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          The Year is 2057…

        

      

    

    
      And magic has returned to the earth after an absence of many thousands of years. What the Mayan calendar called the Fifth World has given way to the Sixth, a new cycle of magic, marked by the waking of the great dragon Ryumyo in the year 2011. The Sixth World is an age of magic and technology. An Awakened age.

      The rising magic has caused the archaic races to re-emerge. Metahumanity. First came the elves, tall and slender with pointed ears and almond eyes. They were born to human parents, just as were dwarfs shortly thereafter. Then later came the orks and the trolls, some born changed, like elves and dwarfs, but others goblinized—transformed from human form into their true nature as the rising magic activated their DNA. Manifesting as larger bodies, heavily muscled with tusked mouths and warty skin.

      Even the most ancient and intelligent of beings, the great dragons, have come out of their long hiding. Only a few of these creatures are known to exist, and most of them have chosen a life of isolation and secrecy. But some, able to assume human form, have integrated themselves into the affairs of metahumanity. They have used their ancient intellect, their powerful magic, and their innate cunning to ascend to positions of power. One is known to own and run Saeder-Krupp—the largest megacorporation in the world. Another—Dunkelzahn—is the most controversial creature ever to have been elected to the presidency of the United Canadian and American States. Dunkelzahn was assassinated in a mysterious explosion on 9 August 2057—the night of his inauguration.

      The Sixth World is a far cry from the mundane environment of the Fifth. It is exotic and strange, a paradoxical blend of the scientific and the arcane. The advance of technology has reached a feverish pace. The distinction between man and machine is becoming blurred by the advent of direct neural interfacing. Cyberware. Machine and computer implants are commonplace, making metal of flesh, pulsing electrons into neurons at the speed of thought. People of the Sixth World are a new breed—stronger, smarter, faster. Less human.

      The Matrix has grown like a phoenix out of the ashes of the old global computer network. A virtual world of computer-generated reality has emerged, a universe of electrons and CPU cycles controlled and manipulated by those with the fastest cyberdecks, with the hottest new code.

      It is an era where information is power, where data and money are one and the same. Multinational megacorporations have replaced superpower governments as the true forces on the planet. In a world where cities have grown into huge sprawls of concrete and steel, walled-off corporate enclaves and massive arcologies have superseded two-car garages, vegetable gardens, and white picket fences. The megacorps exploit masses of wageslaves for the profit of a lucky and ruthless few.

      But in the shadows of the mammoth corporate arcologies live the SINless. Those without System Identification Numbers are not recognized by the machinery of society, by the bureaucracy that has grown so massive and complex that nobody understands it completely. Among the SINless are the shadowrunners, traffickers in stolen data and hot information, mercenaries of the street—discreet, effective, and untraceable.
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      The Sixth world is full of surprises, not the least of which is the recent discovery of a Locus by Aztechnology, a megacorporation with a dark and bloody core. The Locus serves as a focus for metahuman sacrifices. It gives the puppeteers who control Aztechnology the power they need to construct their metaplanar bridge to the tzitzimine—demons who live off torture and suffering. When the bridge is completed, the demons will come into this world and ravage it. Aztechnology believes it will be rewarded as the tzitzimine scourge the land, bringing a millennium of pain.

      Only Ryan Mercury can stop them. He is an undercover operative who worked for the recently assassinated great dragon, Dunkelzahn. Ryan must take the Dragon Heart—a magical item of immeasurable power—to the metaplanar bridge and give it to Thayla, whose song protects the world from the demons she calls the Enemy. The Dragon Heart will give Thayla the power to destroy the bridge.

      Recently, Thayla’s power over the bridge was breached by Señor Oscuro, an agent of Aztechnology. And at the same time Ryan Mercury struggled to overcome the selfish personality inside that inspired him to keep the Dragon Heart for himself. The evil part of him that allowed the cyberzombie, Burnout, to steal the artifact.

      Ryan defeated Burnout, throwing him into the depths of Hells Canyon, but the cyberzombie reached out and snatched the Dragon Heart. Burnout plummeted into the chasm, taking the salvation of the world with him.

      As the cyberzombie fell into the canyon, the powerful spirit, Lethe, possessed him in order to protect the Dragon Heart. Like Ryan, Lethe wanted to get the artifact to Thayla, but the spirit had seen Ryan claim the Heart for his own and had decided that Ryan could not be trusted.

      Falling into Hells Canyon, Lethe found himself caught inside the cybermantic magic that kept Burnout’s own spirit from leaving. Over time, the spirits of Lethe and Burnout grew connected; Burnout gave Lethe a physical presence and allowed him to be in contact with the Dragon Heart. And Lethe expanded Burnout’s spirit, bringing him back from the edge of sanity, stabilizing his psyche.

      Ryan tracked the possessed cyberzombie, but was unable to defeat him and retrieve the Dragon Heart. In the final confrontation between Ryan and Burnout, they fought to a stalemate until Ryan sacrificed himself in order to get the Dragon Heart back.

      It was Lethe who intervened, using the power of the Dragon Heart to save Ryan at the last second. During the fight, the spirit saw the truth that Ryan no longer desired to keep the Heart for himself. That Ryan was willing to give his very life to complete the mission given him by Dunkelzahn—to carry the artifact to Thayla.

      Now, however, Ryan knows that in order to finish the mission, he will have to contact ancient and powerful beings. He knows he must come head to head against the purest evil. This is the only way he can prevent the Enemy from coming across prematurely and ravaging the world.

      Señor Oscuro and his pawns have already burned their wedge of darkness into Thayla’s light. They are poised to attack her until her song is silenced. Until she is dead and they can finish building their bridge to oblivion.

      Now that Ryan has the Dragon Heart, he must get it to Thayla before she is buried under Oscuro’s onslaught. Ryan is unwavering in his commitment to his mission. He knows it will take more than he’s ever given, perhaps more than he can give.

      Perhaps more even than his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      His name was Billy Madson, and he was a boy in the body of a machine.

      A boy with a guardian angel hovering around him. Protecting him. Calming him when the vicious memories came rushing back, the violence and the killing. Memories of his previous incarnation—a cyberzombie who was called Burnout.

      The angel surrounded and buoyed Billy. The angel was the only reason Billy still lived. The angel’s name was Lethe, and he had saved Billy’s life. He had shown Billy the images of terrible beauty, blinding light and a song that brought tears to the boy’s eyes. A voice of such power and purity that even Lethe’s memory of it, filtered through Billy’s mechanical body and into the recesses of Billy’s mind, had moved him back from the edge of death.

      Back among the minions of the living.

      Now, Billy lay on his back, shackled unceremoniously to a metal operating table. Technicians and doctors had probed and studied him, apparently interested in the technology of his body. A few hours ago, they had left the room, leaving him attached to machines that monitored his brain patterns and the electrical activity of his cyberware.

      The room was quite secure, he knew. His mind had automatically analyzed it for avenues of escape. He had done this without thinking, the possible scenarios running like a subroutine in the back of his mind, and he had marveled at himself for it.

      I am trained to kill and to destroy. A combat machine.

      “Someone’s coming,” Lethe said, his soothing voice dropping into Billy’s mind through a device in his cybernetics called the IMS—Invoked Memory Stimulator.

      Billy opened his eyes to the darkened room. It was night and moonlight shone through the barred and fenced-over windows, the crisscrossed shadows rippling over the floor and table next to him. Like hatch-marked silver.

      “Not the same as before,” Lethe said. “I sense stealth and barely contained aggression in those who approach.”

      Billy yanked at the heavy bands that anchored his legs, arms, chest, and head to the table, but he couldn’t even turn his head, and much of his connection to his cybernetics had been disrupted by the doctors. “Can you tell if they’re coming to kill us?”

      Billy sensed laughter through the IMS. “No, my friend, I can’t read minds. I can only sense auras. Here they come.”

      The door to the room opened and someone entered, perhaps several people. Billy could hear them only when he cranked up the sensitivity on his cybernetic ears to their maximum. He could sense the slight pressure shift in the room as well.

      “Señor, aqui!” The words were barely audible, subvocalized into a throat mic or headware, but Billy understood what they meant. “Over here, sir.”

      The Azzies have found me, finally.

      Several people surrounded him. Billy couldn’t see them and suspected that they had hidden themselves magically. He felt pressure against his chest and a compartment popped open. Then something was jacked into him, running diagnostics.

      Billy knew that in his past life as the cyberzombie Burnout, this had happened to him on a regular basis. Just a routine systems check. The portable deck was speaking to his brain, telling him exactly which parts were malfunctioning, which parts worked, and how much damage he had sustained in his quest to destroy Ryan Mercury.

      A quest that now seemed so distant, so remote as to be unimportant. In fact, it had been Ryan Mercury who had brought Burnout so close to death that he had lost his identity. Or rediscovered it. His previous incarnation had died in the massive fire in Dunkelzahn’s arboretum only hours ago, and Billy was not sad about it.

      Perhaps Ryan Mercury did me a favor by almost killing me.

      The irony did not escape Billy.

      The diagnostic program indicated that his homing signal had been destroyed, probably when he had fallen into Hells Canyon. Another confrontation with Mercury that seemed like eons ago even though it had only been a week or so.

      “Remarkable,” whispered one of the invisible people standing over him. “He has sustained a huge amount of abuse, but he lives. I think we should abort termination and take him back with us.”

      “Si,” came the response.

      The paralysis started in his toes and moved up rapidly, system by system through his knees, legs, waist. Up through his torso and chest it traveled, the sheer absence of feeling. No tingling numbness, just a digital erasure of his sensory perception.

      His taste turned off with a click, then his sight, hearing, until finally he was alone inside a vast ocean of darkness. A brain in a sensory deprivation tank.

      Lethe, he thought.

      “Yes, Billy?”

      Could you show me Thayla again?

      Billy felt the spirit smile inside and suddenly the darkness gave way to a brilliant light. The silence yielded to the glorious song of the goddess Thayla who stood on a cracked plane of rock. The light shone from her like a beacon against the darkness, a wondrous sun in the blackest firmament. The song and the light were one and the same. Her voice rang out, rising and falling in beautiful melodious waves, washing over him like warm surf. Until he cared not who he was and why he was there.

      He merely wanted to stay forever.

      Lethe’s memory of Thayla was flawless, the sensation of the experience overwhelming Billy until he knew he must join his guardian angel in his quest to help Thayla. The beauty must not be destroyed.

      But we’re in no position to help, he thought. When we wake, we will be in Aztlan.

      If we wake.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Ryan Mercury woke. The fragments of his dream crashing through his skull like broken shards of a ceramic sculpture. A shattered nightmare of sharp edges and cold, hard clay.

      He shivered. The pre-dawn air filtered crisp and cool over his body as he slipped out of bed and walked across the chilly marble of his recovery room. In the aftermath of his confrontation with Burnout, Ryan had been given a small, quiet room in the west wing of Dunkelzahn’s Georgetown mansion.

      Ryan had recently used the Dragon Heart, which sat on the night stand next to his bed, to heal the bullet wound in his chest and the burns that covered his entire body. Now it was time to see what he looked like.

      As he moved across the cold floor, he stared into the full-length mirror at his dark reflection—an apparition of shadows. A tattered mummy fluttering in the dim light cast by the reddening sky outside.

      Ryan stood tall, trying to forget the dream, trying to discard the images of the horrible creatures attacking the goddess, ripping into her luminous flesh, like acid-soaked razors into unmarred skin.

      With effort, he pushed the memory of their putrid stench from his mind and focused on the immediate. He looked at his reflection in the mirror as he slowly peeled off the bandages. He unwound the white gauze carefully, feeling no pain as the dried fabric pulled away from his healed skin. The Dragon Heart had worked its wonderful magic, bringing him to full strength in the passage of only one night.

      Ryan’s body emerged in front of him from beneath the bandages. A two-meter chunk of humanity, dense and strongly muscled. Ryan was pure flesh, no cybernetic or biological augmentation. He had gained all his extraordinary strength and quickness from well-toned natural muscle and reflexes that were enhanced by magic. Magic that came from the Silent Way—the physical adept path he had learned from the great dragon Dunkelzahn.

      His hair caught the dim light from outside, its auburn color reflecting red. And as he leaned in close to examine his face, he saw that his silver-flecked, blue eyes were clear. All the bloodshot fatigue had been washed away by the Dragon Heart’s magic.

      Amazing, he thought.

      Tiny hairline scars crisscrossed the flesh of his shoulders and head, left over from the cuts made by flying glass shrapnel. It was difficult to believe that it had all happened last night. His confrontation of Damien Knight, his battle with Burnout, his effort to save Nadja. The explosion that had nearly killed him.

      Ryan finished unwinding the bandages, feeling like a freshly emerged butterfly, his new skin sensitive and cold in the slight breeze that blew in through the open window. He threw the bandages on the bed and dressed in a plycra nightsuit.

      Since I can’t sleep anyway, he thought, I might as well get up and run through some katas.

      As he pulled a dark shirt over his head, his wristphone rang. He walked to the bedside table, picked it up, and looked at the tiny screen to see who was calling.

      The code for Jane-in-the-box flashed across the top of the screen. Jane-in-the-box was the human woman who had been Dunkelzahn’s decker for many years. Now that the dragon was dead, she worked for Nadja Daviar and the Draco Foundation. And sometimes, she ran the Matrix for Assets Incorporated, Ryan’s team of shadowrunners.

      Ryan strapped the phone to his wrist and punched the Connect button.

      Jane’s persona appeared—a cartoon image of a blonde human woman with pouting red lips, giant blue eyes, and huge breasts encased in red vinyl. Ryan knew the real Jane, who decked from a physical location deep underground in Dunkelzahn’s Lake Louise lair, looked nothing like the icon on his small screen. She was rail-thin and somewhat homely, had an acerbic wit and a razor-sharp intellect.

      Jane smiled. “Quicksilver,” she said. “You’re awake, and I must say that you look none the worse for almost dying just a few hours ago.”

      “Physically, I feel great. Mentally…”

      “Something bothering you?”

      “Bad dreams,” he said. “But you didn’t call me this early just to hear about my nightmares, did you?”

      “No. I just got word that Hamilton Asylum has been breached.”

      “Is that where they took Burnout’s body?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s escaped?”

      “No, but someone just broke in. I think they might be after him.” Jane’s icon smiled. “I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Thanks,” Ryan said. “I did want to talk to Lethe.”

      Lethe was a powerful spirit who had alternately helped and hindered Ryan’s efforts concerning the Dragon Heart. But ultimately, Ryan believed the spirit wanted the same as he did: to deliver the Heart to Thayla.

      Lethe has seen Thayla. He’s spoken with her and despite past differences, he might be willing to help.

      Lethe was trapped inside Burnout, who by all accounts should be dead. The cyberzombie had not only taken a high-caliber sniper round through the chest, but he’d been caught in the middle of the arboretum during the oxygen explosion.

      Lethe may have had a hand in keeping Burnout from stepping beyond the pale, but whatever the case, the cyberzombie had not succumbed to the final sleep. He had slipped into a comatose state, but all his vital signs were normal.

      If Burnout does escape, or is taken away, Lethe goes with him. I can’t let that happen.

      “Jane, I’m going there right now. Where’s Dhin?”

      “I took the liberty of waking him; he’s en route to you. Flying the Draco Foundation’s new Hughes Airstar.”

      Ryan smiled. “Remind me to kiss you next time I see you in the flesh. What’s his ETA?”

      “Two minutes.”

      “Perfect,” Ryan said. “I’ll be prepped and ready to roll.”

      He punched Disconnect and turned to lift the Dragon Heart from the velvet pillow upon which it rested. The Heart was large, the size of a child’s head and shaped more like a real four-chambered heart than an idealized valentine. Made from pure orichalcum, the color of bronze-tinted gold, and enchanted by some unknown magic, the Dragon Heart was the most powerful object Ryan had ever encountered.

      Mana seemed to flow through it like a lens, channeled from astral space and focused wherever the Heart’s wielder wished. Ryan had used its magic to accentuate and increase his own abilities, but he would no longer try to keep it for himself, no matter how much its power enticed him. It had another destiny.

      Ryan placed the Dragon Heart into a pouch that he attached to a broad sash he tied around his abdomen. When it was secure, he dug through the closet for his running gear. He found his flexible Kevlar III-slatted light body armor, which he pulled over his nightsuit.

      He gathered up his carry bag and moved out, angling toward the helipad behind the house. He sneaked out into the hall and down past the library. He crept along in silence, using his magic to gather the shadows to him. He slipped by several security agents and a few of the mansion personnel, but no one noticed him.

      He didn’t know if Nadja was awake or not, but even though he desperately wanted to see her, he couldn’t take the time to tell her goodbye. Nadja Daviar, an elf woman of considerable power and beauty. She had been Dunkelzahn’s translator and public affairs manager, and was now the head of the Draco Foundation. She was also nominated to become the new vice president of the United Canadian and American States.

      Ryan was in love with her.

      By the time he had made his way through the mansion and out the rear entrance to the helicopter pad, he could hear the deep thwup thwup of the Hughes Airstar approaching. The craft descended in a rush of wind and bone-shaking thunder.

      Ryan saw Dhin through the windshield, a huge grin on the big ork’s tusked face. As soon as the helo’s runners touched tarmac, Ryan ran across and climbed in next to him. “We’re on a tight schedule,” he yelled over the roar of the rotors.

      Dhin turned and nodded. “Got the whole scan from Jane,” he said, simultaneously lifting the helo into the air. “We should make Hamilton in three minutes.”

      “Good.”

      Dhin sat in the pilot’s seat. He wore a loose-fitting black jumpsuit and a crash helmet over his bony skull. A thin fiberoptic cable plugged into the datajack behind his right ear. The cable’s other end disappeared into the control console in front of him.

      Ryan noticed the glaze of sleep in Dhin’s bloodshot eyes. He’d obviously been awakened from a deep snooze. Dhin saw Ryan’s look and grinned again, a good-natured gesture that showed friendship and genuine affection. “It’s great to see you up and about, Bossman. I thought you were crisped in that explosion last night.”

      Ryan clasped the ork’s shoulder. “I got lucky,” he said. “Lethe intervened somehow and pushed me into the water spray at the last second.”

      As he talked, Ryan strapped on the Ingram smartgun and its holster, then checked to make sure the clip was full. It held armor-piercing rounds. Nice. He tucked the extra clips into their slots in the holster strap.

      Ryan looked over at Dhin. “I think the spirit’s back on our side. He trusts me now, and I could really use his help. I don’t want anyone making off with him.”

      Dhin nodded. “Almost there,” he said. “Jane has us cleared with their security, but it looks like the helipad has been taken by the runners. Also, there’re two birds in the air. All Aztechnology Aguilar ex-military-grade hoop-fraggers. Gonna have to do some serious maneuvering to get past them, or to avoid being blown out of the sky if they decide to target us.”

      Ryan slid on his bandoleer of narcotic throwing darts and his grenade pistol with six-round clip. The dart needles were hollow and filled with a tiny amount of a rare drug called xenoketamine—an anesthetic that acted on the brain in less than a heartbeat, causing loss of consciousness, followed by wild hallucinations.

      “Sounds like our old amigo, General Dentado,” Ryan said. “He must have finally tracked down the cyberzombie.” Ryan and Dhin had come across Dentado a few days earlier at the Assets, Incorporated compound in Hells Canyon.

      Ryan donned a portable Phillips Tacticom headset, tucking the tiny earphone into his right ear and affixing the pinhead microphone to his throat with mimetic tape. Outside, the first rays of dawn filtered through the blood-brown haze of the city, lightening the blue glass corporate arcologies and the duracrete federal high-rises.

      The helo pivoted under the whirling blades, angling across the polluted Potomac and toward Hamilton Asylum. Ryan could see the federal facility now with his magically enhanced vision; a squat eight-story hospital of dingy concrete and opaque white windows covered with steel bars and electrified mesh, sitting on the edge of the downtown cluster. Five-meter cyclone fencing topped with spools of monowire encircled the high-security structure.

      A military helicopter perched on the helipad like a giant wasp, poised to sting. Ryan could tell from its posture and the speed of its blades that it was ready to go wheels up at any moment. Ryan scanned the surrounding airspace for the other two birds Dhin had mentioned, but he could see only one—hovering a half-klick off to the south.

      Jane-in-the-box came on over the helo’s internal speakers. “According to the sec-cam images, the runners have taken Burnout. I lost them a minute ago, though, when they went invisible.”

      “Thanks, Jane,” he said. “They’ll probably head for the—”

      Suddenly, the helo lifted off the pad, taking to the air in a rush. “We’re too late,” he said into his mike. “They’re out already.” Ryan turned to Dhin. “Can you get me close?”

      The ork shrugged. “Can’t promise anything,” he said. “But I’ll work my miracles, if you work yours.”

      Just then the third helicopter emerged from behind the asylum, looming up over the edge of the structure like an angry hornet. Facing them.

      “Drek!” Dhin yelled.

      The floor tilted beneath Ryan as Dhin banked hard left, just as a barrage of bullets sprayed the space where they had been moments before. Ryan watched as the enemy helo swiveled toward them, approaching rapidly.

      “Frag me, Bossman. This bird wasn’t made for air-to-air combat. We have a recessed minigun, but nothing harder. No missiles, no cannons.”

      “Get that minigun online, pronto.”

      Dhin shook his head. “It’s ready to spit lead,” he said. “Not that it’ll do us much good against these chummers.”

      Ryan saw a missile launch from the Aguilar, spitting fire as it flashed toward them. “You got any antimissile defenses?”

      Dhin just shook his head. “Null chance, this was the only bird available and nobody told me we were going into a combat zone.”

      “Take us up,” Ryan said. “And out over the water, as far away from any roads and buildings as you can.”

      Dhin flashed him a look of disbelief. “We’re about to be blown to bits, and you’re thinking of civilian casualties, Bossman?”

      They banked right and climbed as Ryan touched the Dragon Heart with his power. He focused his telekinetic strike through the Heart, building mana as the missile rocketed up toward them. When it was nearly on them, he released his power in a massive push.

      He felt the magic wave impact the missile with amazing force, backed by the Dragon Heart. The missile stopped cold for a nanosecond, then exploded. Shrapnel and fire shook the air, rocking the helo in the wake of the blast behind them.

      Dhin looked at Ryan. “Miss Daviar’s going to have my eyeballs for dinner if I scratch her helo.”

      “Quicksilver, are you all right?” Jane’s voice. “Please copy, Quicksilver.”

      Ryan spoke into his mike. “Shaken, Jane. But not stirred.” Ryan smiled. “At least not yet.”

      The sound of Jane’s sigh reached Ryan’s ears. “There are UCAS fighter jets coming down on your location. I’ve been told that the military has taken charge of the situation. You are to back off.”

      “We’ll be out of here in less than five,” Ryan said. Then he turned to Dhin. “Take us as close as you can without provoking another missile attack.”

      Dhin glanced over at him, shaking his big warty head. “You’re the boss, though sometimes I wonder why.”

      Ryan laughed. “I haven’t gotten us killed yet.”

      “That’s right,” Dhin said. “Yet.”

      “Just get us as close as you can.”

      Dhin nodded, then angled the helo forward and kicked in the jets, pressing Ryan into his seat. In response to the oncoming UCAS fighters, the three Azzie choppers had turned and made for the border of the Confederate American States. Ryan couldn’t see the fighters, but he knew the Azzies would have picked them up on radar by now.

      Again Ryan focused his mana through the Dragon Heart. He didn’t know if he’d be able to pull off what he was attempting, but it was worth a try. He shifted his awareness into astral space, using the power of the Heart to amplify his astral senses.

      Material objects blurred, the dull gray of the physical images giving way to the colored landscape of the astral. Life force gave off light in the astral plane—auras that were unique to each creature and object.

      The astral sky was a flat violet color here as Ryan searched out the auras of those inside the flying machines ahead. Ryan couldn’t move his spirit from his body, but his sight was keen, and the Dragon Heart made it even sharper, magnifying his senses.

      Yet, even with the enhanced mana from the Heart, the aura of Burnout and Lethe was at the limit of Ryan’s perception. It was so faint at this distance, he could barely see it through the side window of one of the retreating helicopters.

      Lethe, Ryan projected his thoughts toward the aura. Lethe, respond if you can hear me.

      “Ryan Mercury, is that you?” came the response. “We are trapped.”

      I am behind you, Lethe. I am trying to stop your captors.

      “I am not important,” Lethe said. “You must not waste your effort. You must find a way to take the Dragon Heart across to the metaplanes and give it to Thayla. She needs it. I thought you were committed to this.”

      I am committed, Ryan replied. It is now my singular goal. But, Lethe, I’d like you to help me.

      “You don’t need my help,” Lethe said. “I do not know how to get the Heart across the barrier and into the metaplanes. Besides, I am trapped inside this body now. Intertwined with this spirit. You must accomplish this mission on your own.”

      A fighter jet slashed past on Ryan’s left, a red and black streak against the neutral gray sky of the astral.

      “Ryan Mercury,” Lethe continued, “You are everything you need. I am sorry that—”

      A missile exploded close, shaking the air around the helo, and Dhin vectored away from it. A string of expletives came from the ork rigger.

      Ryan pulled his senses back into the physical and looked over at Dhin. “What was that?”

      “One of the UCAS jets fired a missile that nearly blew us out of the sky,” Dhin said. “Fragging amateurs.”

      “Not exactly,” Jane’s voice rumbled through the speakers. “That was a warning shot, Ryan. A deal has been made between the Azzies and the UCAS. You’d better back off.”

      Another explosion rocked the helo, rattling Ryan’s teeth. “They paid someone off? I hope it wasn’t that easy.”

      Jane’s voice was filled with frustration, “Nobody was paid off. The Azzies claimed Burnout was the property of Aztechnology Corporation, that he had been stolen by a renegade faction that the UCAS was aiding and abetting by holding it in a Federal facility. The corporation promised serious retaliatory measures if they weren’t allowed to take their ‘experimental cybernetic organism’ back”

      Dhin’s voice was harsh. “Excuse my fragging Sperethiel, but what a load of smelly dragon drek!”

      “Dhin,” Ryan said, “Take us back to the mansion. Jane, see what you can do to keep track of where they take Burnout.”

      “You got it,” came Jane’s response as Dhin gladly throttled back on the jets and banked right.

      Ryan focused on the astral again, trying to use the Dragon Heart to regain contact. Lethe...Lethe, if you can hear me...thank you. Thank you for saving my life.

      No response came; the enemy chopper was too far away.

      Frag, Ryan thought. He’d been hoping to get some help from Lethe. Ever since the spirit had saved his life, throwing him clear of the explosion, Ryan thought he would need Lethe. In the echoing recesses of his mind, he knew that without the spirit trapped inside Burnout, his mission would be a lot harder.

      Perhaps impossible.
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      Nadja Daviar stood on the balcony of the Watergate Hotel’s penthouse suite, feeling the day’s heat rise up to greet her like a cloying damp cloth. Washington FDC’s downtown cluster promised to be a sauna again today. Since last night’s explosion at Dunkelzahn’s Georgetown mansion, Nadja had decided to use the suite for her Draco Foundation business.

      Too many security guards and police and construction workers at the house. She couldn’t work there.

      Yet she knew there was more to it than work. Nadja had come down to the site of Dunkelzahn’s assassination at least once a day for the last two weeks since the explosion. She had come to remember, to hold that moment in her head until it became as much a part of her as her own heart.

      She had taken out a long-term lease on the penthouse suite.

      Nadja wore a smartly cut business suit, a deep green color, almost black. Her frame was elven—slender, and just over two-meters tall, with square shoulders and long legs and arms. Her raven black hair shone in the sunlight as she looked down at Virginia Avenue below. At the prismatic cloud hovering over the gaping hole in the street where Dunkelzahn had been murdered.

      Rainbow colors shimmered and danced in the cloud, what her mages called a manastorm. Around the edge of the crater stood masses of people, pressing up close to the hurricane fencing that prevented them from being pulled into the manastorm. Several people had disappeared into the phenomenon already.

      Her experts had told her it was a puncture—a tear in the fabric that separates physical space and the metaplanes, left by the destruction of Dunkelzahn’s spirit.

      Nadja took a slow breath as images of the explosion rushed into her mind. She remembered inauguration night, two weeks ago. The party in this very hotel, downstairs in the Grand Ballroom. She had danced with Dunkelzahn, a splendid perfect moment as they tangoed across the floor, adored by the crowd.

      The onlookers were admiring their new president—Dunkelzahn, in his human form, a young man with beautiful proportions like Michaelangelo’s David—flawless olive skin and curly brown hair. Only his eyes betrayed his supernatural origin—metallic blue and silver with pupils that were unnaturally black, like pinpoint windows into a deep void.

      He moved with grace and poise on the parquet floor, leading Nadja, the woman who was known as his translator. His voice. She was his aide and campaign manager. His friend and closest ally.

      Their dance entranced the crowd, watching in awe and satisfaction. They were the center of the universe for a sublime moment. A breath-holding instant of pure beauty.

      Their dance was interrupted by Carla Brooks, the tall black security chief, who informed Dunkelzahn of a crucial phone call. Urgent.

      Dunkelzahn had made brief excuses and retired to an anteroom to take the call. It wasn’t until later that Nadja learned that it had been Ryan Mercury on the line.

      When Dunkelzahn returned to the dance floor, Nadja had felt his thoughts touch her. I must take my leave of you, Nadjaruska. The dragon’s thoughts passed over her like a static charge, and she understood them, not as words, but as an extension of her conscious mind.

      Now, Nadja gripped the railing and became entranced by the hypnotic patterns in the manastorm below. That had been the last time she’d heard the dragon’s thoughts in her head, and she missed them. It felt like a part of her had died with Dunkelzahn, like a bit of her spirit had fled.

      Images of the explosion flashed through her mind, like a battering of hailstones. Dunkelzahn’s limousine pulling out from the hotel’s circular drive. The explosion ripping through the night, vaporizing the limo in an instantaneous fiery blast as Nadja stood on the curb and spoke with Carla Brooks. The sleek black Mitsubishi Nightsky engulfed by a spiked sphere of plasma and searing orange heat.

      Cars in front and behind Dunkelzahn’s limousine flew up into the air. Trees burst into flames, and Dunkelzahn bellowed in pain, a telepathic scream exploding inside her head before the physical sound reached her ears.

      Out of the explosion, Nadja saw him emerge in dragon form, his body a ghostly white behind the flash spot on her retina. A transparent specter, the detailed scalloped ridge of each scale glimmered with white fire, but there was no solidity to him. Only the outline of him left, writhing in desperate agony as his ancient flesh disintegrated.

      Then he was gone and the blast wave hit her, a wall of fire and kinetic thunder, lifting her off her feet and hurling her backward through the glass doors. She landed on the plush carpeting, the shattered glass cutting her in a thousand places, and somehow she was still alive. Still in one piece, even though she knew that was impossible.

      Now, standing at the balcony’s railing, Nadja shook her head to clear away the memories. She wiped tears from her face with a handkerchief and stood up straight. Carla hadn’t been able to explain why the explosion had reversed itself. No magical barrier had been put up. Nothing simple like that. The best that she had come up with was that somehow, when the manastorm had been created, the blast energy had been sucked back into the vortex and had vented into astral space and the metaplanes.

      Perhaps it was a lucky accident that she was still alive while Dunkelzahn—the creature who had been her master, her benefactor, and teacher—had been vaporized. Or perhaps whoever had killed Dunkelzahn had wanted to protect those at the inaugural ball—the many powerful people inside the Watergate Hotel.

      Now, Nadja became aware of Gordon Wu’s presence at her side and slightly behind her. Gordon was her aide, extremely reliable, with a perfect sense of etiquette. He waited without sound for Nadja to acknowledge his presence.

      Nadja hardened her will and turned toward him. Gordon was a short human of Asian heritage, outfitted with a simsense rig that recorded everything he experienced while on duty. He also had a separate headcamera for backup motion or stills, if necessary.

      Nadja nodded for him to speak.

      “There are two elves here to see you,” Gordon said. “They do not have an appointment, but when I told them this, one of them laughed and the other got angry. They persisted until I promised to announce them. I am supposed to tell you that Aina is here.”

      Nadja felt a thrill of excitement. Aina was in Dunkelzahn’s will, and was to be offered a position on the Draco Foundation’s board of directors. Among the various secret documents that had come into Nadja’s possession after Dunkelzahn’s death was a statement regarding Aina, a warning that while her participation in the Draco Foundation was crucial, she would most likely be reluctant to join.

      Nadja had tried to contact her many times since the reading of the will, but none of her telecom messages had been answered. Until now.

      Nadja gave Gordon a smile and indicated for him to lead on. She followed him through the double glass doors and into the living room where two elves waited. One stood by the tall windows, and there was a coldness to her stance. Distance.

      She wore comfortable blue jeans and a white t-shirt, and her features were striking. Her skin was deep black in tone, her hair shockingly white and very straight, cropped close her skull. She wore no make-up, but her elven features needed no emphasis to enhance their sharpness.

      This is Aina, Nadja thought.

      Aina studied Nadja intently as she walked in, seeming to scrutinize her aura as well as her physical body. Aina did not smile; there was a sadness to her expression. Which was to be expected; she had just lost a dear friend in Dunkelzahn.

      The elf sitting on the blond leather couch was a man. Also quite striking, he wore his long auburn hair pulled straight back into a pony tail. His face was painted clown-white and there were diamond shapes done in red make-up over each eye and a smile painted on his face. Like a jester at court.

      Under the make-up, his face seemed weathered and quite handsome, bearing no scars except perhaps the faintest hint of one just next to his left ear. He wore tight-fitting black jeans that were humorously about ten years out of fashion, a Maria Mercurial shirt, and a black leather jacket festooned with assorted pins. Despite the outside heat, he did not seem to be perspiring.

      He smiled at Nadja as she entered the room. “Miss Daviar, so good of you to see us. My name is Harlequin, and this is Aina.”

      Nadja returned the smile, then turned to Aina. “I’m glad you came. I’ve
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