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      Vyx never felt more alive than when she was in motion.

      All around her, the familiar sounds echoed: the thundering roar of the train rumbling through the subterranean tunnel, the whines and growls of bikes as they zipped along beside it, the echoing whoops and yells of the others ahead and behind her. The lights from their bikes threw crazy patterns against the ancient, scarred concrete of the curving walls.

      They flung themselves through the darkness with the supreme confidence of familiarity: they knew every twist and turn of these tunnels, every pile of rubble, every support column. Vyx grinned as Virago neatly shot the gap between two strewn piles of chunked concrete without reducing her speed in the slightest. Her girlfriend’s tricked-out Suzuki Mirage wasn’t as well suited to this kind of thing as Vyx’s modified Yamaha Rapier, but her skill was nearly unmatched among their little chapter of the Ancients.

      Nearly.

      “C’mon!” Vyx teased over the comm as in a split-second she identified a narrow strip of ’crete, shifted her weight to bring the Rapier’s front wheel up, and launched with effortless grace over the pile. “You’re ridin’ like your granny!”

      “My granny’s in the slammer, ya fraggin’ showoff!” Virago’s brash voice was full of cheerful bravado. “Watch what yer doing so I don’t have to peel yer ass off the fraggin’ train!”

      “Pay attention, you two!” came another voice from behind them. “Comin’ up on the station.”

      Vyx gunned her Rapier and surged ahead, keeping pace with the train. At only three cars, it barely qualified as a train at all. She didn’t know what was inside it—none of them did. They weren’t being paid to know things like that. Their job was to escort it safely to its destination, and discourage anyone who might show up to prevent it from getting there.

      Ahead, the tunnel opened up, a wider platform appearing off to their right. Someone had long ago erected a makeshift ramp leading up to the platform, and Vyx mounted it quickly to make room for the others.

      “Your spirit see anything ahead, Grey?” Virago asked.

      “Not yet. Clear so far.”

      Vyx didn’t let herself relax at his words—she rarely relaxed anyway, and especially not now, with this being the first real job she’d been allowed to come along on with the Ancients crew. She didn’t have to look at Grey, riding pillion on the back of Falcon’s bike in case he had to sling the mojo, to sense his disapproving eyes on her. He didn’t say anything, though—he was too much of a pro to put the job at risk—but she was sure she’d have to endure his jibes after they were done and back at Kustom Rode Bykes. Falcon’s, too.

      And they wouldn’t be the only ones. Sure, the Ancients had backed down on their “elves only” policy after the wall went up and they’d lost too many of their people, but that didn’t mean Vyx’s lack of pointed ears didn’t get her noticed, and not in a good way. It didn’t even matter that her mother was an elf. That made it somehow worse—she’d inherited inferior genes from her unknown father. A day didn’t go by when she didn’t hear somebody muttering about “breeders” and “norms” and worse from the shadows. They didn’t try to hide it from her, either.

      Screw ’em all, was Vyx’s philosophy. She pulled her weight, and it wasn’t like anybody had to coddle her. Hell, she was faster than most of them, and better and more reckless on a bike after three months than some of them who’d practically been born on the fraggin’ things. They’d get used to her. Some of them already had—hence Lucky Liam’s grudging agreement to let her go on the job. You couldn’t waste talent, even when it didn’t come in the right package—not in the Zone, where it was a vanishing commodity the longer the quarantine stayed up—and the Ancients’ leader damn well knew it. That, and Virago was his cousin. Never look a little nepotism in the mouth, if it gave you the chance to prove you had what it takes.

      Bad luck they’d had to take Grey along too, given his opinion of Vyx, but real magical punch was thin on the ground these days. They’d had intel that something might go down this time, and the beefy Dog shaman was the best mojo they had left after those Bane Sidhe bastards had taken out Bryce in an ambush at near Riverdale Park two weeks ago.

      “Nervous, babe?” Virago’s mocking voice came through again. She was still down alongside the track, where she zipped past only centimeters away from the train’s side. Her green synthleather jacket and bright green hair stuck up above the edge of the platform, a shocking contrast to the dull steel and faded graffiti.

      “Hell, no!”

      “If Mommy could see ya now, huh?”

      “Shut up!” Grey’s voice cut into their banter. He and Falcon were on the platform now too. “I’ve got—”

      A loud BOOM ripped through the tunnel up ahead. The train shuddered and slowed. Suddenly the air was full of dust and sounds: creaks, crashes, the whine of more bikes, and amplified laughter. A staccato burst of SMG fire roared, stitching a line of holes along the train’s side and pockmarking its armored windows.

      “Bane Sidhe!” Falcon yelled.

      “Fuck!” Virago peeled off away from the train, spun her bike on its back wheel, and zipped back up the ramp on the other side of the station. She was already drawing a Predator from beneath her jacket.

      The train slowed further, its wheels screaming on the old metal rails, but didn’t stop. More figures on bikes emerged from the darkness beyond the platform, their familiar green, orange, and white jackets marking them as members of the Ancients’ rival gang.The Bane Sidhe were a human-only outfit affiliated with the Knights of the Red Branch, which meant they had a particular hatred for elves.

      Vyx gunned her bike again, zigzagging across the platform’s blasted-out floor and behind a support column as gunfire followed her progress. “I see five!” she said over the comm.

      “Stay with the train,” Falcon snapped. “Might be a diversion.”

      The train had slowed, the rigger inside and its own automated defenses reacting to the obstruction on the track, but whatever the Bane Sidhe ambushers had done to create the blockage hadn’t been enough to stop it.

      Ahead of Vyx, fire bloomed around one of the Bane Sidhe riders. Screaming, he erupted into flame, his momentum carrying him forward and over the edge of the platform. Vyx didn’t turn to see what became of him, but the loud crash was enough. She spun her bike around and headed back for the far ramp, gripping tightly with her knees as she pulled her extendible baton from a sheath on her back and flicked it out to telescope into twice its length. Her muscles sang as power and adrenaline coursed through her.

      Behind her, gunfire roared again, and the whines of bikes grew closer. Falcon was right—this was only a diversion.

      “C’mon!” Virago yelled over the comm. “Let the backup take these guys! Stay with the train!”

      A Bane Shidhe rider headed straight for Vyx, his passenger spraying fire from an SMG. Vyx planted one foot, zigged the light bike to her right, and ducked down over the bars. She hit the gas and the Rapier leaped forward, closing the distance between her and her opponent fast. As she zoomed past, the quick flash of the rider’s startled expression rewarded her when she swung the baton at his neck. It hit with a satisfying thud, neatly clotheslining him off the bike.

      His passenger yelled something Vyx couldn’t hear and tried to bring the SMG around before the his ride went down, but Vyx was already gone, making a wide, sweeping turn that took her behind another support column and back in the direction of the train.

      “Get your asses back up here!” the train rigger’s voice came over the comm. “More up ahead!” This was followed by the sound of more gunfire—the train wasn’t without its own defenses, but it was no match for the Bane Sidhe’s ambush without the Ancients to reinforce its efforts.

      Vyx risked a quick glance around. The rider she’d clotheslined writhed on the ground, clutching his neck—not dead, but probably out of the fight. His bike lay next to him. She couldn’t see the passenger anywhere. Virago had come back up the ramp and was circling around to get behind the train.

      Muzzle flashes split the darkness from the guns mounted on the top of the train, which was still moving slowly. It was a few seconds from the station’s exit now—if it reached it, the tunnel would narrow again and the bikers wouldn’t have as much room to maneuver. If there were more Bane Sidhe waiting ahead, they might already have another ambush ready, or a more effective way of stopping the train.

      “Come on!” Vyx called to Virago. She grabbed a handful of throttle and the light bike surged under her, leaping forward. She loved the feel of its rumbling power under her command—it almost felt like an extension of her own body with the effortless way she threw it around. She wondered sometimes if this was how riggers felt when they were jacked into their vehicles. Sure, she couldn’t see all its readouts and feel its tires like her own limbs as they could, but she didn’t need to. It was fast and fearless and maneuverable, and so was she.

      “Careful, Vyx!”

      Vyx just laughed. Virago didn’t get it. Sure, the elf was lithe and athletic, and she even had some ’ware to help give her an edge, but she didn’t know what it was like to have the mojo coursing through her veins. She didn’t know how it felt to be absolutely sure of every movement her body made: where her limbs would go, how high she could jump, the precise way to balance herself so she’d land exactly where she meant to, how to avoid obstacles and projectiles like the rest of the world was moving in slow motion. She thought maybe Jet and Keno, stuffed full of wires and all kinds of artificial enhancements, might understand better—but she didn’t figure she’d ever get around to asking them, since whenever they turned up they looked at her like she was something on the bottom of their boots.

      A Bane Sidhe on a battered Yamaha Nodachi, its red color barely visible under a thick coating of scrapes and dents, darted out of a side tunnel, trying to cut her off. Instead of braking, she whooped and gunned the engine, aiming straight at him. He had a gun in one hand, a heavy pistol from the look of it, but he was having a hard time dealing with his own bike, the gun, and an opponent who wasn’t doing what she was supposed to. His shots went wide as Vyx roared up to him.

      She shifted her weight forward, hit the front brake, executing a perfect stoppie and whipping the Rapier’s rear wheel around. She adjusted her balance without conscious thought as the wheel smacked across the side of the Bane Sidhe rider’s bike, hitting him hard in the leg and knocking him sideways. The human ganger yelled, trying to grip the other handlebar without dropping the gun, and then Vyx was roaring off, crouched low over her own bars, cutting an erratic path away as the ganger crashed.

      Behind her, she heard the echoing chatter of more SMG fire, along with Virago’s and Falcon’s bikes. “Got him!” Virago’s voice called.

      Vyx grinned. She and Virago made a damn good team. She flung the bike forward again.

      She didn’t see the figures lurking in another niche off the side of the tunnel until she was nearly upon them. As she flashed by, they leaped forward and threw not one, but three small, spherical objects at her.

      Two thoughts simultaneously went through Vyx’s mind as the tiny grenades flew at her and everything shifted into slow motion.

      The first was Frag! How’d I miss him?

      The second was Yeah! Now I’ll show ’em what I can do!

      Three grenades. They spread out as they flew, and she calculated that by the time they reached her, they’d be about half-meter apart. Without conscious thought she made the simultaneous adjustments: goosed the throttle to increase the bike’s speed, shifted her weight to throw the back wheel sideways, ducked low over the handlebars, and swept out with her staff. If the grenades were set for impact she might be in trouble, but only from one, not three. One she could handle.

      Her fierce grin widened as her evasive maneuvers went off exactly as planned—just as they almost always did. The first grenade sailed past the rear of the speeding bike, the second one flew over her back, and the third one—which was not, as it turned out, set for impact—rocketed back toward the thrower, who scrambled madly to one side in an effort to avoid being made into chunky salsa by a grenade blast in a brick tunnel niche.

      But then another voice rose in terror: “What the—?”

      The grenades went off—boom boom boom.

      It was only then that Vyx remembered that Virago, Falcon, and Grey had been following close on her tail, and her blood chilled.

      Virago shot past unharmed, but before Falcon could react, two grenades slammed into the side of his bike and detonated. Falcon was thrown forward over the handlebars, where he tumbled head-over-heels and rolled to an awkward stop against curved tunnel wall.

      Grey, on the back, wasn’t so lucky. As Vyx watched in horror, he too flew off the bike, but his forward momentum sent him careening not into the tunnel, but directly in front of the accelerating train following behind them. His agonized scream echoed through the tunnel, rising above the train’s rumble and the bikes’ whines, and then was abruptly cut off as the train, unable to stop, smashed into him and rolled inexorably over.

      “Grey!” Virago screamed.

      Vyx didn’t stop to consider her next action, but likely even if she had, she wouldn’t have changed it. They still had the remaining Bane Shidhe to deal with, up ahead. “Cover me!” she yelled, and gripped the throttle. The bike flew forward.

      The Bane Sidhe ambushers had piled chunks of concrete a meter high next to the track, no doubt to slow down the bikes while letting the train through. Vyx gritted her teeth in a grin that had nothing to do with pleasure. The sight of Grey’s body going under the train’s grinding wheels flashing across her mind’s eye, she channeled her rage and grief into action. Even after what happened, if she and the others didn’t stop the Bane Sidhes, they’d kill the rest of the group too. Did they think they could stop her? Did they think some crappy pile of rocks would prevent her from getting to them?

      These tunnels were old—some of the oldest in Boston—close and claustrophobic, with curved sides and a low, arched ceiling. There wasn’t much room for bikes to roll alongside the trains, and Vyx was sure the Bane Sidhes were counting on the fact that the Ancients would have to come in behind the train, or try to beat it to the barrier and make themselves easy targets in the glow of the train’s powerful headlights.

      Vyx never liked the expected options.

      Crouched low over the bike’s tank, her steely glare fixed forward, she effortlessly calculated the angles without conscious thought. She barely heard the chatter of gunfire from behind her as Virago and Falcon laid down covering fire. She didn’t glance behind her.

      As she approached the barrier, she abruptly nudged her bike to the right, angling it toward the edge of the tunnel. Any second she expected Bane Sidhe rounds to tear into her, but she didn’t stop.

      She gunned the bike up the curved side of the tunnel, over the side of the barrier and past the crouched Bane Sidhes behind it. As she went by, she lashed out with her booted foot and caught one of them in the jaw as he tried to aim at her. His SMG’s muzzle bucked upward, spraying the ceiling with rounds and sending puffs of dust and chunks of concrete cascading down. The other, with feathers and fetishes pinned to his green, orange, and white jacket, spun around and began gesturing. To Vyx, he looked like he was moving in slow motion. But then, a lot of the world moved in slow motion as far as she was concerned.

      She flew forward, ahead of the train now. Once she was clear, she executed a stoppie that lifted the bike up onto its front wheel, then shifted her weight to bring the back end around so she was facing the ambushers. As the bike dropped back down onto both wheels, she pulled a flash-bang grenade from her pocket and whipped it toward the barrier. “Flash!” she called over the comm.

      From the other side, Virago had apparently done the same thing, and nearly at the same time. The twin booms and bright flashes went off almost simultaneously, dropping the two remaining Bane Sidhes to their knees as the train rumbled past the barrier.

      Falcon, still shaky and bleeding from his unexpected ejection, had mounted the back of Virago’s Rapier. His face was twisted, dark with rage. As they rolled up next to the concrete pile, he aimed his pistol downward and double-tapped the Bane Sidhe with the feathers, right in the face. Blood sprayed, covering the barrier, the side of the train, and the ganger’s buddy, who was now trying to scramble backward, still stunned and half-blind from the grenade’s flash.

      Virago put a hand on Falcon’s arm as he prepared to plug the other one as well. “We gotta stay with the train,” Vyx heard her say over the comm.

      “Fraggin’ assholes’re gonna pay,” he muttered. He took aim and dispassionately put another pair of rounds into the back of the other ganger’s head.

      Virago was listening to something else on her comm. “Backup’s just up ahead,” she said. “They have visual on the train. We’re good.”

      “We ain’t good.” Falcon glared at Vyx, who’d climbed off her bike and was staring at the back of the train as it faded into the darkness. “Fraggin’ breeder slitch was showin’ off again. That’s what got Grey killed.”

      Vyx stared at him. Had she really just heard what she thought she heard? “You’re blaming me? What was I supposed to do, let those grenades hit me?” Her body shook with excess adrenaline as what had just happened caught up with her, but even so, she knew he was right. It had been her fault. She’d gotten Grey killed because, as usual, she’d gone for a flashy move when a simple one would have worked. Right now, though, she was so wound up that Falcon’s words sounded more like an attack than an accusation.

      “Yeah,” Falcon said, taking a step forward, reaching inside his jacket. “You got armor. And your norm ass ain’t worth a fraction of Grey’s, anyway.”

      Virago stepped between them, her face twisted with anger and grief. “Knock it off, both of you,” she ordered, brandishing her SMG. “We’re done here. You heard ’em. Get back on your bikes and let’s go.”

      Vyx glared back at Falcon, but nodded. “Yeah,” she said, deflating as the adrenaline began to fade. She thought the whole elf-chauvinism thing the Ancients had going was a lot of bullshit, especially now, but that didn’t do anything about the fact that she’d been reckless.

      Virago gripped her arm. “It’s okay. This is the way it goes sometimes,” she said gently, while still keeping an eye on Falcon. She brushed a lock of sweaty hair off Vyx’s forehead. “You gonna run with us, you gotta see that. This ain’t like that fancy college stuff. This is real life.” She spat dust. “And sometimes it sucks.”

      “Yeah.” All the energy that had coursed through Vyx a minute ago, making her body sing, had drained out of her as Grey’s abruptly silenced shriek of agony replayed itself in her mind. The guy hadn’t liked her, hadn’t given a damn about whether she lived or died. Probably would have been happy to see her fall in front of that train. But he damn well had done his job. He’d backed her up, just like he’d backed up the others.

      And now he was dead, and it was her fault. Her limbs felt like lead, her head like someone had grabbed it and squeezed. She pictured the irregular spray of blood on the front of the train, and how that and a few mangled remains were all that was left of the best mage they had. Just like that—a bloody smear in a filthy train tunnel under a hellhole of a city where they were all trapped like animals.

      Virago pulled her close. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get outta here.”

      “We can’t just leave—”

      “Yeah. We can.” Virago’s voice was normally brash, loud, boisterous, but now it was soft and understanding. “They’ll send somebody over. We can’t do nothin’ for him now, ’cept hoist a few in his memory.”

      Falcon’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah. Maybe that’s all we can do. We’ll see.” Before either of them could reply, he turned and stomped over to one of the Bane Shidhes' fallen bikes. He stared down at it for a moment, spat on the scarred emblem on its side, and then mounted it and roared off into the darkness of the tunnel."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Two Weeks Earlier

      Winterhawk liked McKinley’s Bar, just outside downtown DeeCee. It wasn’t because the drinks or the ambiance were any better than any of the other upscale watering holes in the area. No, he liked it because both the clientele and staff knew him well enough to leave him the hell alone when he was working. The bartender had a sixth sense about when he wanted another drink, sending it over before he thought to put in an order, and rarely got it wrong. Maybe it was due to the impressive tips Winterhawk left, but in any case, that kind of attention—or lack thereof—was worth paying a premium for.

      He set his datapad down and took a long drink from his half-full glass. He should quit soon, maybe even try to get a decent night’s sleep for a change. The planning for the upcoming expedition into the Boston Quarantine Zone still had a lot to hammer out, but he could afford to let it go for the night.

      He’d just stowed the datapad and was about to rise when his comm buzzed. He pulled up the number idly. Probably Wu with some last-minute question. The woman was as driven as he was—maybe even more so. But no, the LTG number was blocked.

      Odd. “Yes?”

      No image, either. Even odder.

      “Alex?”

      He went still and carefully set his drink down. “Who is this?” He kept his voice deliberately calm and inflectionless, though warning bells were going off in his mind. That was a name he hadn’t gone by for many years—and one not many people knew anymore. He didn’t recognize the voice.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “Winterhawk, I guess it is now. You’re a hard man to get hold of, no matter what you’re calling yourself.”

      She sounded maddeningly familiar—someone who belonged to his past as much as the name did—but he couldn’t put his finger on the specifics. “Who is this, and what do you want?”

      “It’s Olivia Crane,” she said. “Do you remember me? I know it’s been a long time.”

      His hand tightened on his commlink. A face swirled in his memory, all windblown hair and smooth skin and sparkling, merry blue eyes. A figure, tall and lithe, clad in jeans and a bohemian sweater, a backpack swung jauntily over one shoulder. Some of the details had faded—he didn’t remember every woman he’d ever known with perfect clarity, especially when it was that long ago—but the highlights resided uncomfortably in some part of his mind that he tried his best to file away without further examination.

      “This is…unexpected,” he said at last.

      “That’s very diplomatic,” she said. There was an odd edge to her voice, a kind of stressed amusement. “How have you been?”

      He remembered his drink and took a healthy swallow. “Is there something I can do for you, Olivia?”

      There was a pause. “I’d like to see you, actually,” she said at last. “I understand you’re in DeeCee. There’s something I’d like to discuss with you, if you can spare the time.”

      And now she knew where he was. That ramped up his awareness another step or two. “Olivia, I don’t know what this is about, but I’m quite busy. Can’t you just tell me—”

      “No,” she said. “I really can’t. It’s not the sort of thing I want to talk about over the comm.” Another pause. “Please, Alex. It’s very important. I know—things didn’t end well with us, but this isn’t easy for me, either. If you could just spare me an hour…” When he still didn’t reply, she added, “I’m at the Four Seasons downtown. We could meet at the bar there. Can you come?”

      There was no mistaking the stress in her voice now, though the amusement had vanished in favor of a hint of pleading. Whatever she wanted, it was indeed important to her. “Tonight?” He glanced at the chrono on his commlink: nearly eleven.

      “If you could, I’d appreciate it. I promise I won’t take much of your time.”

      He considered. She was right: things had not ended well with them. But that was a long time ago. They’d both been young and foolish. He was a different person now—she almost certainly was as well.

      “Fine, then,” he said at last. “I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

      “Thank you, Alex. It…will be good to see you again.”

      She broke the connection before he could answer, which was probably good, since he couldn’t in all honesty say he was looking forward to seeing her.

      He finished his drink and ordered another, then pulled up an AR window and, after narrowing the search down a couple times, found the information he was looking for. He didn’t know what, exactly, he’d been expecting—from what he’d known about her from their previous association, perhaps that she’d become an artist, or was working for some social cause. She’d always cared about that sort of thing, despite her comfortable upper-class background.

      He’d certainly never expected to see her face looking out at him from a slick corporate PR site. It was all general information—anything more specific was certainly hidden behind protections he’d need a lot more expertise to break than his simple commlink—but it was enough for now.

      If anyone had asked him where he thought Olivia Crane might have ended up in the intervening years since he’d seen her, this would have been low on his list of options—lower even than a few he wouldn’t have mentioned in polite company. She worked for Ares now? Not only worked for them, but apparently was some kind of executive vice president. He skimmed the sanitized corporate bio, noting that she’d joined the corp shortly after she left university, and had remained with them, rising steadily through the ranks, for the last eighteen years. The bio included nothing about her personal life. Had she married? Had children?

      He supposed he didn’t care. He was curious about what she wanted to talk about, but he didn’t have time to spare much thought for it. The preparations for the trip into the Boston Quarantine Zone, locked down tight after the dragon Eliohann, in an attempt to escape from a secret MIT&T facility, had crash-landed into Fenway Park and started the spread of Cognitive Fragmentation Disorder, were taking up all his time, and he still had a lot to finish before the expedition began. The lockdown itself was frightening enough, but the team would have to be doubly careful to avoid getting letting the highly contagious CFD overwrite their brains with nanites and turn them into mindless zombies. Leave it to technological mad science to come up with a situation that made Bug City look like a walk in the park by comparison.

      He shut down the window with Olivia’s information and pulled the QZ files back up, his gaze flicking over the list of supplies they’d need to gather. The group wouldn’t be able to take much with them—getting over the wall was going to be hard enough without having to keep track of a lot of gear—so everything that went with them had to justify its presence, preferably in more than one way.

      As he examined the items and began paring them down, his mind drifted to thoughts about the QZ itself. He couldn’t decide whether he was pleased or disappointed that he’d decided not to accompany the expedition. Ten years ago, he’d have jumped at the chance. The formation of a brand-new ley line—one apparently aspected toward dragon magic—had intrigued him since reports had begun trickling out from behind the wall shortly after it went up. His first impulse had been to form an independent team composed of researchers and a few handpicked shadowrunners, but when the DIMR had approached him with its own interests in the project, he’d signed on without regret.

      Only as a consultant, though. Officially he was in charge of the team, due in equal parts to his academic credentials and his years of practical field experience in what they called “unusual operations.” He chuckled when he thought of that—in the arena of magical field research, where the old saying about doing six impossible things before breakfast was part of the job description, getting something labeled “unusual” meant it had to be pretty fragging extraordinary.

      Unofficially, though, his job was merely advisory. He was there to offer suggestions on whom to include on the team, what they should take with them, and the tests they should be doing when they got there, as well as tips on doing research in hostile environments. The others listened to him, and by all accounts seemed to value his contributions highly, but all of those who would actually be performing the research had developed a kind of camaraderie that he wasn’t a part of. It was subtle, but not surprising: all of them were at least ten years younger than him, eager and excited to get out in the field and perform the kind of research that could make a career for years to come.

      He finished his drink, closed his files, and got up. Had he made a mistake by choosing not to accompany the group? It wasn’t too late to include himself if he wished, but doing so would require the kind of bureaucratic wrangling he found tiresome, not to mention the very real possibility of upsetting the team’s balance just as they were making their final preparations.

      No, much as he regretted it, it was probably best for him to sit this one out. They were a good group, and they’d gather good data. If they made it out again (a big if, to be sure, if the walls didn’t come down soon), he’d have plenty of chances to analyze their findings. Without any particular conceit, he knew those ten years he had on the rest of them would likely result in inferences and discoveries that would elude most of the others. He didn’t need to go inside, subject himself to the chaos and danger and uncertainty that he used to thrive on.

      That was what he was trying to convince himself of, anyway.
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      Olivia was waiting for Winterhawk when he arrived, which surprised him. Back in the day, she used to be late for everything.

      The bar was one of those old-money places that had been around for at least a hundred years, all polished wood and tasteful old paintings and vintage bottles arranged neatly in front of a mirror depicting a pastoral scene. It was the kind of place where power brokers made deals over liquor that was probably older than the bar itself. Even the AR iconography fit the overall scheme: muted, elegant, unobtrusively understated.

      Winterhawk’s first impression as the host led him to the table in the private dining room was that Olivia looked older. Of course it wasn’t a physical thing: not much, not even after all this time. Near-eternal youth was, after all, the most desirable component of the genetic lottery all elves won. Especially if they took care of themselves as well as she obviously had.

      He studied her as he approached: she had the same luxuriant red-gold hair, though she wore it in a short, corp-chic bob now instead of long and wild as he remembered it. Same trim figure, clad in a tailored Zoe suit of deep red now rather than the ripped jeans and that ridiculous studded synthleather jacket she used to favor. Same deep blue eyes, regarding him with half-lidded intensity from beneath perfectly sculpted brows.

      “Well,” he said, making a little bow that might or might not have been mocking. “It has been a long time.”

      She nodded, once, without changing expression. “Thank you so much for coming,” she said. “Please, sit down.”

      The holopic he’d seen when he’d pulled up the file on her had shown her smiling, in one of those standard-issue, carefully manipulated headshots every corporate bigwig had to sit for when their career reached a certain stage. She wasn’t smiling now. Her expression had an odd stillness that made her smooth, flawless face look like a mask. He paused to assense her, immediately noting the tension in her aura. She might look calm and unruffled on the surface, but underneath something was troubling her. Something big, from the look of things. She never could hide anything from him.

      He sat down across from her. A waiter appeared from nowhere and filled his wineglass, then glided back off. “I took the liberty,” she said, indicating the glass with a quick twitch of her elegant chin. “I remembered you used to like Bordeaux.”

      He took a sip. It was a much finer vintage than what they’d shared during their brief time together back in New York. “You’re looking well.”

      “So are you.” Her aura twitched again, and he got the impression that an unspoken better than I expected you to hung in the air. He might have found it flattering, except the connotation was more surprise than approval. Given the circumstances of their last meeting, that wasn’t entirely unexpected.

      “What can I do for you, Olivia? I can’t imagine this is a social engagement after all this time.”

      “No,” she said. “No, it isn’t.” She toyed with her fine linen napkin, twisting it between long, red-nailed fingers, and then her gaze came up to meet his. “I understand you’ve been doing some work for the DIMR.”

      “Here and there,” he said. “Why?”

      “I’ve also heard rumors that you’re assembling an expedition to enter the Boston Quarantine Zone to do some sort of research.”

      “Where did you hear that?” he asked, keeping his tone carefully neutral.

      She smiled, just a brittle lift of one side of her thin lips, but didn’t reply.

      “Suppose it’s true,” he said. “Why should you care?”

      “If it’s true,” she said, “I want to hire you.”

      Winterhawk narrowed his eyes and let his breath out slowly. So that was it. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised—when the quarantine had dropped over Boston, a lot of things got stuck on the wrong side of the barriers. In many cases, they were the sorts of things some very rich people would pay a lot of money to get back on the right side of the barriers.

      “Ah,” he said. “Now it becomes clear. Ares put you up to this, then, did they? They dug up the fact that we knew each other twenty years ago, and sent you, hoping you could exploit the connection.”

      Her hand tightened on her napkin. “Even if they did find the connection,” she said, “I hardly think they’d consider it something I could exploit. Do you?”

      “I wasn’t the one who left,” he said, sipping his wine to hide an edge in his voice. “That was all on you.”

      Her smile this time had a clipped quality. “It doesn’t look like you’ve done anything to prove me wrong in all those years, does it?”

      “While you, on the other hand, seem to have settled in nicely to your gilded little corporate cage.”

      “I grew up, Alex,” she said. “Or should I call you ‘Winterhawk’ now?”

      “Suppose you just tell me what you want,” he said. “For curiosity’s sake, if nothing else. Even if I were planning such an expedition, you can’t expect me to start taking on side jobs.”

      “You haven’t heard what I’m offering yet,” she pointed out.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Something in her aura changed; a bit of her impervious corp-exec armor shifted. “Please,” she said. “Just hear me out. I don’t have any other options.”

      He tilted his head. That was something he’d never heard any corporate Mr. Johnson admit —and make no mistake, if she was trying to hire him to do some job in the QZ, that was exactly what she was, regardless of their previous history. Even if it were true, it didn’t matter: the first page of Johnson 101 started out with “Never let them see you sweat.”

      Olivia Crane was most certainly sweating, even though she’d never manifest such a vulgar physical reaction on her perfect elven face.

      If he hadn’t been curious before, he was now. “All right,” he said, picking up his wineglass and leaning back in his chair. “Let’s hear it. But please make it fast. I’ve got quite a lot I still need to do tonight, and this meeting has cut into the time I’d planned to do it in.”

      She only nodded, which increased his curiosity. The old Olivia would never have let that go without some sort of snappy comeback. Instead, all she did was remove her commlink from her stylish, genuine leather bag, twiddle a couple settings, and set it on the center of the table next to the tiny, mushroom-shaped white noise generator.

      It displayed a holopic of a young human woman, obviously cropped from a larger image. It was hard to tell her exact age, but Winterhawk guessed perhaps eighteen to twenty. Tall and athletic, she had the slim build more often found in elves than in humans. Her short, dark hair swept back from delicately rounded ears sporting numerous earrings, and she fixed the camera with a challenging stare and a wide grin. Something about her looked familiar, but he couldn’t identify what it was. He studied the image for a moment, then returned his attention to Olivia without speaking.

      “She’s inside,” Olivia said, nodding toward the commlink. “In the QZ. And I want her out.”

      Winterhawk continued examining the image. “Who is she?”

      “I’ll give you the details once you’ve agreed to take the job,” she said. “I’m authorized to pay you fifty thousand nuyen for her safe return.”

      Something in her voice caught his attention. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      She remained still in her chair, her corp-trained mask of impassivity firmly in place. “Why do you think there’s something I’m not telling you? She’s in there, and I need to get her out. It’s very simple. Isn’t that the sort of job you do?”

      Her face might not show anything, but her aura swirled with tension. “No,” he said. “Not anymore. I only take on projects I find interesting. Extracting some corporate pawn from a dangerous location isn’t the sort of thing that interests me. And in any case, I’m not going in myself—just arranging the team. So I suggest you tell me what it is you’re not sharing, or I’ll be on my way.”

      When she didn’t reply, he made as if to rise. “It’s been good seeing you again, Olivia,” he said. “I wish you the best of luck in—”

      “She’s my daughter,” she said.

      Winterhawk sat back down, slowly. “Your daughter.”

      “Her name is Victoria. She’s nineteen, and she’s a student at MIT&T. I lost contact with her when the—events—occurred in Boston, and the quarantine went up.”

      “I see.” His gaze flicked down to the image again, then back up to Olivia’s face. The resemblance wasn’t strong, but now that he was looking for it, he could see it. “The quarantine has been in effect for some time. Surely with your connections, you could have found someone else by now.”

      “I’ve tried,” she said. “I arranged a team a month ago, but they never even made it past the blockades.”

      “How did you find out I was planning an expedition?” Winterhawk asked. “Been keeping tabs on me, have you?”

      “No. To be honest, I figured you’d probably been killed years ago.”

      That sounded more like the Olivia he’d known. “So, then—”

      “I’ve…arranged with certain assets within my division to keep me apprised when they hear of groups planning to go inside. When I heard about this one—when I heard you were involved—I thought…”

      “You thought what?” He sipped the wine again, wishing it were something stronger. “That I’d drop everything and take up your cause simply because we had a little fling twenty years ago? I’m sorry about your daughter, but what would possibly make you think I—”

      He stopped.

      He looked sharply at her.

      Her face remained calm, but she didn’t avoid his gaze.

      With slow deliberation, he set his wineglass back on the table. He shook his head. “No. Don’t even try it, Olivia.”

      “Do you think I wanted to?” she asked. “Do you think if I had any other alternative, I wouldn’t have pursued it?”

      “You’re lying,” he said dully. “You’ve got to be lying. Or else you’d have—”

      “No,” she said. “I wouldn’t have. I didn’t want her to know. After I left—after I found out—I knew it would be better for all of us.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not possible,” he said. “This is another of your games. Whoever this young woman is—whether she’s your daughter or not—you’re obviously keen on getting her out of the Zone. You’ve played these games before. They might have worked on me twenty years ago, but not now.”

      Her laugh was harsh. “Of course you don’t believe it. You don’t want to believe it. You’re no different now than you were then. You never had room for anything that didn’t have to do with magic or research. Even if I’d told you then, you’d have found a way to deny it.”

      “Assuming it were true,” he said, and did nothing to attenuate the cold edge to his voice, “you didn’t even give me the chance, did you? You constructed your own reality and assumed I’d conform to it.”

      He pulled the napkin from his lap, tossed it on the table, and stood. “It was a good try, Olivia, but you’ll need to move on to another of your former admirers. I suggest you try one who’s a bit more gullible next time.”

      “I can prove it,” she said. She stood as well, and faced him across the table. “You can read my mind. I know you can. Do it. See if I’m lying.”

      He stared at her. The sort of magic that allowed the probing of another being’s mind wasn’t something anyone voluntarily consented to. That was especially true of mundanes: a lifetime of sensationalistic trid shows and other popular media had terrified most of them into believing they had no defense against mages who could sift indiscriminately through their deepest thoughts. The worst part was that in this case at least, their fears were both justified and valid. If Olivia allowed him into her mind, she almost certainly knew she had only the strength of his word that he wouldn’t rip through, tearing open closed doors and examining anything he wished. That included any corporate secrets she might be privy to—secrets that, given her position within Ares, could be worth a fortune to the right people. Not to mention potentially devastating to her career—and even her life.

      He almost gave her a pass. Almost. He glanced down at the holopic of the young elven woman, then back up at Olivia. “I don’t need to read your mind,” he said. “Not completely. I can use a spell to tell me if you’re lying.”

      “Do that, then,” she said. “Do whatever you need to do to convince yourself. If knowing the truth is what it takes to make you do this, then that’s the way it’s got to be.”

      He kept it quick and straightforward, but he didn’t hold back. Even if she’d tried to resist, he was confident he could punch through her defenses like so much tissue paper. But she didn’t. She sat back down, put her hands on the table, and waited as he cast the spell. Her aura still showed tension, but also determination.

      He started with a couple of test questions, general things to calibrate her responses. She answered them without hesitation, and no duplicity showed in her aura.

      Here we go. No turning back now. “Is Victoria, the young woman in this holopic, your daughter?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Is she my daughter?”

      She looked him straight in the eyes. “Yes.”

      The spell didn’t waver.

      He paused, gripping the edge of the table. His mouth went suddenly dry, and his heart beat faster. “Are you certain?” he asked with care.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Of course I’m certain,” she snapped.

      Again, no wavering.

      “Is she inside the Boston Quarantine Zone?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “When the quarantine went into effect, I thought she might have somehow managed to get out. I hired a very talented mage to try to find her, and she was unable to do so.”

      “When did you last have contact with her?”

      She hesitated a beat. “A little over two months ago.”

      He frowned. “The quarantine has only been up for six weeks.”

      Another beat. “We…didn’t speak that often. She’s…very independent, and resented what she called my ‘helicoptering.’”

      Briefly, he tried to reconcile the wild, free-spirited woman he’d known twenty years ago with the straitlaced, corp-hardened version sitting in front of him, and wasn’t surprised at Victoria’s relationship with her mother.

      “Does anyone else know?”

      “That she’s yours? No. I had another relationship shortly after I left.”

      So far, the spell had not indicated any duplicity.

      He could have left it at that. He believed her now: she was a mundane, and at his level of magical ability she couldn’t hide anything so personal from him. Pursuing this further would border on pettiness—satisfying his own unnecessary curiosity at her expense.

      Still, she’d volunteered. And he wasn’t feeling terribly charitable toward her at the moment. “Did you know about her when you left me?”

      Her jaw tightened. “Yes.”

      Something inside him froze, and he couldn’t stop his next words: “Why, then?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you leave? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Her expression shifted, hardened. “I could refuse to answer that. Your spell can’t make me tell you anything—it just tells you if what I do say is the truth. Right?”

      He nodded, once.

      “And if I refuse to answer—will you force it out of me? Is that what it will take to make you get her out of there?”

      He didn’t answer for several seconds, but never broke her gaze. “No,” he said at last. “I won’t force you. But I do want to know.”

      He thought she’d look away then, but she didn’t. Her face was still set, with only the barest quiver at the corner of her lips belying her calm. “I left because of you,” she said.

      “Because of me?”

      “Because I didn’t think it would be good for a child to grow up with you as a father.”

      “Why not?” He almost let the spell slip at her words.

      Her eyes flashed, and her voice rose. “How many reasons do you need? Because you never wanted a child, and you know it. Because you were married to your work, and your magic. Because even back then you could never stay in one place, never settle down. If you weren’t on the cutting edge of magic, chasing down ancient secrets, doing things that should have killed you by now, you weren’t happy.” She gripped the table more tightly and leaned forward. “Is that the truth you wanted to hear?”

      He’d asked for it. And everything she’d said was true—it was just hard to hear it all in one place, stated so frankly. “Then why did you—” he began.

      “Keep her?” Surprise traced her features and was gone. “Because I loved you at one point—or at least I thought I did at the time. I thought I could have a part of you—the brilliant, funny part that attracted me to you in the first place—without the…downsides.”

      Something in her expression caught his attention, and he barely noticed that he’d dropped the spell. “You didn’t get what you wanted, did you?”

      She sighed and only then did she lower her gaze. “No. I didn’t. She’s just like you, Alex. Maybe worse. Never satisfied. Never settled. Always pushing boundaries, just to prove she can. That’s why I’m so worried about her in there. I’m afraid she’ll get herself killed taking some crazy shot at getting out on her own, before I can help her.”

      He slumped in his chair, rubbing his jaw.

      “I’ll pay you well. I wasn’t lying about the fifty thousand. I’ve got a fair bit of credit saved up. If that’s what it takes—”

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t do this for any amount of money, Olivia.”

      Her head snapped up, her eyes widening. She drew breath to protest.

      “Tell me about her,” he said, standing and holding up a hand to forestall her words. “Tell me everything you think is relevant. I’ll want images, address, her course schedule if you know it, names of friends…and a ritual sample if you can manage it. As soon as possible. It will take me a few days to change the plans—as I told you, I wasn’t intending to lead the expedition myself, so I’ll need to smooth a few feathers.”

      She studied him for a long moment, then retrieved her commlink from the table. “I’m sending you a file with everything you need to know. If I’ve forgotten anything or you have any questions, my private contact number is in the file. And…” she opened her bag and pulled out a small box, which she offered him. “This is a ritual sample. As I said, my contacts didn’t have any luck locating her from outside the barrier, but…perhaps once you get inside…”

      He took it and stowed it in his jacket pocket. “I’ll be in touch,” he said. “Assuming I get out, of course. That’s by no means a foregone conclusion.”

      “Surely you’ve got some sort of plan?”

      He gave her a bitter smile. “As you well know, Olivia, even the best-laid plans have a way of going awry.”

      He’d made it all the way to the door before he stopped and turned back. “Olivia?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is she Awakened?”

      She nodded, but it was more of a reluctant admission than an assent. “She’s an adept.”

      He held her gaze a couple of seconds longer than he should have, then hurried out.
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      “Smoothing a few feathers” back at the DIMR had been a bit of an understatement, just as Winterhawk had known it would be. He’d called Doris Wu into the cluttered temporary office he was using and broke the news as briskly and dispassionately as he could.

      “What do you mean, you’re coming along?” The dwarf was young for her position, a solid mage with impeccable credentials who’d risen through the DIMR’s ranks by means of a combination of gutsy research, perseverance, and ambition bordering on the edge of unseemly. The trip into the QZ was to have been her first command of a field expedition, her first opportunity to prove herself in a practical setting, and the fact that she was originally from Boston and had studied at MIT&T made her an even better choice. Despite the well-documented danger inherent in trying to enter the QZ, she’d been quick to volunteer for the job.

      She faced Winterhawk now across the desk, her expression full of astonishment and frustration and carefully veiled anger. “When was this decided?”

      “It was rather sudden,” he said. “I apologize—I’d have told you sooner if I’d known myself.” When she drew breath to protest, he held up a hand. “Listen,” he said, “it won’t change much for you, honestly. You’ll still have charge of the day-to-day operations and the research personnel. You’ve still got the local expertise. I’ll be there more in an—advisory capacity.”

      “Why?” she asked. “We’ve been planning this expedition for months. We all know what’s expected. We all know our roles once we’re inside. What do you need to advise?”

      “Ms. Wu, I’m sorry, but there’s really no discussing it at this point. It’s been decided.”

      She sighed, clearly attempting to hide her disappointment, and put on the corporate team-player mask. Then she met his gaze, her expression challenging. “Will you tell me something?”

      “If I can.”

      “You chose me for this job. You put me in charge of this team when you assembled it. I know your reputation—I know why they decided to bring you in as an outside consultant instead of handling the whole thing in-house. And now you’re demoting me.” When he shook his head and started to speak, she continued quickly: “No, no. Don’t try to sugarcoat it. You know as well as I do that if you come along, your presence will undermine my authority. Not officially, of course. I’m not saying you’ll do it on purpose. But your reputation—”

      “My reputation,” he pointed out, “isn’t just academic, Ms. Wu. The fact is, you might find my presence helpful. I know you’ve read all the reports—you’ve got all the most up-to-date information that can be provided. But that’s just it—it’s data. It’s not real-world experience. You can read about it all you like, but if you’ve never actually been up against some of the threats we’re likely to find inside, you’ve no idea how you’ll react to them. I can help with that.”

      She sighed. “Yes, yes. I know all about your shadowrunning days. I’ve read those reports, too. But I guess it doesn’t matter, does it? Like you said, nothing I say is going to change it. So…” she added with a shrug, “I guess what’s done is done.”

      “Indeed it is,” he agreed. “And at any rate, I was serious about your still taking charge of the bulk of the expedition. I’ve got to take care of a couple of separate matters while we’re inside, so I won’t even be onsite at the research station all the time.”

      Her expression sharpened. “Separate matters?”

      “Nothing you need concern yourself with, Ms. Wu. Now, if you’ll forgive me, I’m late for another engagement. I’ve got one more member I need to see about securing for our team.”

      “Another freelance mage?”

      Winterhawk chuckled. “No. Not a mage. More—security.”

      He felt her gaze on him as he left the office, and hoped she wouldn’t end up being trouble.
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      Like many of the city’s residents, the trendy little coffee shop in Dupont Circle, just outside downtown DeeCee, lived a double life. During the day, it played host to the hordes of workers who put in their time at the various offices in the area’s high-rises. From early morning until after seven or so, a steady stream of mid-level sararimen and –women streamed in and out seeking a shot of something to keep them awake, and perhaps more importantly a chance to socialize for a few minutes with someone who wasn’t their boss or the guy in the next cubicle. The place featured percussion-heavy music from indie bands, its AR imagery emphasizing its social consciousness and commitment to providing only the best sustainable, ethically harvested products. The cheerful baristas represented all the standard metatypes, and would make all sorts of off-the-menu concoctions for you if you tipped them well enough.

      After dark, though, when most of the other trendy little coffee shops were already closed up tight in favor of the numerous nightclubs and bars, this place shifted everything, from its staff to its clientele. It wasn’t obvious and it wasn’t entirely planned, but when the owners caught wind that more than a few strange bedfellows were showing up to sit in the back and sip exotic brews to the accompaniment of the latest international tunes, they decided to make a few changes. Nothing that would upset the daily workers, who just thought they were
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