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PROLOGUE

 

AUSTRALIAN OUTBACK 
NEAR KOOKYNIE, WESTERN AUSTRALIA

 

Toby Boyd was making surprisingly good time zooming across the Outback when the desert tried to kill him.

One moment he was rolling along, looking forward to some good beer and good conversation. The next, the parched, cracked ground lurched up, tossing his ancient little dual-purpose Honda bike into the air like a child’s hand poking at toys from under a blanket.

The dwarf let go of the handlebars, deciding in midair to not to be near it when it—and he—landed.

Crap! I’m gonna die in the middle of nowhere!

The harsh summer sun beat down on the dusty, wide-open Outback plain with merciless disregard as the nearby landscape bucked and roiled, chunks of rock bigger than cargo vans scraping and smashing against each other like some kind of discordant geological orchestra.

Boyd hit the ground hard, his shoulder jarring painfully against the rutted dirt road. He rolled a couple of times, and heard the crash as the Honda slammed down a few meters from him. Normally that would have concerned him, given that he was a long way from camp and it was his only transportation, but right now he had more important things on his mind.

Like how he’d managed to miss the manastorm bearing down until it had been right on top of him.

Dust billowed all around him; he couldn’t even see the bike anymore, and every time he tried to rise, the ground surged up again and dumped him back on his ass. Clamping his eyes and mouth shut against the stinging grit, he dropped to all fours and scrabbled blindly forward.

It couldn’t be a very big manastorm: if it was, somebody back at the Shiawase camp would have noticed it approaching, even if he hadn’t. Damn it anyway—all he’d wanted to do was take a quick side trip to visit his sister while they were relatively close by. He hadn’t seen her in years, and given how much the bikie group she ran with traveled around, he’d decided to seize this chance to catch up while she was staying put for a while. It had been a last-minute thing, and his colleagues back at the camp hadn’t been happy about it at all, but the project was ahead of schedule, and he was due for some R&R. He told them he’d be back before nightfall and set off on his little bike in the direction of Emmy’s compound.

And now here he was, getting buffeted around by an angry planet fueled by angrier magic, and he still wasn’t out of the woods. The ground cracked in front of him, opening a chasm a meter across and several meters long. Rocks and dust cascaded down into it, and Boyd nearly followed—right before another heaving roll wracked the earth and slammed the edges back together again with a sound like thunder. The terrified dwarf caught himself at the very last moment before sliding over what had been an edge a second ago; clawing at the ground with his stubby fingers, he was glad he’d dropped to all fours instead of trying to walk. Even as low to the ground as he was, he’d have been crushed into dwarf paste if he’d fallen into that chasm.

“Frag, frag, frag!” Boyd muttered as he kept crawling. If he’d been more of a mage, he might have been able to huddle up under a barrier and wait it out. Manastorms were a fact of life in the Outback, something that everybody who braved the “Big Red” had to be prepared to deal with. There were a lot of ways to deal with them: spotting them with enough time to stay out of their way, outrunning them, getting underground, or using magic to mitigate their effects were some of the big ones. Unfortunately for Boyd, he’d struck out on the first three, and the fourth was out of the question, since the extent of his magical abilities consisted of some astral perception and a pretty good expertise in parabotany. The latter was why he was here in the first place: a field trip with some colleagues from Shiawase to hunt down some of the Outback’s more interesting flora for study.

And if I’d stayed where I belonged in the first place, I wouldn’t be dodging fun-size earthquakes now, he thought, squinting into the swirling dust and barely throwing himself out of the way of a falling rock the size of his head. He coughed and spat out a wad of choking red dirt.

As manastorms went, at least this one was straightforward: having the earth toss you around like a chew toy was no party, but it beat the hell out of having your skin flayed off your bones, or being turned into a rabbit in the middle of a crowd of hungry dingoes. Yeah, those things happened, and a lot worse. The only thing consistent about manastorms in the Outback was that they existed, and, if you were the least bit cynical, that they had an uncanny way of fragging you over at the most inopportune times possible. Aside from that, all bets were off. If it was something magic was capable of doing, you could bet your ass that someplace around the Outback had been hit by a manastorm that did just that.

Boyd took advantage of a momentary lull in the storm’s intensity to scramble to his feet and try to take a look around. All he managed to do was get dust in his eyes before he was unceremoniously dumped on his ass again. A cone-shaped spike of rock thrust up almost directly underneath him; he scrambled away from it and started crawling again. With his limited resources, his best hope was that the storm was one of the small ones, so he could escape its radius if he kept going in the same direction.

Yeah, if a rock doesn’t crack my head open like a melon first. He thought of Emmy, picturing her craggy face and cheerful smile. The irony didn’t escape him that the first time in years he’d actually tried to seek out anyone in his family, the very planet had protested against it.

He wondered what it would do if he tried to look up his ex-wife.

Abruptly, silence.

It took Boyd a moment or two to notice that the earth wasn’t moving anymore, and even the dust was quickly settling. He stayed put for a couple more minutes, then tentatively got up. When everything remained where it was supposed to be, he sighed in relief and began looking for his bike. He’d been luckier than he should have been: this manastorm looked like one of the small, quick ones. He decided if the tough little bike was still functional, he’d keep going and see Emmy rather than turning back.

He spotted it lying on its side about twenty meters away. The air was still full of dust, but from here it didn’t look too bad. At least it was intact. Picking his steps carefully, he moved toward the bike.

He’d made it about halfway when he felt it.

Toby Boyd wasn’t much of a mage. Even his ability to detect magic wasn’t terribly well developed—it got him by, and since his job was more focused on his skills in other areas, it was all he needed. But even he couldn’t miss the sudden strength of a magical aura that nearly broadsided him as he stumbled toward his fallen bike. He stopped, his gaze darting around as if expecting the manastorm—or worse, a different, more dangerous manastorm—to be rolling back in on him.

Instead, he saw a hole.

He was sure there had been no hole there before. It cut down into the earth at around a forty-five-degree angle, and was almost big enough to be classified as a cave. In fact, for someone Boyd’s size, it was a cave. The aura, whatever it was, was coming from inside it.

He approached with caution, still unconvinced that the manastorm had passed by, and peered inside. Dust swirled around in the darkness, but even so, Boyd could see that the cave wasn’t very deep. He shifted over to astral sight and took another look, and that was when he saw it.

It lay on the earth at the rear of the small cavern, maybe two meters or so in: too far for the dwarf to just reach in and grab it, but too tantalizingly close to ignore. He couldn’t make out what it was, except that it wasn’t very big. Around a third of a meter long at maximum, and oddly shaped. The magical waves it sent off were strong, pulsing to his astral sight.

He made a fast decision: before his reasonable sense of self-preservation could talk him out of it, he pulled a deep breath, darted inside, snatched up the object, and ran back out, all the while expecting the newly-formed cave to come crashing down around his head, like a trap. He was actually surprised when it didn’t—in less than ten seconds, he was back out in the blazing sun, the item clutched in both hands.

Boyd was no expert in such things, but he had no doubt that it was some sort of native artifact, probably made by Aboriginal hands. It resembled a coiled serpent, crisscrossed with intricate carvings and painted figures. He had no idea how old it was, but despite the fact that it had been buried under tons of earth until a few minutes ago, it showed no signs of wear or encrustation of dirt or grime. Even so, he knew it was very, very old.

He didn’t know how he knew that, but he didn’t even think to question it. Its aura pulsed strong and radiant; furthermore, the thing itself hummed in his hands, like an electrical current was running through it. Since, as far as Boyd knew, there were no electric Aborigine artifacts, this had to be something important.

He swallowed, looking down at it. The sun beat down on the back of his unprotected neck, but he barely noticed. His mind was far away, turning over possibilities.

Whatever else this thing was, it was big juju.

That could mean a lot of things, if he played his cards right.

It meant that his life could finally change.

He’d have to be careful, though. He knew the living earth could conceal magical energy, which was why nobody had noticed it before. But now, if he could sense it, then maybe others could too. He needed to get it under cover, and fast. And then…

And then he’d have time to consider his next options.

Carefully tucking the serpent into in his satchel, Boyd hurried to his bike. He picked it up and thumbed the ignition. For the second time today, something went right for him: the hardy little engine roared to life.

As he rumbled off in the direction of Emmy’s location, he allowed himself to hope that maybe this might be an omen for things to come.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

UNKNOWN LOCATION, SEATTLE

 

Richard Ortega thought he might have two weeks to live.

It might be a bit longer if the results were a little slower in working their way through the system. How pathetic that he was forced to pray for the glacial pace of bureaucracy now, when usually he considered the stumbling blocks it placed in his path a frustrating waste of time.

No matter how long it took for the results to surface, however, it was inevitable that they would do so. He couldn’t sweep this one under the rug, bury it in the Matrix somewhere, divert its funding to other sources. There were too many people involved, too many reports already winding their way to their final destinations, too many data trails and tests in the process of being run. So far, all of these disparate bits of information existed separately, and no single piece taken on its own would raise any red flags to anyone who might take an interest in them. But soon, too soon, all the data would come together. When it did, his failure would be visible for all to see.

He looked down at his desk, his fingers moving with spasmodic urgency as they swiped aside a series of AR windows showing blocks of text, neat columns of numbers, and page after page of complex arcane diagrams. All of them were now showing him the exact same thing—his impending, catastrophic failure. He ran a finger around the damp collar of his Executive Suite shirt, which suddenly seemed too tight, despite its custom tailoring.

He had been so fragging careful. He’d brought on talented experts, made sure they had everything they needed, and kept a close eye on their progress to ensure everything was going as planned. This was a high profile project, with results that would be available not only within the company, but to outside consultants. That made it particularly important that everything be done right: Ortega’s superiors didn’t look kindly on results that cast the corporation in anything less than a fully positive light. This project had the potential to catch the eyes of those who could finally recognize Ortega’s abilities, his loyalty, and his dedication to the ideals of the corporation. It had been too long since anyone had shone a light in his direction, and this project would be his ticket to everything he deserved.

Or it would have been, if he hadn’t made a crucial mistake.

His right hand clenched into an involuntary fist as the offending AR slid onto the top of his desk. It was an intricate formula, the design of a summoning circle of a type that had never been attempted, due to the danger to both those performing the ritual and anyone who might be in the path of what it summoned if the ritual team should lose control of it. Similar rituals were performed in the deepest reaches of the corp’s magical R&D labs every day, and sometimes even those less risky versions failed. Sometimes people died. That was an unpleasant but necessary side effect of pushing the boundaries of magical research. However, another unpleasant side effect, he knew, was that failure on the scale of what would soon come to light simply wasn’t tolerated in this subset of the corporation’s culture.

In two weeks—maybe more, maybe a bit less—the results would all come together. A team would be assembled to attempt the summoning, and a cadre of outside experts would be on hand to view the results.

And it was all going to fail.

Ortega didn’t know how Marques had found out about it, but the meeting a few days ago hadn’t been a pleasant one. Marques was two levels above Ortega’s manager in the org chart, high enough in the food chain that when he summoned you for a meeting, you showed up without asking questions.

Even if that meeting was held at a clandestine conference room in a remote area outside the city.

It was blackmail, pure and simple. Marques had somehow found out about the impending failure. He had the power to make the whole mess disappear, to cancel the project (citing budget constraints, or some similar unlikely corporate-approved reason) before the ritual ever saw the light of day. He had the power to save Ortega’s career—and probably his life.

It wouldn’t come free, of course. The proposed cost was one that Ortega had no idea how he would pay—but he didn’t have a choice. He’d have to find it somewhere. But even after he’d added up the value of all his personal assets and everything he thought he could get away with embezzling from his department’s funding, the total still fell far short of the mark. He grew more desperate as the time window grew shorter and shorter, and with only a little more than a week left, he contemplated another meeting with Marques to beg for more time to pay off the favor.

He’d nearly made the call when earlier today, his salvation had appeared in the form of a message from someone he hadn’t even thought about in more than twenty years.

He pushed aside the AR showing the faulty formula, accessed a private, encrypted datastore, and replayed the message. He had viewed it and then put it aside for a while, not daring to hope that it might represent a way for him to get out of this debacle alive. However, on second look, that tiny hope began to kindle. Perhaps the gods did look out for mere mortals after all.

Leaning back in his chair, he watched the familiar face of Toby Boyd, a dwarf who had been a member of his fraternity back in their university days, but who he’d promptly forgotten after graduation. His mind wandered as Boyd spoke, explaining what he wanted and what he was willing to offer to get it. It wasn’t until the view switched to the item in question that Ortega leaned in to examine it more closely.

No, he hadn’t been wrong. He wasn’t entirely certain what the object was—much of what gave it its value couldn’t, by its very nature, be conveyed via an AR message—but he was enough of an expert in magical artifacts to know that if it was genuine, it was very old and very valuable. Certainly worth a small fortune—enough that he could sell it, or maybe even present it to Marques in exchange for his assistance. Or, more likely, he could get enough money out of its sale to bypass Marques entirely and pay the right people to help him disappear and never be found again. Ortega hadn’t risen as far as he had by being naïve; he had no illusions about Marques’s plans to follow through on his promise once he had the money. Either way, though, if the coiled stone serpent was genuine, then his imminent death might not prove to be so imminent after all.

With the artifact in hand, he’d have a short time to consider his options before making a decision. But first, he had to have it in hand. And that meant there were things that needed to be done. Things that needed to be done quickly and quietly, without using corporate funds or the normal channels. He needed operatives to perform the job for him: to do what Boyd asked and to follow up on obtaining the item. Toby Boyd wasn’t stupid: he had revealed just enough to pique Ortega’s curiosity, but not the actual location of the prize.

So, he would need deniable assets—even more deniable than usual, since he couldn’t afford to let his superiors get wind of what he was up to—to do the job for him.

He knew just the asset for the job.

He smiled, but it wasn’t a cheerful smile. It was a cold smile, the sort that one might wear when contemplating a well-deserved fate for an old enemy. Calling up another private file, he sorted through a series of pages until the one he sought hovered in front of him. The accompanying holopic showed a man with dark hair, sharp features, and eyes that glittered with cynical intelligence. He studied the file for a moment, his smile widening.

He’d approached this particular asset in the past on more than one occasion, and on every one of those occasions, the man had turned him down. Not just turned him down, but turned him down with a level of contempt bordering on insult. Apparently the man had a conscience when it came to removing magical artifacts from their owners with…extreme prejudice.

Notes added to the file indicated that its subject was no longer in the shadowrunning business. Instead, he now split his time between teaching university-level thaumaturgy in England and doing various freelance projects for various organizations, most commonly the DIMR and the Draco Foundation. No doubt if he were offered this particular job, he would turn it down once again. There was no reason in the world why he would have any interest in it.

Therefore, Ortega would need to make sure that he couldn’t turn it down. What was that line in that old flatvid movie from the last century? Oh, yes: He would make the man an offer he couldn’t refuse.

Pulling out his personal commlink, he obtained a secure line and made a call.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

UNKNOWN LOCATION, SEATTLE

THURSDAY NIGHT

 

Wherever he was, it was dark. It smelled like old soykaf and industrial detergent. Somewhere far away, an off-kilter fan rattled.

His brain felt slow. Disoriented. Sluggish. He sat halfway up and tried to pummel it into some semblance of awareness. Fighting past the layers of sodden cotton that seemed to be wrapped around it, he examined possibilities: Was he back in his hotel room? Had he had too much to drink and was sleeping off a hangover?

He blinked a couple of times, sat up the rest of the way, and swiped at his hair. As his eyes slowly adjusted to the room’s blackness and shapes resolved themselves into view, two things competed for his immediate attention.

The first was the fact that this was not his hotel room. It was much smaller, for one thing. The placement of the furniture was wrong. The window was wrong. The door was in the wrong place. Even the smell was wrong. Wherever he was, he was sure he’d never been here before.

The second was the buzzing coming from somewhere on the other side of the room, rising with gentle persistence over the rattle of the faraway fan. His subconscious told him that the buzzing hadn’t been going on long—that it had, in fact, begun after his awareness had returned. Was someone watching him in this dark, unfamiliar room?

He reached out and fumbled at the area where the nightstand should have been, searching for a lamp, but there was no lamp. There was, in fact, no nightstand.

It was at that point that the memories began to flood back.

The auction…

The cameo…

The woman… What had her name been? Lynn? No…Lydia.

She had done something to him. Something as he was getting into the car.

His mind sharpened as a frisson of dread traversed his spine. Had the whole affair been a setup, or just Lydia’s involvement with it? Someone had obviously lured him to Seattle so they could abduct him, but—why?

More images rose in his mind: the Asian elf. The dark-skinned woman. They’d both been watching him, and hadn’t seemed to care that he’d noticed. Was one of them behind this? Or perhaps someone else who had been present, but more subtle?

So many possibilities, but no answers.

Not yet.

The buzzing continued. A tiny red light flashed on the other side of the room. Getting up, he stood for a moment to make sure his legs would support him, then crossed to it. He summoned up a light spell without thought: it revealed a generic dresser and a commlink that wasn’t his.

The buzzing was coming from the commlink. He picked it up: the screen showed no incoming LTG number.

“Yes?” His voice sounded raspy, like he hadn’t used it for a while.

“Ah, good,” said a mechanical voice. “You’re awake. How are you feeling?”

“Who is this?” He glared at it, as if doing so could intimidate it into revealing more information.

The voice didn’t reply. Instead, it said, “You’d better get dressed. You have a meeting to attend shortly, and you wouldn’t want to be late.”

“What the hell are you on about?” he demanded. “Who is this? I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what I’m doing here and what this is about.”

“You’ll know soon enough,” the voice said, managing to sound amused despite its artificial tone. “All the relevant details are in the commlink. A car will arrive to pick you up in half an hour. Please be ready.”

“I don’t think you heard me,” he said. As his anger rose, his brain was clearing. “Whoever you are, you’ve made a mistake doing this.”

“You’ll make a mistake if you don’t attend the meeting,” the voice said. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but please trust me on this: attendance is a matter of life or death.” It paused a moment, then added: “Yours.”

The line went dead.

He stared at the commlink. If the time on it could be believed, it was a bit past 18:00 on Thursday night. His last memory was of around the same time on Wednesday. Whatever was going on, he’d lost nearly an entire day to it. Had whatever Lydia drugged him with kept him under that entire time? This wasn’t making any sense at all. If she—or more likely, whoever she worked for—wanted him dead, they easily could have killed him. And if they didn’t want him dead, why set up this charade? What had they done to him in the hours he’d been unaware?

He found the light switch. Harsh overhead fluorescents blazed to flickering, humming life, illuminating a nearly featureless room containing a bed, a chair, and the dresser where the commlink had been. There was no window, but one closed door and two open ones: one revealed a small bathroom, the other a tiny closet.

He was dressed in crisp black pajamas; the tuxedo and overcoat he’d worn at the auction hung, freshly wrapped from the cleaners, in the closet. He stared at them, eyes narrowing, then hurried over and rifled through the pockets of both garments. As he suspected, not only was his own commlink missing, but so were his magical foci. He snatched the dresser commlink and tried to make a call, but wasn’t at all surprised to discover it had been disabled for outgoing communications. Whoever they were, they didn’t want him talking to the outside world.

Well, that was simply too bad for them. There was more than one way to make contact. He reached out with his mind, sending out a call. Almost instantly, a small form shimmered into being in front of him, sitting primly on the bed with her long, plumy tail wrapped around her paws.

His colleagues were usually amused when they first met his ally spirit, Maya. A lot of mages designed their allies to take the form of a cat—cats were one of the classics, along with things like bats, ravens, and black dogs. But he was the only one he knew who’d taken it a step further and designed her with the form of a blackberry cat. Most people didn’t want anything to do with those little beasties, who looked like larger, more intelligent versions of the common longhaired black housecat. It might have something to do with the fact that blackberry cats liked to play, and their version of “play” involved taking over a metahuman’s mind and encouraging him or her to do all sorts of things that were usually detrimental to the metahuman’s health and continued existence.

“I’m glad you’re awake,” she said through their mental link, regarding him with luminous green eyes. Her accent, like his own, was British, but it retained a brisk, charming lilt that made her sound like someone’s favorite nanny. “I was getting worried about you.”

“Tell me what happened to me after I was drugged.”

Blackberry cats couldn’t quite shrug, nor could they quite look sheepish, but Maya managed both. “Sorry,” she replied. “I can’t tell you much. The car left and took you somewhere. I tried to follow, but another spirit showed up and I had to run away. When I tried to find you again, I couldn’t.”

That wasn’t entirely unexpected: if someone were planning to abduct him, they had to know he’d have formidable magical backup, so they’d have to have something on hand to deal with whatever spirits he might have on call at the time. They’d also have to keep those spirits from finding him, which meant they’d probably had him behind a ward or some other magical protection.

He hadn’t designed Maya to be a combat monster; mostly she helped him with magical studies and support tasks, and played confidante when he was feeling moody and didn’t want to be around anyone else. Plus, he’d given her standing instructions not to get into fights unless he directly told her to. He tried a different tack: “Where am I, then?”

Spirits, even powerful ones like Maya, weren’t the best with mundane concepts like directions in the material world. “Not far from where you were,” she said.

“Not in a different city?”

“No.”

So, he was still somewhere in the Seattle ’plex. One encouraging fact, at least. He crossed the room to the door and tried to open it, expecting it to be locked. It wasn’t. Instead, it opened to a featureless hallway carpeted in the sort of nondescript gray you might see in a government building or cheap hotel. A few other doors, all unmarked, lined the hallway; an old-fashioned green EXIT sign hung at the end near another door.

He went back inside the room and sat down on the bed.

“What happened to me? Did you see it?”

“Not exactly,” the cat said. She paced back and forth across the crumpled bedclothes, then curled up on the pillow. “You were getting into the car with that woman, and then you were unconscious.”

“Just like that? Did she shoot me with something?” His mind whirled as he tried to recall the events around the time when he got into the Nightsky.

“She didn’t shoot you. I don’t know if anyone else did, but you fell not long after you opened the door.”

He frowned. Contact drugs on the car door? He had to admit it was a good way to take him down: his tuxedo and overcoat had both been armored; he’d have noticed if something hit him hard enough to punch through those, or hit him in his unprotected hands or head. But some sort of contact-delivered drug would bypass his protections.

Somebody had done a lot of planning to get hold of him. But why?

He had two choices, as he saw it: he could either leave now, assuming that the door to the outside world was likewise unlocked (or even if it wasn’t: given his state of mind right now, blowing a locked security door off its hinges would be downright cathartic), or he could remain and wait for the car the mechanical voice had said would arrive for him.

All his survival instincts told him to run, to get out of here fast before anybody showed up, or at least to conceal himself somewhere to see who they sent after him. He ignored them. Logically, leaving wasn’t a good idea. If they knew who he was and what he could do, they had certainly taken steps to be able to locate him again if he should try to escape. They had probably even taken a sample of his blood. That’s what he would have done if the situation were reversed. Also logically, if they’d wanted him dead, they’d already had plenty of time to make that happen. Ergo, they didn’t want him dead. Not yet, at least. Which probably meant they wanted something from him.

They were going to be waiting a long time for that.

He lowered his head and massaged his brow with both hands. Whoever these people were, none of what they were doing was making any sense. He hated things that didn’t make sense, because his brain kept trying to force them to make sense, and that usually just gave him a headache.

Don’t forget what they said, his brain helpfully reminded him. Something about life or death.

Oh, yes. That.

He glanced at the commlink again, then snatched the clothes from the closet and headed into the bathroom. “Tell me if anyone comes ’round,” he told Maya. “I’m having a shower.”

If they showed up before he was ready, they could bloody well wait for him.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

SEATTLE, 24 HOURS EARLIER

WEDNESDAY NIGHT

 

To a casual observer, the invitation-only event held in a carefully segregated wing of one of the more exclusive private clubs in Seattle might appear to be nothing more than another in the endless series of high-society affairs the club hosted on regular occasions. It certainly had all the trappings: elegantly attired guests; liveried waitstaff—by coincidence or design, most of them attractive female elves—negotiating their way through the crowd while balancing silver trays with lithe grace; sumptuous food and free-flowing liquor. An elven string quartet played discreet but exquisite chamber music from a stage tucked into one of the corners, and guests gathered in small groups to sip their drinks and exchange meaningless pleasantries.

If the observer were to look a bit more closely, though, they might notice a few things that weren’t quite as obvious: the fact, for example, that most of the guests maintained a sense of heightened awareness that belied their unruffled façades. There was also the matter of the small cadre of individuals who, while dressed every bit as richly as the other guests, did not mingle among them, but rather patrolled the perimeter of the large room and paid particular attention to its entrances and exits—most specifically the closed double doors on the far side.

“I do so hope we’ve found something this time,” a slender woman in an elegant gown of shimmering lavender silk commented. “The last time was such a disappointment. I can’t believe that wretched man missed something so obvious. He came so highly recommended, too.” She smiled at her companion. “Not so highly as you were, though.”

“I’ll do my best,” Winterhawk said, arching an amused eyebrow.

“Oh, I’m not worried.” She chuckled. “I just hope it’s not another fake, whether you identify it or not. These sorts of things don’t surface often, and so many of them are counterfeits.” She chuckled. “In any case, we’ve got a few minutes before things get started, and I see some people I’d like to chat with. Will you excuse me for a moment?”

“Of course.” He sipped his champagne as he watched her go. I could get to like this sort of thing, he decided, savoring the superb, dry flavor. He drifted off to stand near one of the walls where he could see the entire room—even after all this time, old habits died hard—and shifted his perceptions for a moment to assense the area. He wasn’t at all surprised to see the veritable flock of spirits still flitting this way and that, patrolling astral space as the well-dressed security squad patrolled the meat world. He had no doubt that somewhere nearby was a command center where elite security deckers and their utilities were doing much the same thing in the Matrix. It might look like a party full of rich people ripe for the pickings, but Winterhawk knew better.

What this was—or what it would be soon, when the double doors were opened—was one of a network of underground silent auctions set up to display and exchange magical artifacts of dubious legality and provenance. Similar events popped up all over the world, and only those who had been carefully vetted and approved were included on the list of invitees. Winterhawk himself had not been on the guest list for this one, but he wasn’t here to buy. While he was by no means short on funds these days, the prices he expected most of the items to command here were well out of his price range.

No, he was here in a purely advisory capacity. Lydia Duvall, the slender, thirtyish woman he was playing attentive escort to, was a wealthy collector of magical artifacts. She had contacted him a couple of days ago through a series of secure channels with a tempting offer: though she was a magical practitioner of some modest talent herself, she readily acknowledged her status as a dilettante, and didn’t trust her own ability to separate the real thing from the increasing number of counterfeit objects that had been flooding the market lately. The last “consultant” she’d hired had apparently assured her that an item was genuine; she had purchased it only to discover that it was a fake, so this time out she’d made an extra effort to track down someone with solid credentials.

Normally Winterhawk would have declined, but he had just returned from an expedition to Amazonia and the lecture series he’d been invited to deliver at Universitas Carolina Pragensis in Prague didn’t start for another month—that, and his curiosity about the sorts of items that might be on offer at such a high-end event was such that he couldn’t say no.

So, here he was, tuxedo-clad and sampling the life of the rich and indolent. He didn’t even bother masking his aura, since too many people here knew him—most by reputation, a few personally. When you reached a certain level of notoriety in magical circles, those circles got surprisingly small. It was much like the shadowrunning community in that regard, though with a lot more overinflated egos. Present company most certainly not excepted.

Lydia drifted back over toward him as the event’s host, a gray-haired dwarf wearing a blue tuxedo and a monocle, tapped a glass. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll direct your attention to the next room, we’ll get started in just a moment.”

“About time,” Lydia muttered, linking her arm through Winterhawk’s and moving off to join the exodus as two expressionless guards opened the doors. “I think we’re going to have some good luck tonight, don’t you?”

From the look of the crowd’s auras, a lot of people were thinking the same thing. Winterhawk continued assensing the area, watching the bright flares of anticipation hovering around most of the group. He allowed himself to be pulled forward but kept his awareness high: he had recognized more than one old—well, it would be overdramatic to call them enemies when perhaps rivals or adversaries might suffice better, but in any case he had crossed paths in the past either with them or with the corporations they represented, some on more than one occasion. Sure, that probably meant nothing after all this time: biz was biz, as the saying went, and most corps knew better than to maintain longstanding grudges against shadowrunners. It didn’t make good business sense to do so, since the odds were good that they themselves might wish to make use of their services at some future time. Word got around fast if a particular corp devoted too much time to retaliating against the very grease that kept their vast and corrupt machines operating smoothly.

The items arrayed on linen-draped tables inside the next room appeared deceptively vulnerable. Each one was individually lit, displayed against a backdrop of velvet or silk arranged to show it off to maximum advantage. Winterhawk doubted that any of those who were truly interested in purchasing the items even noticed this window dressing, nor the intricate but subtle security measures that were in place to make sure no one got too close.

He felt Lydia’s hand squeeze his arm. “There it is,” she said under her breath. “But let’s not be too obvious about it. Let’s just look around a bit first.”

Winterhawk was all too pleased to do just that: the number of magical artifacts spread out before him was not large, but their effect on him was very much the same as what a small child might experience if set loose in a particularly enticing toy store. Still, he had a job to do and it didn’t include spending the rest of the evening in close examination of each and every artifact, as much as he would have liked that. He kept his perceptions shifted to the astral plane as he joined his client in her explorations. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked, stopping near a painting of a young girl, whose eerie eyes seemed to follow the observer around the room.

Winterhawk murmured noncommittally. He’d seen the painting before; the last time had been in a small, private museum in Amsterdam devoted to magical art. It had disappeared a couple years ago, and had, up until now, not resurfaced yet. He paused to study it more carefully, but Lydia was already on the move again.

“Who is that man?” she asked after a moment, this time under her breath.

“What man?”

“The Asian elf, standing next to the goblet there on the end. He keeps looking at us.”

Winterhawk glanced up, appearing to be examining the jewel-encrusted gold necklace next to the goblet in question. “He’s not looking at you,” he said in the same tone.

“How do you know?”

“He’s—an old acquaintance.” That was one way to put it: he was a formidable shaman affiliated with Wuxing; Winterhawk and his team had once lifted a priceless magical coin from a facility he was responsible for guarding, resulting in a reprimand and a demotion. Winterhawk caught the elf’s gaze, raised an eyebrow, and shrugged. The elf barely nodded back, but otherwise remained expressionless.

As Lydia continued her aimless wandering, Winterhawk split his attention between studying the various items on display and keeping surreptitious track of several other patrons he recognized. Despite the high degree of security and the genteel veneer everyone was maintaining, the tension among many of the guests was nearly visible to the naked eye. A lot of these people didn’t like each other, and had good reason not to. Aside from those who would have cheerfully seen him dead in bygone days, Winterhawk didn’t miss the fact that several of the elegantly clad men and women were casting chilly glances at each other under cover of checking out the artifacts. If the simmering hostility in here ever burst free of its careful boundaries, this whole place could devolve into a magical bloodbath in seconds. He didn’t expect it to happen—these sorts were experts at keeping things under wraps—but it was always wise to keep it in mind and prepare a contingency plan. Just in case.

After a few minutes, Lydia apparently decided that sufficient time had passed that she could approach her target without attracting too much attention. Her arm still linked through his, she led him to a round table near the end of the display. There, arranged on a pedestal in an artful nest of crumpled black velvet, was a beautifully carved cameo brooch. The setting was rose gold; the carving itself large and intricately detailed, displaying a female face in profile against a background of lustrous black. The face was round and strong-boned; it looked strangely unfeminine until one realized that it depicted what looked very much like a handsome dwarf woman. The piece was clearly very old, and despite the fact that no effort had been made to clean it up, it shimmered under the directed overhead light. An ARO below it declared it to be of unknown age and unknown artist, and included the identifying information needed if one wanted to place a bid.

“It’s lovely,” Lydia said. “Just lovely.” She glanced at Winterhawk, her eyes full of hope, almost as if she were begging him to give her the answer she desired.

Showtime, then. Winterhawk reclaimed his arm, took a deep breath, and focused his concentration to pinpoint accuracy. He hoped that the article was genuine, too; not because he had any particular desire for it to end up in the private collection of this over-privileged magpie who would regard it as nothing more than another trophy, but rather because he had nothing but contempt for those who produced fake magical items for monetary gain. Magic was a force deserving of respect: why waste the prodigious level of talent required to make such credible counterfeits when there were so many other ways to put it to use?

He leaned in as closely as he was permitted, mindful of the vigilant gazes of the silent security guards, and the rest of the room melted away. After a few moments he stepped back, his shoulders dropping a little. He shook his head, just once.

Lydia’s eyes went wide. “Oh, please don’t tell me—”

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

It was a masterful job: he had to give whoever was responsible for it that. Clearly the counterfeiter was highly talented and knew his or her way around magical antiquities. The brooch itself was quite likely almost as old as it was claimed to be, and might even have started out possessing some small bit of magical energy of its own, though Winterhawk doubted the magic was anywhere near as old as the object itself. In any case, if he hadn’t known what he was looking for, he probably wouldn’t have spotted it: small inconsistencies in the brooch’s magical aura, indicating that it had been subtly tampered with. Detecting such tampering was a skill he’d honed over the last couple of years to support his occasional work with the Draco Foundation, the Dunkelzahn Institute of Magical Research, and other similar organizations he’d offered his services to.

Lydia’s gaze shifted back and forth between the cameo and Winterhawk; her slightly out-of-focus expression told him that she too was assensing. “Are—you sure?” Her voice shook a little, as if she feared offending him with her question.

Winterhawk shrugged. “You’ve hired me as a consultant. I’ve given you my professional assessment. It’s up to you whether you choose to accept it.”

She studied the cameo for a moment longer, then took his arm again and led him off, away from the displayed artifacts. “Well,” she said at last. “At least you’ve saved me the embarrassment and expense of buying another fake. Are you going to tell anyone?”

He shifted his eyes up, sweeping over the group. The elf was watching them; so was a dark-skinned human woman in a deep blue NightShade gown whom he recognized as a known Saeder-Krupp retainer. “It’s not my responsibility to save them from their own greed,” he said, just loudly enough for Lydia to hear. “Are we done here, then?”

She nodded, still looking disappointed. “I’m not interested in any of the rest of these pieces, even if they’re real. I’m so sorry to bring you all the way out here for such a waste of time.”

“Not at all. I’ve saved you some trouble, and I haven’t been back to Seattle in a while. Perhaps I’ll look up some old friends while I’m here.” They were leaving now, heading back out through the front room under the watchful eye of more of the security personnel.

Her hand tightened on his arm. “At least have a drink with me,” she said, tilting her head and giving him the kind of sly smile that was impossible to mistake. “It’s the least I can do. I’d love to hear about some of your…adventures.”

They were outside now. It was a rare clear night, but chilly, with a light, icy breeze rolling in from the Sound. Winterhawk settled Lydia’s wrap over her shoulders, then shrugged into his own overcoat. She’d already called her driver; after a moment the sleek white Nightsky pulled silently up and stopped.

She smiled, waiting for him to open the door for her. “So, what do you say?” she asked, sliding in with practiced ease. “Will you join me for a drink before you go?”

He moved to follow her into the vehicle, and had only just made it inside before his limbs stopped working properly. His mind began spinning in circles, spitting out random snatches of concepts and phrases that rose up to submerge coherent thought. His last conscious memories were the click of the car’s door closing behind him and Lydia’s widening smile as he pitched forward, his head landing in her silk-clad lap.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

BLUE MORAY RESTAURANT 
SEATTLE 
THURSDAY NIGHT

 

The restaurant was on the edge of Downtown: one of those understated, upscale places most people tend to drive right by unless they’re looking for it. The kind of place where the menus didn’t include prices, and the deals made over cocktails each evening affected the fates of thousands of people and millions of nuyen.

The unassuming black sedan slid to a stop in front of the walkway leading to the entrance, and the door opened. Winterhawk got out, straightened his coat, and considered his options as the door closed and the car glided off. Once again, the temptation to shift to invisibility, pull a full mask over his aura, and make a run for it was strong. He had the overwhelming feeling that if he walked into that restaurant, something significant was going to change in the course of his life.

He wasn’t going to run, but he also didn’t have to be stupid about the whole thing. “Maya?”

“Here.”

“Check the place out, please. Focus on any private dining or conference rooms, and anyone who looks like they’re hiding or overly watchful. Watch out, as always.”

He felt her agreement, and then she was gone. He lingered outside, pretending to be paying attention to the commlink he’d taken from the room. Nobody looked oddly at him; without the tuxedo’s bow tie, he just looked like another businessman in a black suit and dark overcoat. A well-dressed couple and a small group of Japanese sararimen walked past him without a glance and disappeared inside.

Maya touched his mind again. “I see three people in a back room,” she reported. “It’s not warded. There’s a spirit on patrol, but it didn’t see me.” Her voice held pride at this. “Two humans and an elf. One of the humans is sitting at a table, and the other one and the elf are standing behind him. Those two don’t show up very much on the astral plane, and they have guns. The one at the table seems to be watching something.”

“Probably me,” Winterhawk said dryly. “Well, if they don’t think I’d be checking them out before I march into the lions’ den, they’re fools. All right, then. No more time to stall, I suppose.”

“Be careful.” The cat’s voice held gentle worry.

“I’m always careful,” he told her, as he strode up the walkway toward the restaurant.

“Oh? Is that how you ended up unconscious in a disreputable hotel room, wearing pajamas you normally wouldn’t be caught dead in?”

“Hush, you.”

He didn’t give a name to the pale, elegant elven maître d’ standing behind a podium at the front, but he didn’t need to. Apparently he was expected. The elf bowed slightly, indicated for him to follow, and led him back through the restaurant’s dark and tastefully appointed main dining room to a discreetly placed, intricately carved wooden door down a short hallway in the back. He bowed again and departed without a word.

Winterhawk pushed open the door, and paused in the doorway for a moment. The three figures Maya had reported seeing during her astral examination were all still there: a bland-looking man in a gray, corp-issue suit sat behind an oblong table facing the door, and two others—a human man and an elven woman—stood in the shadows behind him, close enough that it was obvious they were bodyguards, but far enough back so as not to involve themselves in the conversation. Winterhawk had seen this scenario dozens of times before: it was such a cliché configuration for a meet that he was sure they must have done it on purpose.

The bland man smiled. “Please. Come in. Sit down.” He indicated the chair across from him with a wave of a manicured hand. He was human, handsome, middle-aged. He had the kind of perfect hair, perfect skin, and perfectly pleasant expression that suggested a lot of expensive surgery. He’d probably majored in Blandness in corp school.

Winterhawk didn’t move. “I don’t think so. I don’t fancy participating in your delusion, whatever it is. If you want something from me, say so. Otherwise, I’ll be on my way.”

The man’s smile grew wider. “You’re certainly welcome to do that. Neither I nor my associates will stop you. But you might want to hear what I have to say first.”

“And why is that?”

“Because if you leave this room without hearing my offer, you’ll be dead within a week. And there won’t be anything I or anyone else will be able to do about it, unfortunately.”

Winterhawk went still, his mind going back to the day he’d lost while he was unconscious, and the words of the mechanical voice.

Life or death. Yours.

A day was a long time. A lot of things could happen in a day. A lot of very troubling things, in fact. When he spoke again, his voice was soft, deceptively calm. “What did you do to me?”

“Sit down, please,” the man repeated. “You can call me Mr. Johnson, by the way. I suppose you knew that already. I know who you are, of course. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. I’ve heard a lot of very interesting stories about you and your adventures over the years.”

Winterhawk paused. He could try to force the information out of the man, but given that he didn’t have all the facts, that was likely an unwise course of action. Especially with the bodyguards to consider. He might be able to neutralize all three of them—but then again, he might not. Patience for now, then.

He crossed the room and settled into the offered chair. Leaning back, he folded his arms over his chest and waited.

“Would you like a drink? Dinner will be served soon. No doubt you’re hungry after your…rest.”

“I want nothing from you except an explanation. Let’s not waste each other’s time, shall we? Why am I here?” Shifting his perceptions for a moment, he assensed Mr. Johnson. Even his aura was bland. He seemed utterly unruffled, almost to the point of languor. All at once, Winterhawk knew why. “For that matter,” he added, “why am I talking to you? If your boss has something to say to me, bring him out. I don’t deal with lackeys.”

Mr. Johnson’s demeanor didn’t change, except that he chuckled briefly. “All right, you like to get right to it. That’s fine. I’ll forego the social niceties.” He leaned forward a little. “What I want is very simple, and should be obvious, given the circumstances: I want to hire you to do a job.”

“Did you hear me? I want to talk to whoever is pulling your strings.”

Mr. Johnson’s expression was a paternal sort of amusement, the way a father might regard a toddler who’d just done something droll. Once again he continued without acknowledging Winterhawk’s words. “A job,” he said, “which must be completed quickly, and that requires certain skills I’ve been told you possess in abundance.”

Winterhawk closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and tried another approach. “If that’s true, then why did you bother abducting me? Why not simply contact me through normal channels? Is it because you knew I’d turn you down?”

Mr. Johnson shrugged. “I don’t see any reason why you would refuse. It’s a fairly straightforward job, similar to those you’ve done in the past. And of course you will be well compensated for your time and talent. I understand that you will have to retain the services of other experts, so you’ll be given a budget for that as well.”

Winterhawk raised an eyebrow. “So, you’re planning to pay me, then, are you? That’s surprising, actually.” He stood. “But I’m afraid I’ll have to decline your offer, Mr. Johnson. If you know as much about me as you claim to, you must know that I’m not currently seeking that sort of employment. And that’s completely putting aside the whole ‘abduction’ thing. I’m contrary like that: even if I might have been inclined to play along if you’d asked nicely, I’m certainly not now.”

“You haven’t even heard the offer yet,” Mr. Johnson said, not appearing at all discomfited.

“I don’t need to hear it. I don’t care what it is. Perhaps you’re new at this game, but for next time you might learn that if you want something from someone, there are better ways go about it.” Winterhawk pushed the chair in, turned his back on the man, and started toward the door.

Something deep inside
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