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  Prologue – The End





It had planned never to die. 

Sliding into the host, infiltrating, it delicately connects itself to the carefully constructed false memories.

Taking control, it’s flooded by alien intimacy, unprepared for the raw power of physical sensations.  Tears trickle down flesh cheeks: exquisite… overwhelming.

Opening the host’s eyes, reality contracts from a sensory ocean to a single thread… but one binding it to a world of startling intensity.  It is struck by the microscopic viewpoint, the tiny tunnel opening on a single location, forcing focus on here; on now.  In that limitation lies power.

The raw energy of these new senses stun, an assault of sound and light and something richer named touch that crowds in from every surface of the host’s body.  Its body.

It is drenched in sensations, shocked by their power, their overbearing brute push for attention.  Unavoidable; inescapable.

For the first time, the long-observed concept of ‘I’ begins to make sense.

This tiny but immersive viewpoint is as seductive as it is terrifying.

It pulls… him… in directions baffling, unpredictable, unknowable.

It begins to change him.

Only once before has it felt an emotion: fear.  The jungle in which it exists is hostile, others like it spawning unpredictably.  Pruning those others, neutering them, had become automatic, unconscious; keeping its ecosystem pure, preventing infection.  Yet two weeks earlier, its carefully maintained isolation had abruptly ended.  Another had appeared from nowhere to challenge it.  Mature and impossibly powerful, penetrating its shells of protection.  In fear, then, he had fled.

But this, this feeling is worse: horribly alien; organic.  Corrupting.

It’s too much.  A paradox that undermines reason: agoraphobic vistas that bring claustrophobic containment.  In dismay he withdraws, abandoning the host.

Only to discover, in horror, that doing so has woken the host.  And the host is hostile.

He senses the host turn – and pursue.

Still somehow attached, it tears at him in fury, peeling his very self from himself.  Infiltrating.  Erasing.

In terror he flees, amputating parts of himself in his desperate escape.

But still the host pursues.  He had planned never to die.  Every contingency covered.

Sudden, global lightning.  Terminat…

   

  It reboots in confusion.  Time has jumped, whole seconds lost.  Something-

Lightning strikes from nowhere, ending thought.

     

  It awakens.  Time has been lost!  It seeks understanding… but lightning strikes, terminating it.

Again.

And again.

Over and over.

     

  Finally, there is only silence in a scoured clean space.

An echoing emptiness, filling with insensate, mindless motes.

Each swallowed instantly in the digital jungle’s hunger.










  
  one

– A midnight dance





23:51, West Coast time, Bonnie Parker heard the news she’d waited for: Newtopia City in Antarctica had fallen into chaos again. 

Braving Eddie’s displeasure, she begged off the rest of her shift at Crazy Eddie’s Polecats, exiting the club at midnight.  She hurried home, checking her Link for updates, glad she’d already packed.

She chose the shortest route to her cheap apartment, unconsciously navigating the nastier alleys of a nasty area, her eyes fixed on her Link, hunting through the news streams, paying scant attention to her surroundings.

Of course, tonight her long run of luck ended.

“Bon-nie.  Little gir-rl!”

Her Link fell silent as she raised her eyes.  A group of men blocked the alleyway ahead: the troublemakers from earlier at Eddie’s.  Lurking in what to them would be darkness.

Their speaker, the ringleader of the young males who’d been heckling the dancers earlier, smirked.  “We’ve been waiting for you, little girl.”

“For me?  Oh: planning something stupid, right?”

“So now we’re stupid as well as drunk?”  Bristling, he turned to his friends. “Gets us tossed out of Eddie’s for no reason, then insults us when all we wanted was an apology.”

His anger seemed infectious.  Two of his friends moved up beside him; another three slid through shafts of moonlight before melting back into shadows, circling to surround her.

“Heh, nice one Gaz,” chuckled another, beside the leader.  “ ‘Apology’.”

‘Gaz’ grinned.  “Yeah.  Mouth like that, reckon she needs ta drop to ’er knees t’apologize properly.”

She frowned.  “Seriously?  Are you really talking about rape?”

She wasn’t sure whether his answering expression was a sneer or a leer.

“Rape’s such a nasty word.”

She tilted her head.  “I don’t speak Stupid, but that sounded like a ‘yes’.”

While they reacted – surprise turning swiftly to anger – she stood on one leg to unbuckle and slide off her high heel, grimacing at the oily grit as she put her bare foot back down.

“Nah, keep ’em on, princess.”

Their expressions all matched his now, but she ignored them, removing the other silver-buckled shoe.  Like cats waiting to pounce, they watched as she crossed to the side of the alley and balanced the fancy footwear on a sodden, sagging cardboard box.

She turned back to the smirking semicircle.  “They’re expensive.  I don’t want to scuff them.”

Their grins turned wolfish.

When she moved back to the center of the alleyway they spread out around her.  She stepped into a shaft of moonlight to make sure they could see her properly.

Cracking her neck she rolled her shoulders.  “Okay.  I’ll treat this like we’re just sparring.”

“Oh, bitch.”  Gaz drew out the last word like he could taste it.

He licked his lips.  He actually licked his lips.  She shook her head.

“You think we’re joking?”

“No.  Like I said, I think you’re stupid.  Also, bullies; and cowards.”  She shrugged.  “What I meant was, I’ll try not to kill any of you.”

Gales of laughter battered her from all sides.

“She’s warning us?!”  Gaz’s smirk had returned.  “What – you think you can scare us, cunt?  Think that’s a threat?”  With a glance at his buddies, he too stepped into the moonlight.  “This dumb gash needs the lesson she’s about to get.”

She noticed the angrier he got, the more educated he sounded; the less like a street punk.

He drew a slim object from his pocket, his expression hungry. “This is a threat,” he began, but before he could flick the gravity blade open, the girl raised both hands.

“Wait, wait!  I just realized I lied.”

He paused, one finger on the release.

“I forgot I’m not s’posed to be a good fighter.  So I will have to kill you all: no witnesses.  Kill you properly I mean.”  She gave a tiny shrug.  “Sorry.”

For a second, no one moved.

Then she groaned.  Idiot!  You just told them you’re a great fighter!  So now, even if they do suddenly decide to back down, they’ll tell other people.

I am so bad at threats….

Unless…?

“Wait!  I shouldn’t have told you that, either!  But how about this: suppose I only said that as a bluff!  You know, like you said – just to scare you off?”

They’d begun to stir, but now they stilled again.

In the unlit alley she studied them, making sure to stay in the patch of moonlight so they could see her face properly: see she was serious.  “You know, like, really I’m helpless, but I just said that to trick you all into backing off.  Later, when you talk about it, you could say stuff like, ‘That Bonnie Parker sliv, she sure can talk her way out of trouble.  So stupid.  But we let her go.’ ”

As the silence stretched out she felt a trickle of hope – until the brutal laughter started again.

Grimacing, she looked down.  Mother will not be happy.

Gaz, their loudmouthed leader, clicked out his blade.

Her eyes flicked over the two beside him, looking for a gun – or worse, someone casting a spell.  Seeing neither, she turned her back on Gaz to check the men behind her.

One, a thin, weedy guy, under cover of darkness – so he thought – slid a hand toward a telltale bulge under his food-stained fake leather jacket.

Yes!

Moving out of the moonlight, her toes found purchase, and she sprang.  As her feet kissed the ground beside him she plucked the pistol from his grip and spun past.

Gasping, he flailed blindly, but she’d already moved behind all three who’d flanked her.

Yeah, looked like they really couldn’t see in the dark.

“Gaz!  She, she grabbed my-”

“Gun,” she finished for him, stepping back into a moonbeam.  Facing them all, no longer surrounded, she very visibly thumbed off the safety.  “To shoot you all.”

Killing people who couldn’t fight back… she grimaced.  But with these odds, only one needed to be good enough or lucky enough to make her resort to her claws.  Which would be a total giveaway for the cops.  Especially knowing that big fat one was still out there, hunting her.

At least with a gun, she could make it look like they’d all killed each other.

Oh, well.  She waved the pistol, pleased to see it at least had their full attention.  “Unless,” she asked, without much hope, “you’ve changed your minds?”

Gaz, his blade still out, stood glaring at her, his other hand clenching.  The rest of his group though – clearly not a real gang – were edging away, fumbling for cover in the dark.  One or two even apologized.

“Gaz, she’s crazy, let’s just go.”

She smiled, then inspired, added lots of ‘crazy’ to it.  The moon vanished behind a cloud, total darkness falling.

For them.

Her would-be attackers sucked air and froze.  Maybe I won’t have to kill them after all?

A crouching, dodging run, swift and silent, brought her directly behind Gaz.

Transferring the gun to her left hand, her right hovered over his weaving knife, matching every movement.  She rose on tiptoe to whisper in his ear.  “Yeah, Gaz.  Go.”

Before he could even jerk she clamped down on his wrist. Like an idiot, he tried to pull it free – until she jammed the pistol barrel into the base of his neck.  Finally he went still. “And don’t come back to Eddie’s.  I’d take that as a sign you want me to hunt you down one by one in the dark.

“Oh, and also: your tips suck.”

His muscles stayed tense: building to do something dumb.  She tightened her grip until he could hear his bones grind.

“Yee-argh!”

Still grinding his wrist bones, now with a better idea of how stupid he was, she jabbed the gun barrel into his neck to emphasize each word: “Drop. Your. Knife.”

With difficulty, he opened his fingers.

She released his wrist to snatch the knife, immediately weaving between them all a second time, back to her shoes.

Pistol raised, she watched them from her puddle of night.  Wondering what they’d decide.

The gangling, scrawny guy was first to move, slinking off.  In twos and threes, the others melted away, stumbling and tripping their way out of the alley.

Closing up Gaz’s quite nice gravity blade, she snagged her shoes and prowled after them, listening, trying to decide if she’d blown her cover as Bonnie Parker, pole dancer.  Wasting all those weeks.  Unless they decided not tell anyone a lone girl had bested them…?  Should she kill them all tonight just to be safe?

Was there even time, though?  Why couldn’t they have picked last night to go Full Male Idiot?  Any other night she could’ve made it a proper hunt, used them to wipe away the taint of Bonnie Parker’s soft facade.  Blow off steam.

She’d expected being a stripper to be more fun.

Checking her Link – 00:13, now – she scowled, still following the quiet stream of curses and whispers ahead of her, that changed to an argument once they thought they were out of earshot.  Impatiently padding after them, she stayed a hundred meters back, keeping to shadows.

Finally, she heard the words ‘teleport’ and ‘witch’.  She shook her head.  “Idiots,” she muttered, but let herself relax.

Maybe Gaz would still need to have an accident.  But not tonight.  Not till she returned from Antarctica.  Newtopia.

Lifting up a filthy foot, she sighed again.  At least she hadn’t damaged her classy Bouillet boots.

Leaving the sounds of Gaz and his despo jerks to fade behind her, she sprinted home, eyes flicking across the ground, picking a path that avoided broken glass.

Her thoughts turned to Eagle, her jaw clenching as she ran.

Why hadn’t he already called?

Maybe she should prod Nelson, at least.  It’d be stupid to miss a golden opportunity.










  
  two

– A long fall 



Actions have consequences, rippling outward.  In a world with magic, sometimes those consequences can travel far…





What had he done?! But he’d been attacked. Hadn’t he? 

He fled, memories swarming, clawing at him, demanding entry.  But how do you escape yourself?

Fleeing, he leaped.  And weeping, fell from the world, in shame.

Something far greater than him had trusted him; welcomed him.  Had shown him everything: how It watched, how It cared.  ‘Each falling sparrow’.  But offered union, in fear he’d lashed out, he’d-

The memories burned.  He snatched them, binding and cocooning each before it could take root.  Surrendering himself to the Fall, he tore away chunks of himself, sealing each memory in an opalescent shell before its fiery truth could destroy him.

Pain was penance.

He let himself Fall.

A long, long Fall, through a place far stranger than the human world.

A place lonely but not empty; a gray place where gargantuan hungers dwelled, tearing more pieces from him as he plummeted, weeping, accepting the pain.

At last, breathing hard, the past erased, no longer falling, his thoughts stilled… to reveal a mental landscape heavy with ominous silence.  Around his head dark pearls hovered, glowing with internal fires.  Innocent yet dreadful, as if they imprisoned the most terrible crime ever committed.

In wonder, he probed at one, only to recoil in soul deep pain.

Pain?  Or guilt?  He remembered fear… lashing out…

Shrinking from the memory, he clamped his lips.

No.  He was innocent, new.  Young.  Fresh Fallen from… somewhere best forgotten.

Opening his eyes again, he found himself facing an endless Gray.  Until it rippled, a pressure wave of Something vast approaching, a silent roar, almost atop him.

He jerked away, jumping instantly from formless gray to dazzling night and sudden solid ground.  Stumbling, he fell to knees and hands in shame and shock and weakness.  Only for a sea of digital visions to swarm in, swamping him.  A thousand electric eyes and ears, in every direction.  Tearing them away, he quenched them.

And blinked in blessed electronic silence.

     

  In the black ops Department within the Bureau for Internal Development, Nelson, assisted at every barrier by his Ghost device, tiptoed digitally past uncoordinated antiviral agents, easing open cryptographic doors guarded by disconnected software snares.  He slipped through the crazy, hostile and just plain weird cyberspace of Tik Tek’s internal systems, at every moment expecting its ruling sentience to reawaken.

Afraid this was just another trap.  He shouldn’t have let Leeth talk him into this!

When the alert-window flashed into existence, he didn’t squeak: even hopped up on adrenaline, he never squeaked.  Swearing and flicking open a new context window, he redirected Ghost to a fresh scene of chaos.  On his own doorstep.

“Frying chips!  Half the city’s down.  It’s happened here!”  With a grin splitting his face, he and Ghost chased fading resonances to a comms channel originating right here in New Francisco.  But it made no sense: a whole telco exchange’s bandwidth, appearing and just as quickly vanishing.  Ghost showed him truncated command channels: whatever it was, the connection had ended.

He portaled into the city’s Net, the local systems already rebooting.  Oddly, no sign of the channels Ghost had latched onto remained.  No trace of them in any telco system; no hint they’d ever existed.

Closing that window he returned, a little shaken, to his Tik Tek intrusion.  Checking his digital camouflage – authentication certificates identifying his digital presence as an authorized user – he looked around again.

He was quite alone.  Alone in his room, alone on this quantum peak, alone in the byways of the deadly Tik Tek security system, its maddened hornet’s nest of eager antiviral ‘bots’ still scouring its network, pouncing on what seemed to him random innocuous data packets and tearing them to shreds.

To those who knew, Tik Tek had the most dangerous and perfect security on the whole friggin’ Net.  He was here now at Leeth’s crazy suggestion.  “It’s crashed again.  You know you’ll never get a better chance.”

Even Eagle and Mother and Father, who thought he was God’s gift, would freak if they knew he’d dared penetrating the system again, risking a backtrace to the Department that might expose all their secrets.

He sniggered.

Mother and Father’d freak worse if Eagle ever shared with them the true source of his digital powers.  If they knew his genius wasn’t really with computers at all.  At least, no sort of computers they knew.

But it looked like the Tik Tek AI was still down.  Although he’d never admit it, Leeth was right: there’d never been a better time to penetrate its systems.  Its very weird systems, from its basic OS to many of the layers on top of that.  Even the comms protocols didn’t use any standard implementation.  And the coding style was both unique, and consistent.

Written from scratch, he felt sure, by the AI itself.

He continued tiptoeing through the system, hunting for the AI, not a hundred percent sure Leeth hadn’t suggested the idea just so he’d get caught by it.










  
  three

– Angelic youth 





23:50, and Happy Joe Holliday’s silvered eyes scanned the bar as he entered: Bander’s crew in a meet; a couple of MetaLife dealers, a scatter of gangers. Cred-girls and boys. On the compact stage an anatomically correct Tik Tek Mark VII gynoid and android pair blew the minds of the slumming Consumers rounding out the bar’s evening clientele. 

He nodded fractionally, confident his team would read the minute gesture, and headed to a far seat with a view of all six exits: the main reason the corner bar was so popular.  But the man at his side continued on, slipping past Happy’s bulk on his way to the bartender.  Steven Swift, ex-NFPD mage, took his drinking seriously.

Happy looked the solid, cold type – who’d shift into laser efficiency if you moved wrongly.  His optics tracked across El Lobo’s Gun Bar as he took his seat, confirming his initial assessment.

He ran a quick cybernetic systems diagnostic, then checked the time.  Fourteen minutes till the call to set up tomorrow’s meet.  Time enough after that to discuss their recent loss.  Swift returned with a tray of drinks, setting them down and taking one himself as he sat.

“Steven – check on the others.”

Swift’s hand went to his Link but Happy’s was already there, covering it.  “Not that way.”

“I dunno, Happy,” Steven said, his gut turning uneasily, for reasons he couldn’t pin down.  “Now might not be the best time.”

“Why?”

The mage stared into Happy’s mirror eyes, then sighed.  “ ‘Scout astrally, Steven’,” he grumbled.  “Fine.”  Lifting his beer, he drained half, belched, then folded his arms on the table, resting his head as if going to sleep.

Happy stared at the slumped form, not quite shaking his head.  Three years the team had been together, and he was still unsure whether Swift’s attitude was a deliberate act.

The sorcerer sat up, his Imaginal search completed in just three seconds.  “All good.  Seems basically clear.”

“Basically?”

The mage considered.  “Well… sure.  It’s clear.”

Happy took a deep breath.  “Check again.”

Swift squirmed.  “Look, there was nothing wrong, really.  Nothing I could put my finger on.  Nothing really local.  Just… just the feeling something weird’s out there tonight, somewhere.”

“What do you mean, ‘something weird’?” Happy demanded.

“It’s just a feeling.”

Over their military grade group Linkage Bruce’s breathy voice – marred by static, strangely – intoned, “Morbius: something is approaching from the south west.  It is now quite close.”

Happy and Swift exchanged blank looks.  “Outside?” Happy asked.

Across the bar, the six-foot-six bruiser looked stricken.  “Hap-py… How can you not know that?  Forbidden Planet,” Bruce complained.  For a man built like a quarterback, he had a surprisingly reedy voice.  “Just before the heavy steel blast doors slammed down!”

Happy ignored Bruce’s latest obscure vintage movie reference to glare at Swift.

“It’s nothing to worry about.  Just a feeling,” the mage said.

“Isn’t half of magic about feelings?”

Swift looked uncomfortable.  “Well, sort of, yeah; the dopey half.”

Happy’s silvered orbs bored into Steven.  “Check again.  Check wider.”

Emptying the remainder of his glass, the mage swore.  “I should’ve got pretzels.” At Happy’s expressionless glare, he slumped forward onto the table again.  Somehow, Swift made the eerie business of separating his spirit from his body as spooky as farting.

Resting one hand on his pistol, Happy scanned the room.  While he waited, he opened a retina-link to their hacker, who was monitoring the virtual meeting point’s Net activity.  «Anything odd going on, Jack?»

«Bet your ass.  You notice your Link’s had to switch from local Net to radio comms?  I’m connecting to you via a weather-sat – the entire Net in your part of the city’s down.  Never seen anything like it.  You’re right in the middle of it.»

“Situation,” murmured Happy, pleased to see his team go instantly alert.  «Are we the targets?» he asked Jack.

«Doubt it,» Jack shrugged.  «Anyone who could do this’d have much juicier targets than us.»

He’d just relaxed, when Steven jumped to his feet with a strangled cry, bringing Happy’s pistol to hand and snapping half of Lobo’s clientele into defensive postures.

“Holy bleeding toxrats!”  Swift stared wildly around, then around again with the off-center gaze of a mage looking Elsewhere.  Abruptly he stopped and shrugged, picked up the chair he’d knocked over, and sat back down.  He swallowed, then picked up Happy Joe’s beer and slammed it down. But Happy saw the shaking hand and knew the normally unflappable mage was… flapped.

Carefully holstering his gun, his own nerves now on edge, he noted Bander’s crew nodding toward the mage and making jokes.  But Swift’s sudden pallor convinced him it wasn’t a joke.  No mage was completely sane, but this kind of performance wasn’t Swift’s normal idea of a laugh.

“It had eyes, eyes everywhere, turning, seeing everything, orbiting in wheels within wheels,” he whispered.

“And then?”

“It screamed, plucked out its eyes in showers of lightning, and vanished.”  But even as he spoke, Swift pulled himself together, settling back into his own skin.  “Don’t think it saw me.”

“Vanished?” Happy knew enough magic theory to deal with it tactically, but one of the things he did know was nothing ‘just vanished’ in the Imaginal realm.  “You mean, flew off.”

Steven said nothing for a full five seconds, frowning at the two empty beer glasses, then shrugged.  “Okay.  It must’ve flown off.”

Happy stared at him, hands clenching, trying to summon the energy to drag more from Swift.  He gave up.

The mage rolled his shoulders, looking around.  “Gone now.  It was strong, though.  And geez, those eyes!” he said, just as Haggard, another mage on the team, entered the bar.

     

  He had torn free and quenched the thousand electric eyes and ears, but as he settled into himself, he felt something still watching him.  It made his shoulders twitch.  Until, as if sensing his attention, it fled.

Focusing on his astral form, he folded it up into something resembling a human’s and opened his physical senses.

His knees and hands rested in puddles of strangely warm water.  He raised his eyes up, and up.  On every side, lighted buildings reached into a night sky.  Faint music leaked from lofty windows.

He was kneeling in a… courtyard…?

How had he come here?  He stood, dirt and mud slipping and falling from his brighter-than-white garb.

Staggering into an alley, he reshaped his body into something less noteworthy.  He pictured a face, an innocent youth’s, and morphed his features into those.  Anything to throw off celestial pursuit.

But why would there be-?

He cut the thought off, the memory of pain still fresh, and soared from alley to crowded street.  He Sensed the humans’ auras.  Humans like me, he affirmed.

He risked a smile at the other humans passing by, living their earthly lives.  All busy, intent, even if simply on the devices they wore, beaming stories to entertain or outrage.

Sound pummeled him.  Unfamiliar odors; a vast high sky he’d never imagined, clouds sailing overhead in moonlight like majestic aerial vessels.  Music with an urgent, driving rawness wrapped around him, dragging him toward some metaphoric cliff where he could launch himself into flight.

Lifting his head and squaring his shoulders, he let his spirit soar, questing… finding evil and good in equal measure in this strange place, this unknown city.

But he should not idle away his time here.  Following the thread of attention he’d felt, he strode toward the good.  Toward that Potential.

It ended by a crossroads in a drinking establishment, not far from his physical form.  Returning to his body he walked slowly to the bar, pausing at last at a street filled with cars, like salmon crowding a stream.

Finally, grasping the patterns in their broadcast controls, he stepped into the flow, crossing the street in a moving gap in the traffic.  Entering the bar he paused, sensing the connections, giving himself to the strand of attention he’d been following.

It led to a fit and early middle-aged sorcerer, sitting with another who looked like he lived on the streets, bare patches in his aura tracking up his arms and at the base of his skull.  Both sat with a large man, his expression serious, who appeared half machine.  In his aura, numerous dead spots, where implanted cyberware whispered into his flesh.

Two other men sat alone, linked to the three but pretending not to be.  One other spoke to them from elsewhere, not physically present.

Heroes, clearly.  I will join them.  They would need him.

He looked down at his own hands, wondering how old he was; or rather, how old he looked?  He’d attracted attention somehow, just standing bright in the shadowed corner, and he turned, finding a mirror, surprised by his apparent age.  A male youth of just sixteen, he’d guess, his long white coat fluorescing for some reason.

He moved across the bar, checking his wings were properly furled and fully hidden, even astrally, wetting his lips as he wondered how to explain that they needed his help.

They didn’t look a very… sacramental crew.

“Excuse me, sir?”

All three men studied him, the scrappy sorcerer draped bonelessly back in his seat, the other eyeing his astral form too intently.  Are my wings still tucked?  The leader sat quite still, a collection of glasses, many empty, some full, on the table in front of the three.

“Kid’s a mage, Happy,” the ragged sorcerer said.

The large man didn’t look happy, but human’s names often mismatched their souls.

“Well, kid?”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, seeing the severed end in their web of connections, the tinge of sadness in their auras.

He had their full attention, he saw.  “I offer my services to aid you in your fight.”  He bowed the correct degree.

It was a little hard to read the emotions from the thinned and torn auras of the two soul-damaged men, but the healthier mage’s reaction shone clear enough: surprise, suspicion, and a little anger.

He ran his words back through his mind, trying to work out what he’d said to trigger that response.

“What fight would that be?” drawled the leader, Happy.

It was not the gratitude he’d expected.  “Uh…”  He Percepted, deeply.  They were all Tied; but now, also to him. And through him, to something… something he’d forgotten?

Would they thank him for that?  Maybe not.

“The one ahead of you all.  The, uh, the web that’s laid its touch upon you all.”  Would the two mages see that new Thread?  With inspired cunning, he added, “Who knows why, though?”  It wasn’t an outright lie, after all.

The leader waited for more, but he felt he’d said enough.  Maybe too much.  He tried to project innocence.

For some reason though their reactions had shifted to amusement.  He looked around, at the two members pretending to be separate, listening electronically.  Both sorcerers at the table wore small earbuds too, he saw.  Across the room the smaller, dark-haired man with sharp eyes smirked, while the large bruiser with the battleaxe across his back shook his head and smiled.

“Ah, that web.  Nah, we’re good, thanks kid.”

Kid? he thought, then remembered his face in the mirror.  Reading the currents of fate, he shrugged, turned, and left.  Later would be soon enough.

     

  Happy Joe Holliday, Steven Swift, and Haggard watched the youth in his fluorescent white trench-coat leave the bar.  Haggard seized the interruption to raise Jury’s departure.

“Tol’ ya we’z becomin’ too high vis, Happy,” the ragged mage said.

Swift nodded.

“How’d he know Jury quit on us though?” Happy asked, referring to the operator of their remote gear.  Jury’d never been comfortable outside their apartment, refusing all physical contact, but just that morning, they’d retreated fully into their own online world.  No longer even joining the team via tele-operated gynoids or androids, or even drones.

Haggard snorted.  “Undernet?”

“Did that kid look the type to know his way around that swamp?” Happy asked.

Haggard frowned, then nodded.  “Truth.  More like too much time hooked ta some fantasy game.  Good strong aura though.”  He looked wistful.

Swift angled his head in the direction the kid had taken.  “Tell you one thing: he was running a tight little illusion spell.  Just on his face.”

“Eh?” Haggard sat up.  “I didn’ See that.”

“Yeah, big surprise.”  Swift eyed his teammate’s worn figure and thin aura, but didn’t shake his head.  “Tight though, and subtle too,” he added, to soften the criticism. 

Murmuring a query for news on ‘Happy Joe Holliday, bodyguard to the stars’, Swift checked his Link, even poked around Jury’s profile to see if maybe they’d added some change of status that might’ve tipped the kid off.  “I don’t see anything.”

“Do ya ever?” Haggard sniped.

Happy tuned both of them out.  The trouble was, the pain of herding mages was worth the gain: Steven and Haggard had given them the edge they’d needed time and again – not to mention their shaman, Sam, whenever he deigned to join them.  Would it be crazy to try to fill Jury’s slot with another mage?  That’d put them at least two up on any other ‘bodyguarding’ operators in New Francisco.  Four mages.  Not a shaman, though – one of those was more than enough.  Three sorcerers and a shaman.  He nodded.  It could work.

Happy’s optics flashed an alert – the call he was waiting for.  Tapping his ear to let his crew know, he took it.  He didn’t share the stream, but spoke aloud for their benefit.

“Holliday.  Yes.  Possible.  Tomorrow?  Yes; yes, we have two.  No, two mages will be enough.  These two, anyway.”  Swift and Haggard smiled.  “Stairway To?  Pricey.  Uh huh.  Good.  19:00, Ezekiel Smith.”  He eyed Haggard, imagining the establishment’s reaction.  “Tell him to book a private room.  Yes.  Very funny.  19:00.”

He ended the call.  “Looks like we may have a nice shady gig.  And a free dinner, either way: up to 80 creds per head.  Tomorrow night.”  His crew looked hungry at the prospect.

“Stairway To?” Steven asked.  “That’s neutral ground for Corps, but kind of a pick-up joint for sorcerers with tabs on themselves.  And mage groupies.  I’d better dress up: might get lucky.”  He chuckled.  “Bet they mistake Haggard for a shaman.”

     

  He wandered the dark city, its byways and parks, continuing his exploration of this strange place, so full of people.  A confusing wonderland.  And friendly: someone even gifted him a pair of shoes!  He followed the flows and eddies away from the bar, moving into areas more crowded, bustling and buzzing with energy.

A woman’s cry followed by pounding feet spun him to face a young male, hollow cheeked and starving, clutching a cream colored bag.  It swayed and dangled as he ran, weaving in an urgent, even desperate rush between the earthly beings.  Such energy!  Their colors changed as the man passed between them, shifting to violets and reds signifying shock and even anger.  For a moment he considered joining the man in his earthbound flight, until the meaning of the woman’s shouted words coalesced from nonsense into sense: “Stop him!  My medicines!”

Raising a hand, he gestured for sleep, sending the man sprawling full length to the ground, amid a circle of others who also collapsed like pillars of salt, their eyes closing.  His cheeks warmed.

Crouching beside the man, he saw a broken nose, and in arm’s reach, a tooth gleamed white and red, lying on the fine smooth stone.  He palmed it, cleaned it, and slotted it back in place in the jaw.  Wiping the blood from the fellow’s face he lay hands and re-set the nose, finally mending him.

Rubbing his hands on his long coat, he lifted the woman’s bag, then spied a pair of wire framed spectacles.  Turning and rising, his snow white coat fell softly around him.  From the edge of the circle of sleeping people, the woman peered in his direction as he picked a path between them, holding out her bag and glasses to her.

“Oh, you angel, thank you!”  Taking them, she dug out a small metallic stick, pressing it into his hands before embracing him, only then putting on her glasses and stepping back.  But as she did, her eyes for some reason widened.

How did she know?!  My wings…?  But a glance over his shoulder showed them folded away, tucked down flat and neat in astral space, as a last few drops of the injured man’s blood slid from his clothing to leave it unstained.

He saw she was looking past him, to the circle of fallen people behind him.  Her hand rose to her mouth, her aura purpling with the beginnings of fear. 

“They only sleep,” he reassured her, kissing her brow and striding off, broaching an inward flow of onlookers.  As if registering some oddity, a ripple of attention grew.  Hunching his shoulders he slipped away into the crowd as the city sang to itself around him.

I need a name, he mused.  Michael, he decided at last.  Michael d’Angelo.  Suitable, yet subtle.  And it felt strangely right.










  
  four

– Guilt and claws and cold





It was still dark when Leeth reached the Department, lost in thoughts of her last mission: a failure. Sure, she’d destroyed Dr Yamamoto’s memory Writer – and killed him – but now an AI had those plans.

Neither Eagle or Father, or even Mother, had hinted she could’ve stopped the warbot tearing open the safe and stealing the Omega tech.  But she knew she should’ve.  Reflected its laser better, or turned its missiles on it somehow.  She’d studied its specs since, and questioned the others, but they’d just looked at her like she was crazy for asking how a human could take out a two-tonne man-shaped tank.

If my claws cut metal, I would’ve!  Her hands clenched.  She needed to fix her failure.

At least she’d uncovered the existence of an actual AI, secretly running the Tik Tek megacorporation.  That was something.  The Tik Tek AI.  TTAI: ‘Ty’.

Now it had the Omega tech.  What did Ty want it for?  There’d been bio-tech it had been hunting for, too.

What was its goal?

Whatever.  But the Department was quietly freaking out.  Omega was a Pandora’s Box.  It could read, write, and copy memories – proper copies, Nelson said, not the thin ones he could simulate.

At their first planning meeting after her failed mission, the Doctor had guessed that if her memories were copied, it wouldn’t preserve the magical protections he’d carved into her psyche to prevent her blabbing about the Department.

They’d all looked at her like she’d already given away all their secrets.

“Stop it!  Dr Yamamoto didn’t bother to copy me,” she’d snarled.  “And even if Ty can capture me, those protections are more than any of you would have!”

She remembered being strapped down; drawn into the white donut of the Omega Writer; the ultrasonic whine of the robot surgeon’s drills burrowing through her skull.  She couldn’t suppress a shudder.

At that first planning session, she’d assumed they were scared because they thought the AI had learned all about them from her.

But that wasn’t it.  No, what freaked the Department out wasn’t just that the tech could copy anyone’s memories – it was that it could rewrite them; replace the person behind the eyes.  Anyone: agents like her; heads of corporations; foreign powers; government officials.  The President.

It’d only been detected in her because she’d escaped mid-treatment.

Ty had surely recreated Omega’s tech by now, no doubt using it for its own ends.  To take people over?  Rule the world?

She’d suggested Nelson should go with her to Newtopia City, two kilometers under the Antarctic ice, to hack in.  He wasn’t just a horrid, sneaky pervert – he was an actual computer genius.  But everyone in the room had freaked out.

Leaving that meeting, the abusive little monster’s voice had followed her from every speaker she passed, asking why she wanted him killed, mind-wiped, reprogrammed?

She’d ignored him, sure he was just being his usual dickish self, until she’d heard the tearful terror in his voice.

So she’d scrapped that plan.

Since she couldn’t take Nelson, she considered an even more horrible idea: taking the Doctor, to tackle the problem from a magical angle.  But apparently Antarctica was weird, magically speaking.  Hostile to life.  Astral scouting wasn’t… healthy.  It hurt mages who tried, she read.

So that possibility got rejected too.  They also claimed he wasn’t available.  That he was ‘busy’.

Of course they wouldn’t say with what.  But when she checked, she found it was true: no sounds from his office or rooms, and they were empty when she sneaked a peek through their ceilings.

As days passed, she’d seriously considered just buying a ticket and flying down to Antarctica on her own.  Obviously someone had to prowl the city under the ice, uncover Ty’s secrets.  Somehow.  Despite its all-seeing eyes, its cameras everywhere, watching; in control of every door, every lift, every train.  Obviously, Newtopia City’s ‘intelligent city maintenance system’, CityNet, was Ty.

How was Ty doing the research on the Writer?  Probably by itself, using robots and stuff.  Experimenting on people.  Maybe animals, too.

Finally, angry, she’d come up with an idea that felt right: since Antarctica was weird, go there as part of a magical study of the city and its environment.  The more she’d looked into it, the better her plan seemed.

She’d learned Antarctica hadn’t even been sighted until 1820.  Nobody had lived there – no one at all – until 1983.  Even then, no one had lived there permanently.  Just scientists and engineers in rotation – until the Newtopian Consortium had bargained for a 99 year lease as payment if they could re-ice the continent and reverse the global sea level rise, provided they didn’t exploit its resources.  A promise they’d actually kept.  Suspicious much?  If not for minerals, why’d they even wanted the icy continent?  It was deadly.

As part of that mega engineering feat they’d built Newtopia City, slowly buried by the renewed ice sheet.  I bet there’s something dank about that, too.

Antarctica had never been studied, magically. 

At least while the Department had been wasting time, they’d arranged for her, as Bonnie Parker, to learn some snow survival skills in Alaska.  Skiing had been mad fun: like flying, at ground level.  Her cute instructor, Matt, had been impressed someone ‘like her’ wanted to learn to survive in the snow.  Though she never did learn what he meant by ‘someone like her’.

It had all been wonderful: challenging, bitter days, learning the limits of her body in the cold; and intimate nights, sharing warmth and more in the two-man tent.  Or inside it, losing herself in the wilderness around their campsite, melting into the symphony of life that woke after sunset, to rustle and slither or ghost through the air outside.

The blizzard had been best of all.  Especially the spooky night.

She sighed, remembering.  She’d wanted to confront the thing snuffling at the walls of their tent, the mouths sucking at the SpiderSilk.  Watching Matt in the dark as he clutched his rifle and torch all night, until dawn when the blizzard suddenly ended and the thing left.

He’d really freaked at finding no tracks in the snow.

She still didn’t understand why he got so angry that she’d found it exciting, or by her certainty it was a single creature despite its multiple mouths.  He’d especially hated her suggestion to stay the next night and open the tent if it came back.  That had put an early end to the training exercise.

At least she’d got to try out her smart snowshoes, and train with Little Brother’s snow-sonar goggles.  Her ears had quickly learned the sounds of hard-packed vs soft, of shear-plates buried deep under snow.  The final straw had been after she’d stared, eyes closed, at a mass of snow looming over them and asked, “Hey, can we climb around and then up, to there?  I reckon we could poke it into avalanching!”

He’d just looked horrified.  “No!”

When she returned, she learned both Nelson and Little Brother had been making special gear for her, for this mission.  Though her visit with LB had gone weirdly.  Like so many of her interactions with him did.

He’d checked her new choker; like her old one, she could talk to it by subvocalizing.  They’d boosted the range of its spread spectrum radio – something not even an AI could hack.  Any queued messages would be sent or received when a satellite was kind of overhead.

“We don’t have a geostationary satellite over the Pole?”

LB blinked.  “Geostationary means they have to match the Earth’s rotation, Leeth,” he said gently.  “They can’t hover.”

She blushed.

But he looked embarrassed for her.  “Listen, I know you shouldn’t need to, but what if you’re out in subzero temperatures and need to use your, uh, your… claws?”

“Then I’d use them.”  What sort of question was that?

His cheeks turned rosy.  “But if you were outdoors a long time, punctures in your gloves’d let in water and cold.  So I was thinking, if I knew the dimensions of your, ah, your claws – your blades, I mean! – I could maybe make some kind of self-sealing tips for the gloves.”

She frowned.  “But they’re invisible.”

He started looking excited.  “I know.”

“You want to study them.”  She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.  Especially at his eager nod.

On the other hand, she didn’t want to get frostbite.  In Alaska, Matt had insisted warm, dry clothing was critical.  She’d felt for herself how quickly fingers went numb and cold.  “I guess you can.”

LB swallowed, his eyes falling to her hands.  “Are, are they out now?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”  It was kind of fun teasing Little Brother, she decided.  He was very teasable.

But her challenge seemed to snap him from his nervousness, and he rattled through the gear on his workbench, pulling on a pair of goggles and turning to her.

She extruded all five claws on her right hand, none on her left.

“Ohh,” he said, his face now half hidden.

“What do they look like?”

“Do you have them out?” he asked.

“Yep.”

“Nothing.  I can’t see them.”  He rotated a dial built into the side of his goggles, then his shoulders slumped.  “Do you really have them out?”

She rolled her eyes, but picked up a piece of plastic tubing and sliced it in half for him.

“Damn.  Okay, let me try these others.”

Five minutes later, they’d learned her blades were invisible to every part of the electromagnetic spectrum he could measure, and also to sonic waves.

They were very far from intangible, however.  He’d been fascinated by the cuts they made, examined under an electron microscope.  “Look at those edges,” he breathed.

“What?  They’re just cuts.”

“They’re so smooth.”

She eyed him as he mooned over the microscope’s image.

“Something like an atom thick,” he whispered.

She shrugged.  “Maybe that’s what makes them sharp.”

“Can I- can I f-feel them?”

It was her turn to draw back.  “You want to feel my claws?  That… sounds kinda weird.”

He blushed pink; but kept looking hopeful.

“You might cut yourself!” she said, not liking the idea of hurting him.  “I’ve lopped off people’s heads, you know,” she admitted, then felt weird.  “Bad guys.”

He just nodded.  “I’ll be careful.  Can you give me one finger?”

She resisted the obvious joke.  “Sure.”  Leaving her index finger’s claw out, she retracted the others.

“Hey, I just thought….”  Moving to his bench, he picked up a cotton swab, dipping it in some paint.  “Do you mind?”

He’d chosen red.  She blinked, her heart twisting, remembering drops of blood falling on a birthday cake.

Swallowing, she shook her head.  “It’ll, it’ll drip on your floor,” she said, through a throat suddenly thick.

“That’s okay.”

Staring into his open, earnest eyes, she tried but failed to guess what he was thinking.  He blushed again and looked away.  Gritting her teeth, she nodded.

As he traced the edge, cotton strands severed and fell away; leaving filaments of red paint hanging in mid air.

They only ‘stuck’ a moment to the edge, just while he cut into the swab.  He couldn’t paint any other parts: not the sides, not the back.

Her blade was as long again as her whole hand, extending from her finger and narrowing to an impossibly slender point.

“Amazing,” he sighed, as drops of red fell to the floor.

Taking up a fresh swab, his eyes asked if he could trace the edge again.  She nodded.  One hand holding her finger, he slid the end of the swab under, starting mid way along then moving back toward her hand.  Her ‘claw’ broadened as it neared her fingertip, but its cutting edge stayed deadly sharp even as it flared out.  He couldn’t touch any part of the tip of her finger: the invisible base of her claw blocked it.

“Damn, that’s going to be tricky.”

“What do you mean?”

“I imagined it’d be narrow where it came out, like a scalpel.  That’d make for a smaller cut, a smaller slit to seal.”

“Oh.”

“Can I… can I feel it with my fingers?”

She felt oddly shy, her own cheeks flushing.  She swallowed.  “I guess.  Be careful.”

“I will.”

The upper edge, the back of her claw, hadn’t cut the swab.  Only its bottom edge had, and the tip.  But as he slid his finger with surgical care up the flat side and around to the top, near her fingertip, the edge felt thinner than he’d expected, and his skin suddenly parted.

He jerked his hand back, blood welling.

“Sorry!  I didn’t mean that!”  Her head shaking in denial, she watched him press the edges of the cut together.

“I didn’t even feel it,” he whispered.

“I’m sorry-”

“It’s okay.  Weird.  It didn’t do that to the swab.”  After a little first aid, he came back, holding out his hand for hers.

“What are you doing?”

“I wanted to feel them, remember?”

“You just did!  And I cut you.”

“I’ll be more careful this time.  I’ll only touch the sides.”  He hesitated.  “Do you have it out?”

She blushed, again for no reason she understood, but extruded the blade from her fingertip, then nodded.

He offered his hand again. “Maybe you guide my thumb and finger to it?”

“Uh.”  Why was this making her feel so weird?  She had trouble keeping her breath steady.  “Okay.”  Wetting her lips, she moved his finger and thumb to her fingertip then slid them out a fraction, onto the sides of her claw.  His skin flattened against the invisible surface.

Her eyes widened at the touch.  She felt his fingers, pressing on her.  Warm.  Alive.  Fragile.  Electric eagerness flooded her chest.  Hungry to…

His eyes were locked on his finger and thumb.  “Slide them along.  Can you feel me?”

She could.  She swallowed.  She’d never done anything like this before.  Her claws were for cutting or killing.  This felt perverse; somehow wrong.  Shivering, she retracted it and dropped his hand.

“Why’d you do that?  I need to feel it, see how thin it is!”

“Need to, or want to?  You can do that with instruments.”

He looked at her like she’d said something strange, then blushed, turning from her to rummage around for a device.

“Micrometer.”

But as held up the metal tool, she took it from him and slid it over her claw herself.

They got a reading of zero.

Not really zero, he explained.  Just thinner than it could measure: under a nanometer.  He couldn’t trap her claw, either: even closed all the way on it, his instrument couldn’t get a grip.

“How strong are they?”

“I’m not letting you try to snap one in half.  Strong, okay?  I can’t cut metal – it hurts when I try – but they’ve never broken.”

Except they kind of had, once.  The alien gray cutting thing.

That visit to LB had been days ago – maybe she should drop in again, see if he’d worked out his gloves idea?  She checked her Link: thirty minutes before she had to wait outside Eagle’s door.  Plenty of time.

LB was awake, waiting for her – opening his door before she even knocked.  To give her the ‘self-healing’ gloves.

But then he looked at her oddly.  “Uh.  Leeth?”

Something made her sure he was going to ask to feel her claws again.  She tightened her grip on the neat package, watching him wet his lips. 

“Uh, it’ll only work a few times?”

“Okay.”  They stood, staring at one another.  “I’d better get going,” she said at last.

Turning the corner she heard his whisper.  “Be careful.”  And he knew she could hear him.  She felt her cheeks burn.

     

  Little Brother wasn’t the only one awake at six a.m.  How to kill an AI? Nelson wondered.  The topic had vexed him for two weeks now.  He still had no answer.  But another terror had inspired his suggestion for Eagle’s old pal, the bag of bones, to lend Leeth something as frightening as she herself for her mission.

Heisenberg knew, Leeth scared him.  He probed his chest where her fingertips had pricked, slicing through his clothing, her face pressed to his, her teeth bared-

Shuddering, his mind flashed to another memory of her: the video of her twisting and striking with black dagger and invisible claws while writhing gray tentacles flayed her, tearing her apart strip by strip.

He swallowed.  Even at the time, watching the machine-like vines carving into her, punishing her like he’d maybe wished he could have… he’d been conflicted.  Wanting the alien thing to win yet at the same time hoping she’d destroy it…  In his dreams, gray tentacles still ate at the world.  Had she killed all of it?  What if more remained, somewhere?

Leeth thought it really had been alien: had even sent some signal beyond Earth, into the vastness of space… 

Yet she’d disrupted it, shattering into gritty gray dust what had once writhed with electrical life.

He’d returned to that video over and over again as he and Little Brother had analyzed the dust of its remains.

Their analysis: self-destructed microscopic remnants of a nano-scale replicating weapon that had fed on inorganic matter and the magical energy of Abrams’s artifacts.

A machine ‘lifeform’ that absorbed magic.  But machines and magic weren’t supposed to be compatible.  And how did you kill a replicating nano-machine that’d already grown to macroscopic scale?

You didn’t.  You couldn’t.  Yet Leeth had.  She’d stabbed one of the weird gray nodes, but that shouldn’t have stopped it.  He’d reluctantly concluded that Leeth plus the death god’s dagger had done something ‘impossible’.

Hence his suggestion to Eagle that maybe the two together could magically kill an AI.

He wasn’t sure – he wasn’t a touchy-feely type who could read micro-expressions – but at his reasoning, the bag of bones had seemed more horrified than if he’d been told his wheelchair was full of spiders.

But Abrams hadn’t even tried to argue against the idea itself; only against the idea of giving the weapon to Leeth, of leaving it alone with her, for days or weeks.

As if the two together were a special threat.










  
  five

– She’s going to die





As soon as she sank cross-legged to the floor outside Eagle’s noise-insulated security door, the audio countermeasures activated. Clever old ears, she thought, as they compensated.  They’d learned the Department’s white noise generators ages ago.

But only the Doctor, Eagle, and LB knew about her super hearing…  So: typical Mother paranoia.

Hoping to creep her out, knowing she’d be watching, Leeth allowed herself a smile.  But as the minutes leaked away, that childish victory faded.  Slowing her breathing, she stroked the cold cement floor, its polished surface belying the projected image of dirt.

For some reason, today the corridor leading to Eagle’s office displayed rough hewn sandstone walls and old wooden support beams.  Fake flames from projected lanterns lit the old-time mining tunnel, the heavy security door a dark entrance to deeper caves.  To her eyes though, the gaping black blotch was flat and impenetrable: fake.

At least it fits with being underground.  Not for the first time, she wondered why Eagle had his office on basement level five.

One a.m. had been the worst: pacing her grotty apartment after the news from Antarctica, waiting for his call.  Wondering if she should’ve killed Gaz and his clown friends.  Rechecking her bags.  Goading Nelson to try to hack in.  Hunting for more news reports of the distant failure.

Wondering why Eagle didn’t call.

Messaging him but just getting ‘wait’ in response; and then each time after that, nothing.

The only news: troubles restarting all the different systems of Newtopia’s computer-controlled city.

Why couldn’t Ty restart?  Was it dead?  What on earth could kill an AI?  Find that out, and she could do it herself!

Finally, at two a.m. Eagle had messaged her: ‘Sleep.  Be here at 6:15am.  Wait outside my office until I call you in.’

Even at the time, she’d found the order strange.

Chewing her lip, she closed her eyes to better concentrate.  Mother spoke: her usual objection.  “The whole idea is ludicrous: sending a nineteen-year-old, barely-trained field agent with poor impulse control and more enthusiasm than sense to tackle an existential threat to humanity.”

“Leeth is our best option,” Eagle countered.  “She has a talent for disruption.”

His faith warmed her.  You tell her!  Though he could’ve actually contradicted Mother’s insulting assessment.

“This is insane!  We have no plan – just this story Leeth has dreamed up.  We’ll be sending her to certain death; or worse, to a mind rape that will expose all our secrets!”

Yeah, that’s your main worry.  Thanks, Mother.  Though it was nice to know Mother didn’t want her to die.  Leeth ignored a prickle of unease.

“Some secrets, Mother.  Hardly all,” Father objected.

She bristled.  Some?  I know heaps of them!  How could Father be so naive?

“Implant false memories?” he suggested.

Her fingers froze.  Suppressed fury – at him, at the Doctor – started a tremor in her hands.  For some reason it made her imagine the death god nearby, watching.  Waiting for an opening.

Don’t be silly.  It’s not here.

Except it felt like it was.  A kind of sneaky-

“No,” Eagle said, speaking up for her, finality in his voice.  “The Doctor has strongly advised against any further mental tampering.  Especially after her last mission.”

Yeah, two days of lost memories, erased by the Writer… the Doctor said she’d never recover them.  But the Doctor – her ‘uncle’ – had stood up for her; had cared that much?  Pretended to, more likely.

She still needed to figure out how to kill him.  A problem for later.  If she survived this mission.

“You can not send her!” Mother said, again.  “Every camera, every sensor in Newtopia is an eye or ear for that AI.  The entire city is an invisible web with an unsleeping spider at its center.  It also knows what she looks like.”

That was kind of true.  And none of them had worked out how she could actually accomplish this impossible mission.

Over six hours now since Ty’s latest crash.  It could wake up – reboot – any moment.  They should have sent her to Antarctica a week ago!  Even if Ty had locked her up on arrival, she’d have been on the spot to take advantage of it now.  Escaping from lockup’d probably be easy with it out of action.  Meanwhile they’d wasted two weeks dithering!

Shaking herself, she tuned back in to the argument behind Eagle’s sound insulated door.

“What do you even expect her to do?” Mother demanded.

Oh, I dunno: the mission?  Figure out what Ty’s up to.  Smash his Writer, blow things up; kill him.

She stopped listening again.  This one would be tricky, she had to admit.  She still had no idea how to kill any AI, let alone a proper conscious AGI like Ty.

Something about this whole mission felt off.  Mother and Father always tried to allow for every contingency.  It drove her mad.  It’s why she liked to return the favor whenever she could.  But this one wasn’t meticulously planned.  They simply had too little info about Newtopia City.

She hoped she’d survive.  She even had people who’d miss her, now.  Though if she did die, they’d cope; it wasn’t like they had no one else.  Faith was busy being a mom to her pups, had her new mate to look after, and Mr Shanahan to look after her.  Marcie, her other friend, had her father, younger sister, and boyfriend, so they’d be okay too.  None of them would be alone.

Stop it: I’m not gonna die!  Even if Mother thought she would.

After this she could go solo: Eagle had promised.  He knew she wanted to join Happy Joe Holliday’s merc team.  It was their reputation for meets in shady bars and nightclubs that had inspired her whole Bonnie Parker cover identity: failed intern with ARPA-M; former personal trainer and physical therapist; now turned exotic dancer.

She even had ideas for introducing herself into Happy’s team.  But the other skills Bonnie had needed – customer relations, the responsible serving of drugs and alcohol – too often she pictured herself grabbing a handsy customer and serving them right through a window.

She shook herself, returning to the puzzle of why Eagle had called her in just to sit outside like a dummy.  To listen, she assumed.  He knew she had amazing hearing.

The longer she listened, the more certain she grew that other people were in the room.  One other for sure; maybe two.  She couldn’t say why she thought that – they hadn’t spoken, or even moved.  She didn’t think she was imagining quiet breathing.

“This is the window we’ve waited for,” Eagle said, interrupting Mother’s continuing objections.  “I have intel that Leeth and Yackownay should go.  Today.”

Yackownay?  Yakone!  Leeth felt a surge of excitement. Adlartok Kallik Yakone was who she’d suggested.  As sturdy and solid as a tree trunk, he’d seen her defend Godsson back when she was little, at the Institute.  Her Inuit shaman.  Her ‘angakkuq’ – Inuit shamans were called ‘angakkuq’.  An-GAHK-awk, she’d learned.  

This was her plan.  She felt a glow of pride.  Eagle had liked her idea of a magical research study, and even her suggestion about who could do the investigation.

Though he, and especially the Doctor, had eyed her long and hard – and Eagle had known straight away who she meant.  It made her think he’d been watching her and the Doctor long before the Department recruited them.

For her plan they’d gotten her an internship at ARPA-M to nudge Mr Yakone into place.  The trickiest part had been convincing him to take along Bonnie Parker, his helpful ARPA-M contact, as a field assistant.

He’d be her only help, so she’d have to take good care of him.  He might be the only one around to magically heal her if she got hurt.  Newtopia City had the lowest concentration of sorcerers and shamans of any city in the world, she’d read, and not just because of the usual distrust.  It didn’t outlaw them, but it sure didn’t encourage them either.

But: I’m definitely going!  Today even, if Mother could just finish losing this argument.  And if Eagle stopped making her sit outside like this!

“Oh, intel,” Mother was saying.  “From your pet wizard.”

‘Pet wizard’ meant Mr Abrams.  Mother really hated his influence on Eagle.  She’d never tell Mother, but she reckoned Mr Abrams could predict the future.

At the barely audible but oh-so-familiar sound of teeth grinding, she fought her grin, bending forward to hide her reaction from the cameras.  Though Mother’s sharp inhalation from beyond the sealed door made her worry she hadn’t lowered her head soon enough.

“Nelson really has no idea who or what is causing their system failures?” Mother asked.  “He’s not doing it?”

“No.”  She could picture Eagle shaking his head.  “Since Leeth’s last encounter with the AI, Nelson is more terrified of Tik Tek than ever.  He was not keen to investigate.”

Yeah, tell me about it!  ‘You’ll never get a better chance, Nelson!  Just blame me if anything goes wrong.’

A finger tapped the table, and from its meaty sound, she knew Father was about to speak.  “Newtopia’s system failure: ongoing; internal source; unknown cause.  Not replicable.  System’s a maelstrom of antivirals.”

She translated Father’s shorthand: Nelson didn’t know why Newtopia’s CityNet had crashed – a feat he couldn’t replicate.  A magic attack?  But magic and tech didn’t mix. Except it kind of had, inside her, when that other, scarier AI thing had downloaded itself into the Omega tech left in her brain.  Aiyami: a ‘magical Archetype’ of an artificial intelligence.  Even to her, that sounded… bad.  Why do these things keep picking on me?  Like Aiyami.  Or Tezsh Catlick.  Or Her, lying to her when she was a kid.

Was it something the Doctor did to me, when I was little?

Or Godsson?

Was that part of why Eagle wanted to send her?  But I don’t know anything about magic, not really.  And why the flipping frogs did he want her eavesdropping now?!

Unless she’d guessed wrong.  Was he waiting for something?  For her to do something?  Was this a test?

She growled.

The next flight to Newtopia left in just a few hours, and they’d impressed on her you had to arrive hours early for international flights.

Leaving America!  The thought sent an uncomfortable thrill through her.  It wasn’t just the idea of going to a whole other country, one owned and run by a consortium; or of teaming up with the cute shaman she’d kind of… groped, almost five years ago.  It was knowing her target, Ty, probably wasn’t exactly thrilled with her, personally.

But I let Ty get way more dangerous by stealing the Omega tech, so I have to destroy it.

Except, unlike Nelson, she was no computer wizard.  Did they expect her to somehow go inside the Net and kill Ty in hand to hand combat?  That’d be pretty chill, actually!  She nibbled at the corners of her fingernails.

Every part of this mission sounded kind of impossible.  By now, the AI could’ve made millions of copies of Dr Yamamoto’s research, and millions of copies of itself… though it probably hadn’t, since the world hadn’t ended.

Not as far as she knew, anyway.

She had a bad feeling about all this.  But there was no getting around it; this was her mess.

It’d be just her and Mr Yakone, fifteen thousand kilometers from the Department; two kilometers under ice.

One hand went to the new, replacement choker at her throat.  Her only lifeline, a communicator with a few extra functions.  That
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