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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 to ever to have been elected to the presidency of the United Canadian and American States. Dunkelzahn was assassinated in a mysterious explosion on August 9, 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.

 

 

 

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 believesi twill 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, the woman 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 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.

Now, Ryan Mercury must get the Dragon Heart back.


 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

Lethe fell.

The last crimson rays of the waning sunset painted the walls of Hells Canyon. The dark scar of the Snake River below grew thicker as he plummeted toward it. He willed himself to follow Burnout into the abyss, pushing his spirit close as the cyberzombie dropped. The cliffs on either side narrowed and the universe contracted around Lethe as he fell after the cyberzombie called Burnout.

The cyberzombie looked human for the most part, but Lethe felt a cold, inhuman radiance from him. In the physical world, Burnout was very big, at least two and half meters, with a density to him that spoke of cybernetic limbs and torso. His bald head was perfectly symmetric and looked tiny on his massive shoulders and chest. His legs were strangely proportioned, with elongated shins and shortened, overly muscled thighs.

This… creature is perhaps the opposite of me, Lethe thought. Lethe was pure spirit, and unable to manifest in the physical world at all.

In the astral, Lethe saw that most of Burnout’s spirit was gone. His aura was a dark shadow amid a glowing constellation of magic and spells. His true spirit was somehow separated from his body. Out of phase.

Lethe had never seen anything like it. He noticed a slight hazing in the astral wherever the cyberzombie passed. This creature was polluting astral space by its mere existence. Highly unnatural.

In one hand, Burnout clutched the Dragon Heart—an artifact which glowed gold and white hot in the astral. Very powerful magic.

Lethe willed himself into Burnout’s body of metal and flesh. He possessed the cyberzombie and overwhelmed the man’s spirit which flickered like a weak candle, barely tethered to the meager amount of natural flesh which remained inside the machinery.

I must protect the Dragon Heart, Lethe thought. I can still save Thayla.

Burnout’s body crashed into the cliff wall, bouncing off with a grinding crunch. Lethe tried to extend his will into Burnout’s cybernetic arms, to make the man bring the Dragon Heart close to his chest. To protect it. Despite massive exertion, Lethe could not influence the creature’s metal parts.

That brought the first wave of panic. Lethe was a powerful spirit, a creature of will and energy who was not bound by flesh and could not influence the physical world except by possessing the bodies of living creatures. He had only tried it twice before, that he could remember, and only in emergencies, but each time he had gained full control over the host body.

Here he was merely an observer. A passenger.

The canyon walls closed around him. Narrower and narrower. It was pitch dark; Lethe didn’t know when he would hit bottom. Burnout was falling like a bullet now, his metal growing hot from the speed. He impacted on the rock again, smashing his left shoulder. And again, scraping a wide patch of skin off the shiny metal sheathing.

Still he did not drop the Dragon Heart. Lethe felt its power close. Saw it through the cyborg’s artificial eyes. Somehow that visual information made its way into the organic brain and Lethe could tap into it.

Burnout hit the black water and should have died. Water like duracrete. His hot metal casing warped under the impact and Lethe knew that much of his cybernetics were destroyed. But whether it was Lethe’s presence or the Dragon Heart, the man’s spirit decided to stay with his remaining flesh.

As Burnout’s body sank into the depths of the Snake river, Lethe panicked once again, not for fear of his own existence, but because he couldn’t imagine anyone finding Burnout’s body in time to get the Heart to Thayla at the magical spike.

The memory of Thayla came to him as he sank. He remembered when he had first awakened and been named by her, the goddess of the light and the song. Thayla had stopped her singing to speak to him. A song so perfect, so painfully wonderful that he could not move.

She had stood on the hard, cracked ground of a stone outcropping, framed by a colorless sky. A deep Chasm surrounded her on three sides, the Chasm dropping away in front of her precipitously. Lethe had no concept of the depth of this Chasm; he could not see the bottom. The outcropping thickened into a broad arc as it stretched away behind them, widening ever so slightly as it extended. Until finally it connected with solid land in the distance.

“This outcropping is the result of unnaturally high magic,” Thayla had said. “The Chasm, here, is the gap between our worlds and those of the…the…” She faltered, pain evident in her speech.

Lethe remembered looking out across the abyss. In the absence of Thayla’s song, wind roared around them, throwing her hair across her face. The far side of the Chasm was barely visible in the blowing distance, but Lethe could make out a similar cliff at the reaches of his perception. He could see a similar outcropping protruding toward them from the land on that side. Darkness clung to the distant cliff, and as Lethe looked across at the space, revulsion rose inside him. A desperate nausea as he glimpsed the creatures writhing.

“I am here to prevent them from completing their bridge,” Thayla continued. “They are evil and horrifying and more powerful than we can imagine. If they can finish the bridge, they will come in droves. And when they come, they will destroy everything they can touch. They will torture us. They will make us all do things…” Again her voice wavered.

Lethe shivered at her distress. Her voice was powerful even in shock.

Thayla took a breath and composed herself. “As the natural cycle of mana increases, the Chasm will grow narrower. But these outcroppings are unnatural—spikes above the background mana level. The result of blood magic. Our worlds are not ready.”

“But your singing…”

She smiled at him, the light beaming from her and warming him. “My song stops them. You see, they cannot stand to hear it, and my voice carries even across the Chasm.”

Lethe knew it to be true; her song was the light.

“There are those on our side who are working to accelerate the completion of the bridge, those who are puppets of the Enemy and who are trying to hasten their coming. Look.” She pointed back down the outcropping.

At first Lethe didn’t see it because it was so small, a shadow among shadows. But when Thayla began to sing again, filling the world with light and beauty, a tiny blemish of darkness remained. It was almost insignificant, and it lasted only briefly, but Lethe had seen it—a flaw in her song.

“They have found one who can withstand the song,” she said. “She is not strong enough to stay long, but I fear her strength will grow. And when it does, others will come. They will kill me.”

Lethe’s spirit sank as Thayla’s song died away.

“Unless you stop them,” she said.

“How?”

“You must find the great dragon called Dunkelzahn. He came to me recently and told me that I would not be able to hold off the Enemy’s forces for longer than a few hundred years. He said they would find a weakness in my song. He said he needed more time.

“Dunkelzahn promised to create an item that would ensure that the Enemy would not cross over prematurely. The Dragon Heart.”

Thayla bowed her head. “But that was some time ago, and the dark spot is growing. I fear something has happened. Will you go and find Dunkelzahn? Will you bring the Dragon Heart to me?”

“I will,” Lethe had said. “I promise.”

Now, trapped inside Burnout’s metal husk, sinking toward the cold heart of the river, Lethe wondered how he would be able to keep his promise. He couldn’t move the cyberzombie and he had no one to help him.

Ryan Mercury certainly couldn’t be trusted. Lethe had seen the human claim the Heart for his own. Ryan had succumbed to the power of the Heart; he had simply jettisoned any pretense of carrying out the quest Dunkelzahn had given him. Ryan had refused to take the Dragon Heart to Thayla, and Lethe would never trust him again.

Perhaps the other gifted one, Nadja Daviar, could be convinced to help him get the Dragon Heart to Thayla. She had always helped him in the past. Yes, he thought, I will go to her.

Lethe willed himself to flee Burnout’s body.

Nothing happened. He couldn’t move.

By the goddess! What is happening?

Lethe kept sinking inside the unconscious metal corpse. The he noticed a spectral mesh of magic, barely visible. Like a gossamer web of fine strands, the mesh held Burnout’s spirit to his body. The web kept Burnout’s spirit from leaving the too little flesh. It was part of the cybermancy that allowed the man to be alive even with all this hardware.

Now that same magic blocked Lethe from getting out. (Donna, Mike and I discussed that this is how Lethe is trapped).

Lethe struggled, exerting all his power against the magic which held him. The gossamer strands stretched and bulged, but they would not break. Lethe was trapped.

An inmate inside this metal asylum. This clockwork prison.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

The air in Hells Canyon blew hot and dry even in first rays of the morning sun. The fiery ball crested the peaks behind him as Ryan Mercury walked along the edge of the cliff face. The sun battered down on him with its relentless scorching blaze.

Ryan stood on the edge of the Assets Incorporated airstrip, a hidden ledge of rock cut into the eastern cliff face of Hells Canyon—deep in Salish-Shidhe Council lands on the border of what used to be Oregon and Idaho. The compound included a modest underground shelter, an old corrugated metal hangar, and some ramshackle storage sheds. Ryan had commissioned the expansion of the underground facilities, but so far all that had been completed was the command room. There was a lot of work to be done.

He looked over the edge of the cliff and down at the thin line of the Snake River a thousand meters below, taking a long drink from his water bottle and forcing himself to chew a soy protein bar. He wasn’t hungry, and his stomach hurt so bad he wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to hold anything down.

Ryan was two meters and 130 kilos of well-conditioned muscle, magically enhanced and accelerated flesh. No cyber, no bio. He swallowed, knowing he needed to eat in order to keep up his strength.

The buzz of Dhin’s drones came to his ears. The ork rigger was remote-piloting the surveillance vehicles, scouring the canyon floor. Burnout must be down there, Ryan thought, and he must have the Dragon Heart with him. But why can’t we find him?

Ryan and the Assets Incorporated team had been searching for the cyberzombie’s body and the Dragon Heart for almost three days, with no progress. It was as if they had simply disappeared, swallowed into astral space or disintegrated into their constituent atoms and blown away in the hot wind.

The memory of his final battle with Burnout flashed into Ryan’s mind. The colors of sunset, the sounds of wind. The canyon walls glowed deep crimson in his memory, and Burnout’s chromed parts reflected the blood-colored light.

It was two days ago in the memory. A hurricane of wind blew through the open side door of the Hughes Airstar helicopter as Ryan had fought with the cyberzombie. As Ryan’s final kick sent the overlarge metal body sailing out into the air.

Burnout plummeted, falling into the black fissure of Hells Canyon, an expression of sheer hatred flashing across his inhuman face.

At the last second, the cyborg’s telescoping fingers had shot out from his bloodied hands. The prehensile metal snakes flashed toward Ryan. Aiming for Ryan’s belt. They curled their sharp and mangled ends around the nylon net bag that held the Dragon Heart. And when they snapped taut, the whole weight of Burnout’s body came down like an anchor.

Ryan jerked forward at the waist, pulled off this feet, flying for the door. He scrabbled for a hold, frantically grabbing for anything. He found nothing but grooved flooring. He fell out the side door, the hot air of Hell baking around him as he followed the cyberzombie down.

The helicopter’s runner caught Ryan in the gut, knocking the breath from his chest. But it slowed him enough so that his hands found purchase, wrapping around the hot metal. Then he slid over, and their combined weight pulled at his grasp, his sweaty fingers slipping on the runner. White-hot needles jabbed the back of his hands and arms as he tried to focus, tried to hold on.

“I will have your magic, Ryan Mercury,” said Burnout from below, his voice the grating of metal on metal.

Ryan looked down. Below him, Burnout hung suspended, his metal parts tinged with the pink of the dying sun. Framed by the impenetrable black of the abyss. Ryan felt his fingers giving way, slipping on the smooth round metal as his strength waned.

Then the nylon web bag tore, ripping away from his belt. And Burnout fell into the dark canyon below. He made no sound as he fell. He simply disappeared, a dark silhouette melting into the inky void. The Dragon Heart went with him, his chrome fingers still clutching it. Still gripping the one thing Dunkelzahn had said could save the world.

The Dragon Heart was an orb of solid orichalcum, shaped like a real four-chambered heart. It was a magical tool of such awesome power that Ryan couldn’t even comprehend its true purpose. Dunkelzahn had left Ryan with instructions to take it to the metaplanar site of the Great Ghost Dance, where the magic level had spiked artificially high. He was supposed to give the Dragon Heart to the woman who protected the site, to Thayla.

Now, standing on the cliff edge, and breathing in the hot morning air, Ryan gave a harsh laugh. Dunkelzahn couldn’t even save himself, he thought. If a great dragon can’t prevent himself from being assassinated, how does he expect a simple human to save the whole fragging world?

Ryan hard swallowed a bite of his protein bar and tried to push all the images and distractions from his mind. Dunkelzahn was dead and no amount of bitterness and anger would bring him back. It was better to try and stay focused on the task at hand.

Burnout’s body will show up, he thought. Can’t hide that much metal forever.

In addition to Dhin’s drones, Jane-in-the-box was using satellites to scan for the machine corpse. Plus the two samurais, Axler and Grind, had set up remote surveillance sites.

We’ll find him when he drifts into a shallow area.

But it was hard to stay focused. The mood around the compound was starting to get ugly. Even though Axler and company were some of the most pro-level mercenaries it had been Ryan’s pleasure to work with, they were shadowrunners, not a search and rescue team. They wanted action, not the numbing task of trying to find the proverbial needle in the fragging haystack.

Ryan couldn’t agree more. The last thing he wanted was to waste any more time in the search for Burnout and the Dragon Heart. He wanted to finish the construction on the Assets compound, hire some more mercs and runners, and get his forces gathered. He wanted to organize and beginning delving into the assassination of Dunkelzahn. So far, no one had any clue to who did it.

And it slotted Ryan off that he was stuck here when he could be helping bring the assassins to justice.

His wristphone beeped, pulling him from his angry self-recrimination. He looked at the small screen, which indicated that it was Jane-in-the-box on the line. Dunkelzahn’s decker and a sometime member of the Assets, Inc. team. He took a breath and punched the Connect.

Instantly, the tiny vid screen filled with a cartoon image—a tangle of lion-blonde locks, doe-innocent blue eyes, and a set of the largest breasts this side of a BTL porn chip, barely covered by a black leather halter, laced up the front with tiny silver chains. This icon was a sharp contrast to the Jane-in-the-box Ryan knew from real life—a plain-looking human woman of about thirty-five with scraggly brown hair and a skinny body.

Ryan knew that Jane’s physical location was deep inside Dunkelzahn’s lair in Lake Louise. She rarely left the lair, nestled deep in the stone heart of the old Canadian Rockies, now part of the Athabaskan Council. Frag, she rarely left the cavernous room where she had decked for Dunkelzahn all those years. She even had food delivered—when she ate at all.

Ryan had seen her custom set of decks and gadgetry; he had seen her enter the trance that allowed Dunkelzahn to see the Matrix through her mind, telepathically. He had even ridden along once.

“Hello, Jane,” he said.

Jane’s Matrix icon smiled at Ryan, flashing perfectly white teeth. “Ryan, it’s good to see you eating something.” Her full, gloss-black lips turned downward in a sneer. “Even if it is that soy-supplement drek.”

Ryan looked down at the remainder of his protein bar and absently shoved the last of it into his mouth. Through chews, he spoke, “You’re advising me on diet? That’s rich.” 

Jane laughed.

“What’s biz, Jane?”

“Couple bits. First, I followed up on the magical support you requested, though the pickings are slim right now. All the top names on my A-list are otherwise occupied, but I managed to contact one of the top names on my B-list. I think you know her actually.”

“What’s her name?”

“Miranda.”

Ryan thought. “I don’t know any runners by that name.”

Jane smiled at him. “She has only recently joined the ranks of the independently employed. Which is the main reason she hasn’t been moved up to my A-list. By all accounts, she can light up the mana with the very best of the best, but she’s green about the shadows. Up until a month ago, she worked as a high-placed wage mage for Fuchi IE.”

“Miranda Everli?” Ryan asked.

“Just Miranda now,” Jane said.

Ryan took a breath, remembering his two-month undercover stint at Fuchi under the false name of Travis W. Saint John. He recalled working alongside some of the best scientists and mages in the corporate world. One of those mages was Miranda Everli, a petite human with Nihonese features.

Ryan had liked her, and under other circumstances, he might have let himself get close. As an undercover operative, Ryan tried not to form emotional attachments to anyone.

Miranda hadn’t been a typical corporate. She had a wild, independent streak to her. And perhaps that was why they had become friends. After several weeks of working closely together, she had finally confessed her frustration with the corp bureaucracy.

Ryan’s cover hadn’t allowed himself to admit he sympathized. Hadn’t allowed himself to tell her that he was planning to be extracted by shadowrunners and placed inside Aztechnology.

Ryan liked Miranda and was glad she’d made it out. He’d be happy to see her, but he was concerned about her ability to perform outside the corporate environment. He looked at his wristphone. “Is she the best you can come up with?”

Jane nodded, sending her blonde locks flying. “I know this isn’t a good time to be breaking in someone new, but with McFaren gone, you need a magical arm.”

Ryan knew she was right. McFaren had been the Assets mage until a few days ago when he’d died in the run against the Atlantean Foundation—an organization reportedly searching for the lost city of Atlantis, but that seemed more interested in recovering all kinds of magical artifacts. By whatever means necessary.

Members of the Atlantean Foundation had stolen the Dragon Heart from Dunkelzahn’s lair, and McFaren had been instrumental in helping Ryan get it back.

Jane went on. “Miranda’s the best you’re going to get right now. The shadows are hot in the shakedown from the Big D’s death, and good mages are even rarer than normal since they have their pick of assignments.”

Ryan nodded. “Thanks, Jane. Any news on Lethe?”

Lethe, named after the river of forgetfulness, was a powerful free spirit with a mysterious past. He had also helped Ryan recover the Dragon Heart from the Atlantean Foundation. Lethe had been missing for several days now.

“Sorry, chummer,” Jane said. “I haven’t heard a fragging thing.”

“Okay, what else?”

Jane’s frown turned into a soft smile. “I have a message from Nadja.”

Ryan winced as the pain in his gut doubled. “All right, give it to me.”

Jane nodded, then vanished. In her place, the delicate oval of Nadja Daviar’s elven face filled the screen. Her emerald eyes were set wide, compelling and beautiful. Honest. Her long raven hair hung loose over her pointed ears. Her magenta-tinted lips curved into a delicious smile. “Ryan,” she said, “I’m sorry this message had to be recorded. Things have gotten hectic, and it’s very early in the morning here. I haven’t slept yet and probably won’t get to bed tonight.”

To Ryan, the tenor of her voice was like the seductive sound of a slow-moving stream, gentle and caressing. He couldn’t take his eyes from her.

“Ryan, I know you’re troubled about what happened a few days ago. I know you; you’re not going to rest until you come to terms with what you did. About what it has done to us. So I think it would be best if you let the others continue the search and you came to Washington. We need to talk.”

Ryan shook his head. She was right. They needed to have a serious heart to heart about what he had done to her. But right now? He couldn’t even let himself think about leaving. The temptation was too great.

On the screen, Nadja’s face smiled softly. “Ryan, I know you think this is a bad idea, but you need some closure on this issue. We need to get it behind us, and…and there are other needs we should talk about. Like my need to have you near. If you’ve seen the news, you know things have gone over the top around here, and I need to talk to you, face to face.”

Ryan’s heart was breaking. Since Nadja had returned to Washington a few days ago, he hadn’t been watching the news, had actually been trying to avoid any thought of her at all. He had been trying to convince himself that nothing mattered but his mission, nothing mattered except finding Burnout’s body and recovering the Dragon Heart. Still, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Nadja and the fact that he’d nearly killed her for the Heart. His thoughts were filled with shame and regret, but it seemed as if there was nothing he could do about it.

“Ryan, I know it would be hard for you to leave right now, but please consider my proposal. A break might be just the thing you need to put yourself in the right frame of mind to find the Heart and accomplish your goal.”

Ryan found himself listening not so much to her words, but to that soothing tone. Maybe she was right.

“I am right about this. Think about what Dunkelzahn would have advised if he were here.” 

That was the key, Ryan knew. Because he didn’t have any slotting clue what Dunkelzahn would have advised.

Perhaps Nadja’s right, he thought. Perhaps she knows what the dragon wanted better than I.

Nadja leaned in close, the screen filling up with just her eyes, sparkling like dew-covered drops of green glass. “Please, for both of our sakes, come back for a few days.”

The screen went dark, and Ryan found that he held his wristphone very close to his face. Instead of Nadja’s face, he caught his own reflection in the black screen. Huge, bruise-colored crescents seemed to swallow his silver-flecked blue eyes, telling of days without sleep. His rugged face held the beginnings of a beard, but did nothing to hide the gaunt hollow of his cheeks and the tight grimace that chiseled lines into his mouth and jaw.

Ryan’s wiry auburn hair was unkempt, and he ran thick, callused fingers through the tangle to smooth down some of the more errant strands. He looked like someone who needed a break.

Suddenly, Grind’s raspy voice came over the Phillips tacticom earphone—a tiny unit that fit snugly into his ear and linked by mimetic tape to a flesh-toned throat mic and transmitter unit at his belt. “Quicksilver,” Grind said, calling Ryan by his code name. “We got company coming.”

Ryan looked around, concentrating on his magically heightened sense of hearing. There, just over the rush of wind roaring through the canyon, he could make out the distinctive rhythmic thrum of helicopter rotors. “Number and distance?”

Grind was a dwarf, a combat and weapons expert who had served in a number of mercenary efforts before catching the attention of Dunkelzahn a few years ago. He was currently manning the compound’s defenses. “Three bogeys just passed the southern radar. They’re coming fast, attack formation, heading directly for us.”

Ryan started running back to the entrance to the underground compound. “Have Dhin pull back his drones. Get Axler out of the canyon. I don’t know who these slots are, but I want to be ready for them.”

“Copy,” Grind said, with just a hint of excitement in his voice.

Ryan made it to the newly cut entrance to the compound just as Axler swept up over the lip of the cliff in the Northrop Wasp single-man chopper. Axler landed the helo and climbed out. She walked to meet Ryan at the entrance.

Axler was a human woman of about twenty-five. Very attractive with shoulder-length blonde hair and doe-brown eyes. Ryan knew she bore a great many cybernetic enhancements under her plycra bodysuit, but none were visible on the surface. All very discreet.

Axler’s usually hard-set expression was slack from fatigue. “I got the buzz from Grind,” she said. A hint of strain behind her words told Ryan just how hard she’d been pushing herself. She was nearing the edge.

Grind appeared at the door next to Axler. The black-skinned dwarf came up to her elbow, but was easily as wide. He was heavily muscled with obvious cyberarms painted the matte-gray color of old navy ships. Grind’s afro hair was cut close to his head.

“You two ready to lock and load?”

“I was ready the day they cut me out of my mama’s belly,” said Grind, with a laugh.

“Axler?”

Her tone was cool. “Ready if you are.”

Ryan didn’t bother to respond to the subtle insult behind her words. She hadn’t given him her complete trust since he’d tried to take sole possession of the Dragon Heart and had faced off with Nadja. And Axler was slotted off because he had taken the leadership of Assets Inc. away from her. She hadn’t said anything overt, but Ryan knew. Axler was an excellent general, but not such a good soldier.

Ryan put all that out of his mind and got to biz. “All right,” he said. “We’ve got three unknown bogeys in an offensive posture. If they attack from the air, we’ll blow them out of the sky. Dhin?”

The ork rigger’s voice sounded calm and steady over the tacticom. “Ready to go drones-up at your signal.”

“Copy. If they’re hostile, Dhin’s drones will take point, and we’ll smoke them in a standard one by two, starting with the lead vehicle.”

“Copy,” said Grind and Axler in unison.

“If they land, we’ll play it straight. Remember, Jane has registered us as an official weather observation station. So we’ll take that angle.”

Suddenly, the three helicopters broke the horizon, coming up over the rim of the canyon wall. And they weren’t ordinary helos. Ryan recognized all three as Aztechnology Aguilar-Ex military choppers. Very high-powered, lots of weapons and extremely expensive. They had ridden with sound suppression and had come in against the wind so that Ryan hadn’t heard them until it was too late.

These people are professionals.

“Frag it!” Ryan keyed his wristphone. “Dhin, you got them?”

Dhin’s rumbling growl wasn’t quite as calm as it had been. “Yeah. What the frag are they doing here already?”

“I got a bad feeling about this, folks. Stay sharp. Especially you, Dhin. If things get ugly, you need to put enough firepower in the air to stop that drek from getting anywhere near us.”

“Making no promises, Bossman. The Azzies build one tough bird, but at the very least, I’ll be able to slow them down.”

Ryan watched as the three attack helicopters made their first pass. Like giant insects they buzzed past the cliff face, the red jaguars on their sides glittering in the sun. They broke from their attack formation. The lead helicopter made for the landing pad, while the other two took up defensive positions, hovering near the far wall of the canyon.

Dust from the landing pad twisted into a small cyclone as the big chopper settled its weight on the duracrete. The pilot cut the engines, and the flying dirt settled back to earth. The small hatch on the near side of the chopper popped upward, and a small man stepped out, followed by two other humans.

Ryan concentrated, and his vision shifted to the astral. Chromed, almost beyond the pale, he thought as he watched the dead parts of their aura. He relaxed and his vision shifted to normal.

“Smiles, everybody,” he whispered. “We’re playing it straight. If things get sticky, go to diversion plan beta.”

With Axler and Grind at his back, Ryan stepped forward, forcing his lips into a wide grin.

The man in front was short, less than a meter and a half, built stocky and muscled like a very large dwarf, but he was human. He walked briskly, his spine straight, his shoulders back, and he wore a black jumpsuit that didn’t quite cover the heavy body armor underneath. The red Jaguar looked like a spot of dried blood over his heart.

Everything about him screamed military, as did the bearing of the two warriors behind him. The shorter man stepped up to Ryan, his charcoal eyes sizing him up in much the same way Ryan was doing to him.

His weather-burned face was dark, swarthy, and his toothy grin was wide, even though there was no humor behind those black eyes. The man stretched out his hand. “I’m sorry for disturbing your work, Señor,” he said in a deep voice, heavy with an Aztlan accent. “This won’t take long.”

Ryan shook the man’s hand, which was dry and warm, the grip relaxed and friendly. Ryan forced himself to match the man’s grin. “I’m in charge of station security. We don’t get too many visitors. It’s a nice break from the routine. How can we help you?”

They both dropped the handshake at the same time. Ryan looked over the man’s head to the two guards, who were scanning the area like professionals. Their body posture held a high-tension stiffness. They were ready for battle at the slightest provocation.

Ryan just hoped Axler and Grind were pulling off the relaxed look better than their counterparts.

The man’s smile dropped. “This is a very delicate situation, and I hope I can count on your discretion.”

Ryan looked over at the Aztechnology attack chopper and nodded. “Seems like you’ve come quite a distance, maybe a bit too far, but I’m sure we can keep this visit quiet. As long as you’re not here to...acquire any information regarding our weather satellites.”

The short man laughed, a clipped, strangled sound, as if his throat was unused to the action. “I am General Dentado, and I can assure you, Mister...”

Ryan forced his grin again, “Deacon, Phillip Deacon.”

The smaller man smiled, a slow secretive gesture that indicated he saw through Ryan’s facade. “I can assure you, Mister Deacon, that we have no interest in your satellites.” He looked at Axler and Grind. “May I have a word with you...in private?”

Ryan nodded, and the two walked to the edge of the cliff.

“Mister Deacon, my country has lost a very valuable piece of hardware, and I’ll be honest with you, our last trace of him was near this very site. I have no idea what he was doing here, or why, but we do know he was here.”

Ryan shook his head. “I thought you said you lost a piece of hardware.”

“I did.”

“Then why are you referring to your hardware as a ‘he’?’”

Dentado’s smile was tight and dangerous. “Once again, I’m going to be forced to rely on your discretion. Have you seen anyone out of the ordinary around here in the last couple of days? He would be hard to miss, as he is quite large.”

Ryan stopped walking. “I still don’t get it. Did this guy steal some hardware from you?”

The smaller man’s face took on a look of impatience. “Just answer the question, Mister Deacon.”

Behind him, Ryan heard the rustle of clothing, and the distinctive sound of an automatic weapon’s slide being pulled. Both he and the Azzie turned, the smaller man just a bit slower than Ryan.

The picture before Ryan was a still tableau of impending violence. Axler and one of the Aztechnology guards stood face to face, the muzzle of Axler’s Predator digging a groove in the man’s neck as the guard’s pistol jammed into her sternum.

Grind had dropped to one knee, his Colt Manhunter dead-set on the second guard’s forehead. The second guard was trying to play it cool, but Ryan could tell he was jumpy.

“Nobody move!” yelled Ryan.

“At ease!” said General Dentado.

Ryan turned to the small man. “Have your men back off. We don’t want any trouble.”

The swarthy man looked up at him with a cocked eyebrow. “For a man who is so large, you seem to have a fear of direct confrontation. Tell me what I wish to know or I will have all of you killed. It is as simple as that.”

Ryan nodded. “All right, yeah, your guy was here. About three days ago. He stole a chopper and bugged out before we could catch him.”

Dentado looked Ryan over, and for a second Ryan felt that his aura was being scanned. Then Dentado nodded and turned to his men. “Rico, stand down.”

The man who was face to face with Axler didn’t take his eyes off her as he said, “But, General, this woman is—”

“I don’t care, Captain. Stand down!”

The man slowly removed his pistol from Axler’s chest.

“Axler,” called Ryan. “Back off.”

With a deadly smile, she lowered the Predator. “This is a dangerous place, Captain,” Axler said. “It would be a shame if something happened to you.”

Both Axler and Grind stepped back to a little more than five meters, but both still held their weapons at the ready.

General Dentado turned back to Ryan. “I appreciate your cooperation, and I apologize for the overzealousness of my officers. You should also count yourself lucky that you were not able to intercept the man in question, otherwise I would have been having this pleasant little discussion with a corpse.”

Ryan shook his head. “You got what you came for, now get the frag out. If I see your ships on the radar again, I’ll be on the horn to my government so fast they’ll take you down before you hit the canyon.”

General Dentado smiled. “I’d expect nothing less. By the way, I hope your...weather research goes well. Good day, Mister...Deckerd.”

“Deacon.”

“Of course. My apologies.” With that, the short man headed for the chopper, followed closely by the two guards, who walked backward, weapons still drawn.

Within minutes, they were gone.

Ryan walked over to Axler and Grind, who were talking and laughing. “Nicely played, you two.”

Grind turned. “Thanks, Quicksilver. I think we were about a half beat too late, but it was difficult to read your body language.”

Ryan shook his head and smiled. “No, any sooner, and he would have known something was up. You were both right on.”

Axler shook her head. “Those boys were good. When we made our move, I would stake all the chrome I’ve got that they were just waiting for us to make a play.”

Ryan nodded, and looked at the skyline where the choppers had disappeared. “I got the same feeling.”

“They were looking for Burnout, weren’t they?” said Grind.

“Yeah. Probably want to recover his tech. That drek is expensive.” Ryan winced. “They know we were lying about this being a weather station,” he said. “But I think they bought our story about him hitting us and disappearing.”

Axler shook her head again. “I got the distinct feeling we’ll be seeing those boys again.”

“Me, too,” said Grind.

Ryan turned his back on them, the familiar pain working at his gut. Fatigue hitting him suddenly in the pouring sunshine. He was tired of the unending search for Burnout. Tired of staring into the unchanging maw of Hells Canyon. He was tired of the mission Dunkelzahn had left him.

Maybe Nadja’s right. Maybe I should take a break from this place and settle things with her. Maybe that’s what Dunkelzahn would have told me to do.

In the sky, the sun rose high into the washed-out blue above the mountains. But can I afford to leave now? What if General Dentado finds Burnout before I do? What if Aztechnology gets the Dragon Heart?

He didn’t know what to do. He was unused to indecision; he was a man of focused action. A weapon, guided by Dunkelzahn.

Nadja will know, he thought. She will help me think this all through.

Provided she doesn’t hate me for almost killing her.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

It had been a long and rough trek from the depths of Hell, beginning several days ago. Lethe would never forget it. The sensation of drowning as Burnout’s body sank to the bottom of the Snake River, until his compressed air supply automatically kicked in to keep the organic parts oxygenated.

It was incredible that this body was still alive, if barely. The cyberzombie had a number of built-in devices like the air tank nestled into his artificial torso, all designed to keep it going under adverse conditions. In fact, as far as Lethe could tell, the only natural tissue remaining were Burnout’s spinal column and part of his organic brain. His limbs were mechanical, his torso was man-made, and all his internal organs had been replaced with a battery pack and a system of some sort to deliver food and oxygen to the organic nervous system.

A dull sound had come then to Burnout’s cybernetic ears, and Lethe had heard it. Lethe listened to the muted throb and realized that it was a boat. If he could move the metal limbs enough to push to the surface, perhaps he could latch on and save the Dragon Heart.

Lethe discovered that, with Burnout unconscious, the body obeyed his will. He pushed off the bottom and succeeded in latching onto the jet boat. They traveled nearly forty-five kilometers upriver in less than an hour. It was dark when the boat docked, and Burnout’s compressed air
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