, I moved quickly through the maze of machinery toward where I’d sensed Mary Beth’s presence. No other bugs tried to block my way, which started to worry me. Crosetti was an Ant shaman of some power. He certainly must have more spirits serving him. Their number was limited without the aid of an Ant Queen, which he clearly wished to summon, but it had to be more than a single warrior drone. If they weren’t out here looking for me, I was afraid I knew where they were. As I moved, I whispered words of power under my breath, reaching into the depths of the astral plane, sending out the call. I had reinforcements of my own.

In the heart of the factory was an open area between the massive presses where heavy loads could be moved through. Crosetti had converted it into his lodge, the ritual place where he could summon his totem spirit to the physical world. Strange spirals and geometric designs in rust red and dun yellow decorated the gray floor, and a choking smell like warm yeast filled the air.

Nestled against some of the heavy machines were pale white cocoons, like giant grubs. They held Crosetti’s other victims, people in the process of being possessed by ant spirits so they could serve as host bodies, a gateway to allow the spirits to live in the physical world. In the center of the circle Crosetti and five other ant spirits were preparing Mary Beth Tyre for the same fate. Crosetti turned toward me, a twisted look of hatred on his face as he pointed at me with a bony finger.

“Kill!” he shouted to the ant spirits, and they began to move toward me. I spoke the final words of invocation, a sound that echoed through the astral, and twin pillars of flame sprang up, flanking me. Within the white-hot depths of each, you could see a vague humanoid shape.

“Okay, guys, you know what to do,” I said and the two fire elementals sprang into action, attacking the ant spirits as I made a run for Crosetti. Flames engulfed the two closest ants, creatures that were a weird melding of human and insect. They were flesh-forms, not like the spirit I’d fought earlier. They were mortal bodies possessed by ant spirits, making them fast, strong, and tough, but not as immune to harm as a true spirit. The flesh-forms shrieked in pain as the flames burned and charred their twisted bodies.

Crosetti saw me coming and gestured tightly with one hand. His dark eyes seemed to bug out even more, gleaming in the light of the burning ant soldiers, and I was sure I could see a faint impression of antennae and mandibles on his face. A shimmering wall of light sprang up between us and I nearly ran right into it. An astral barrier spell. Crosetti tittered as I stopped dead in front of the translucent wall of crackling energy.

“You’ve lost your gun, Talon,” he said with a malicious sneer. “And no magic can pierce this wall. Try to destroy it in the astral, if you want, and my loyal spirits will rip you apart. Now you get to watch as my Queen comes and takes her rightful place at my side.” He began to turn back to Mary Beth.

“Don’t do this, Crosetti! We can help you!” I shouted. There had to be some way through the barrier. I could try to break through with a spell, but the effort could exhaust me, leaving me no defense against Crosetti and his bug spirits tearing me apart. Already the ant warriors were beginning to overwhelm my two elementals. The smell of burning flesh was strong, and smoke was billowing through the open area.

“I don’t need your help!” Crosetti screamed, flecks of foam spraying from his mouth. “I need her, my Queen, my beloved Queen...” He raised his arms in invocation and began a humming, clicking chant. 

I needed a mundane weapon, a way through the barrier, but all I had was my magic. I took a step back from the shimmering wall and threw Talonclaw with all my strength. The moment the magical blade left my hand, my aura no longer supported its enchantment. The dagger became nothing more than a normal piece of steel that flipped end over end right through Crosetti’s barrier, intended to block only the passage of astral beings and magical forces. There was a meaty thunk as the blade embedded itself in his upper back. His chant broke off with a cry of pain and he crumpled to the ground, the shimmering wall fading. I rushed forward, a killing spell close at hand.

Behind me, the ant spirits faltered. Without the guidance of their master, they fled back into the astral plane. The fire elementals consumed the remains of the flesh-forms, then hovered in the air, awaiting my next command. I bent down near Crosetti and rolled him over, ready for anything. His eyes were wide and staring past me at something only he could see, his mouth still open in silent invocation to his beloved Ant Queen. His aura was dull and fading fast. I glanced over to where Mary Beth Tyre lay, too frightened to move, and all Hell broke lose.

Windows and doors shattered and burst in like an explosion as people rushed into the factory complex armed for bear. With near-military efficiency they covered the area in front of them and a voice called out, “All right, nobody move!”

“It’s all right, Ryan. It’s all over. She’s safe!” I called back. I heard the sound of footsteps rapidly approaching as I stood and spoke the words of dismissal to my elementals. They executed a graceful bow in the air and flickered out like a candle in the wind, returning to their astral home. 

I turned to Mary Beth again and put on what I hoped was my most comforting and reassuring smile.

“You’re safe,” I said. “Nobody will hurt you now. I promise.” She looked up at me with a pair of heart-breaking blue eyes that started to fill with tears as a group of armed shadowrunners came around the corner and took in the scene. The smoldering remains of three flesh-forms lay on the ground, giving off a charred odor and wisps of smoke. Victor Crosetti lay at my feet, a small puddle of dark blood spreading out from under him.

With a low-voiced command to the others, one of the men walked toward me, heedless of the carnage. He was Ryan Mercury, the leader of Assets, Incorporated. My boss. Though clad in a dark jumpsuit covered with straps and pouches that held various weapons and tools of the trade, Ryan was a living weapon who didn’t really need a gun or a knife to take down an opponent; only the power of his magic and his bare hands. He was one of the scariest guys I’d ever met.

“Talon,” he said in a low, controlled voice, “what the hell did you think you were doing? I told you to wait for backup.” I bent down and pulled Talonclaw from Crosetti’s back before I replied, and Ryan glanced down at the bloody blade and the dead shaman.

“I couldn’t wait. Crosetti was getting ready to make his move. I couldn’t just stand by—” 

Ryan cut me off with a curt swing of his hand, like a knife. “So instead you risked yourself and the girl’s life by jumping in and playing hero.”

“You’re the one who told me this job was risky when I signed on,” I said. 

Ryan nodded. “That’s right, and I also told you how important it was that we work together to make sure the girl stayed safe once we found her. ‘Her survival...’”

“‘...is critical,’” I finished for him. “Yes, I read what Dunkelzahn said, too. And I handled it. She’s safe.”

“You got lucky this time. Next time you might not be.”

“I can handle myself,” I said hotly. “I’m not Miranda.” 

Ryan winced at the mention of his friend’s name like I’d struck him. Miranda had been the Assets mage before I came along. She’d died a few years ago during the messy business with the Dragon Heart, the same run that eventually brought me into the group. I knew when I mentioned her I’d made a mistake, but it was too late.

“No,” Ryan said slowly, “you’re not Miranda. She worked and died for this team and didn’t play lone wolf when it suited her. If you can’t handle the way we do things, then maybe you should think about why you’re still here.”

We stared at each other a long moment, and I realized that I’d been almost shouting. Everyone else was standing around, quietly watching us.

“Trust me,” I said to Ryan. “I am thinking about it.” 

I turned and walked out of the heart of Crosetti’s would-be ant colony. To their credit, nobody tried to stop me.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

There was guilt in the brown eyes looking back at me from the rear-view mirror as I spun the Eurocar Westwind out of the overgrown parking lot of the factory complex. I glanced up at my reflection again as I turned onto the main road. What the frag are you looking at? I thought and sighed. It was late and there was no one out on the road. No one to vent at. I really had no idea why I blew up at Ryan like that. It wasn’t his fault. It was me.

I ran one hand absently through my hair, brushing some short, damp strands back from my forehead. It had been a couple years already and I still wasn’t entirely used to it. My hair used to be long, just past my shoulders, a style worn by all the wiz young magicians years ago. I’d cut it short a little less than six months after I joined Assets. 

Ryan had taken one look at it and laughed. He said it made me look totally corporate. I glanced at myself in the mirror again and he was right. The only thing that broke the image was the silver hoop through my right ear, and even that was conservative enough for just about any corporate suit these days. Gods, what the hell had happened to me?

I used to be quite the wild kid, living on the streets, learning magic, becoming a shadowrunner. Now I’m thirty years old, an age when most shadowrunners are either dead or retired. Running the shadows was a young person’s game. I knew deckers who were considered washed-out by the time they were twenty, and wiz-kid mages who’d given it up, or burned out, long before age thirty. When you started to slow down, you hoped to hit the big score and get out of the game. Those who didn’t usually ended up dead sooner rather than later.

I was the exception. I’d hit the big time in a way I could never have imagined. I joined Assets, Inc. for one run because they needed a mage and because I had a reputation in the shadows, one I’d built up with years of some of the nastiest runs around. Assets warned that everything I’d seen before was nothing compared to the run they were planning, but that didn’t stop me. They were right. Nothing on the streets of Boston, L.A., or Seattle prepared me to take on elf wizards who claimed to be immortal, a powerful spirit possessing a cyborg capable of taking out a battalion, or saving the world from a threat from the depths of astral space. It was like some kind of Hollywood simsense production, a grand adventure, and I became part of it.

Assets, Inc. was the big time. They were pros in the truest sense of the word, the best shadowrunners I’d ever worked with. They had friends in the highest of places and the backing of an organization with the power of a megacorp. I would have been a fool to turn Ryan down when he offered me a permanent place on the team. It was a chance to achieve all I’d ever wanted: to step out of the shadows and into the light, to become legit without really having to leave the action behind. The best part of the deal was that we were the elite troubleshooters for the Draco Foundation. It was like going from street scum to high-class super-spy. 

I lightly caressed the wheel of my sleek new Eurocar, bought and paid for with the nuyen I’d earned working with Assets. Driving it made me feel like I was slotting a simflick that made me James-fraggin-Bond. It was a long way from where I came from. So what the hell was I so mad about?

The red icon of a bell interrupted my thoughts, flashing in the upper right-hand corner of my vision; an incoming call. That was another change I never expected: the cyberware. When I was young and first working the shadows, I would never in a million years have gotten anything implanted in my body. Street samurai and other muscle relied on the power cyber gave them. It made you stronger, faster, tougher, but it also made you less human. Some of the street-muscle I’d known were more machine than man.

If you were a
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