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PROLOGUE




From the air, he thought the terminal looked like a giant arachnid. The concourses were its legs, sprawled across a massive rain-slick slab that stretched toward the edge of the city proper, where myriad lights resembled a starry sky. More than three dozen airlines and airfreight companies used this place, but the LC Platinum II jet he was comfortably settled in belonged to none of them.

Black as the private runway it lined up with, the sleek aircraft lowered its landing gear with a barely audible hum.

“We will be on the ground momentarily, sir.”

From his plush window seat, he studied the contours of the hangars below, their boxy forms appearing to waver ghostlike in the evening storm, the lights coming from a few windows looking like dim, curious phantoms. A few maintenance men in coveralls gave the Lockheed an appreciative glance before they hurried into a service door at the base of a concourse.

The jet touched down so gently he barely felt it.

“Sir, we have arrived at Sea-Tac International Airport. We’ll be taxiing near the south satellite. The temperature is. . .

He ignored the rest of the pilot’s words, straightened the tapered lapels of his perfectly tailored Wellington Brothers suit and shrugged into a butter-soft black Europa leather duster. Moments later he was on the tarmac in front of his private hangar, listening to the staccato tat-a-tat of the rain against his duster and the ground, sufficiently loud enough to diminish the harsh sounds of other planes coming and going. He stared into puddles tinted neon by the reflected lights of the terminal and taxiway—seeing something far beyond the airport and Seattle. Rivulets of green, pink and electric yellow streamed down a sloping sidewalk that led to a gleaming Rolls Royce Phaeton Deluxe. The liveried driver waited for him at the open rear door of the limo.

“Good evening, sir.”

He waited a few moments more, tipping his face up into pattering rain, breathing in the sweet air that was oddly cold for this early in the fall. Behind him, the pilot opened an umbrella and held it over his head, politely ruining the moment.

“Everything is ready, including the team you requested.” This came from the limo driver, who appeared nonplussed by the deluge. “They are gathered at Ohgi Ya’s on Fourth downtown. I took the liberty of ordering the pressed duck for you. It should be ready when we arrive. Your luggage is. . .

“Fine.” He stepped toward the limo, the pilot keeping pace and holding the umbrella high. A second limo had pulled up, and attendants loaded several large suitcases into it. A last look at the neon snakes at his feet and the rain drumming all around, then he eased into the limo. The driver bowed respectfully and closed the door.

Sea-Tac International’s main terminal boasted magnetic and X-ray scanners, chemsniffers, security patrols and a state-of-the-art host system. Passengers were subjected to a variety of scans, including those from paranormal sources. But he bypassed all of this.

The limo breezed through the UCAS checkpoint on the edge of the airfield and disappeared into the misty night.














CHAPTER ONE




9/17/2070, 2:50 a.m.




Khase stood in the doorway of the modified Hughes WK-2 Stallion helicopter, enjoying the spray of raindrops from the rotor’s downdraft on his face. He glanced back at the other three members of the team in the cargo area, all concentrating on their own preparations.

His elven sister, Sindje, sat cross-legged on the floor. As always, she was flawlessly organized, from her polished combat boots to her close-fitting silk skinsuit, balaclava and gloves—that all contained the panels of silk/Kevlar combo ballistic armor he’d had custom-woven last year for her birthday. She flashed him a show of teeth that was equal parts grimace and grin. She had never liked heights, and riding in a helicopter through a rainstorm with an open cargo door was definitely not her idea of a good time.

Next to her sat their hacker, Max, her thick fingers dancing in the air as she ran programs from her own customized bodysuit, which had the capacity of a juiced-up Fairlight Caliban commlink built into its various pockets. Tactile pads in the fingertips of her AR gloves enabled her to execute entire suites of programs with a single finger twitch. The wild dreadlocks that normally radiated from her head in all directions had been corralled by a twist of multicolored electrical cable and hung down her back. Although it looked like she was staring off into space, Khase knew her cybereyes were supplying her with everything they needed to know about the current status of their target.

As if she felt his stare, she looked over. “ETA one minute,” she said, her tusks gleaming pink in the red security lights of the cargo hold.

Khase nodded, and Max returned to her prep. He couldn’t help smiling as he turned to look at the final member of the team kneeling on the patterned metal floor of the Hughes. The huge troll known on the street as Hood braced himself with one massive, muscled arm against the helicopter’s roof, his other hand curled around a sleek compound bow almost as tall as Khase. The troll was dressed like the rest of them, in a standard black skinsuit, only his was sleeveless, his broad chest covered with an armored vest that Khase would have been swimming in if he tried it on. The end of what looked like a long, rectangular box jutted up over a huge warty shoulder. The troll’s gaze was steady as he looked back at the well-muscled elf.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Khase?” The words were a sustained growl.

“Just a little moonlight ride, Hood. Though you know what they say: you should never dive on a full stomach.” The corner of Khase’s mouth quirked up. He wasn’t holding on to anything, yet he easily adjusted to every movement the copter made as it approached their destination. He pulled his own silk balaclava down over his shaved head, adjusting it so that only his almond-shaped mocha eyes were visible.

“Thirty seconds.” Max’s voice didn’t change in tone or volume, her fingers just moved a little faster as she readied her programs.

“Time for a little sneak and peek, chwaer.” Khase stepped to Sindje’s side and crouched beside her, putting his arm around her shoulders. Chwaer was the Welsh word for sister. He liked using pieces of their musical language.

She shook her head in mostly feigned annoyance. “Don’t let me fall over. I hate coming back in to find myself face down on the floor.”

“I won’t. Promise.”

“See you in twenty.” The slender elf closed her eyes and slumped over, supported by her brother. As the Stallion sideslipped in a banking turn, Khase looked up to see Hood point out the door with the tip of his bow. Still holding his sister,-he turned just enough to peer over the edge of the

Stallion’s floor and get the first glimpse of their objective three hundred meters below.

The rich green hills and fields of Snohomish stretched for dozens of acres to the north, the bright lights and tall skyscrapers of downtown Seattle glittered in the rain-misted air to the south. On the border between the city and the farmland was a thirty-story building of plascrete, steel and glass, its copper-tinted windows reflecting the neon and halogen of the city two kilometers away. Khase’s eyes gathered the ambient light as easily as he breathed, enabling him to see through the night and rain to scan the structure.

A glass greenhouse, dark and still at this hour, had been built as one half of the skyscraper’s top floor. It overlooked the corp grounds, including the lit sign on the lawn in front of the building: plantech.

“I still think this is too much nuyen for such an easy run,” he remarked to no one in particular. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

The troll shifted his weight, the bow never leaving his side. “Maybe, but we’re all getting paid to make sure it goes down smooth. So let’s make sure that’s exactly what happens.”

“No prob, chummer—” Khase was interrupted by Max, who tapped Hood on the shoulder.

“Airjock wants a word.”

Khase, still supporting his comatose sister, glanced at a small vidscreen to see it flicker into life, revealing the face of a human wearing wraparound sunglasses, two day’s growth of scraggly beard, and an ancient leather aviator’s hat.

“Hoi! I’m right over the place. Why you want to risk your hoops here is beyond me, but that’s your business, I’m just the ride. Are you sure you don’t want me to hang around in case you need air evac? With what you paid, I’d almost consider it part of the bargain.”

Hood smiled and shook his head. “Jock, you’ve done more than enough getting us here. We’ve got our exit planned street-side. Thanks for the offer, though.”

“No, thank you. And hey, anytime you get another one of these milk runs, you look me up, ya hear? I’ll always answer my comm for you guys. Sayonara, and good luck.” The screen winked out, and at the same time Sindje straightened and sucked in a huge breath of air, her eyes fluttering as she regained control of her body.

“Cachu, they weren’t kidding! Even when I knew where my body was in the fraggin’ chopper, it was still a trip to get back.” Still breathing hard, she shrugged off Khase’s arm. “I’m all right, brawd. The place is shut down, guards just finished their latest sweep, bored out of their gourds. A third-rate corp like this, we should be in and out in twenty, no more.”

“Khase, you’re up.” Hood opened the box quiver on his back and extracted a long, thick arrow with an unusual, multibarbed head, pulling one end of a small reel of microwire out and attaching it to the arrow shaft. The Stallion hovered motionless as he walked to the edge of the cargo bay and hooked his nylon combat harness to a strap near his head, hanging on it to make sure he was secure. Setting the arrow, he leaned forward out of the rotorcraft, his boots balanced on the edge of the bay door. The troll extended the bow downward, oblivious to the churning whir of the blades slicing the air two meters above his head. He drew the bowstring to his eye, breathed once and then released it, the arrow streaking into the early-morning darkness, taking the microwire along for the ride.

The troll reached up, unhooked his harness, and attached the other end of the microwire to the strap. Then he pulled himself farther back into the cargo bay, slapping Khase on the shoulder as he passed. “Good luck, as Jock said.” “Luck is never a factor.” The elf winked as he leaned down to Sindje and pulled a padded glove onto his left hand. “Shall we?”

She managed to look up at him and down her hooked nose at the same time. “Don’t get killed.” It was the same thing she told him every time they were about to separate.

Khase kissed her on the forehead. “See you there.” Straightening up again, he stepped back to the door of the rotorcraft. His gaze followed the slim microwire line until it disappeared in the darkness. One last, deep breath to find his center, and he dove face-first out of the Stallion.

The elf free-fell in the classic sky diver’s position, arms outstretched, legs bent at the knees, and head down so he could see exactly where he was going. The roof of the Plan-tech building rushed at him with what would have been frightening speed, but Khase wasn’t worried. Instead he exulted in the feel of the chill droplets and rush of air as he hurtled toward the greenhouse at terminal velocity.

Two . . . one . . . now, Sindje! he thought.

As if a giant hand had suddenly reached out and grabbed him, courtesy of his sister’s levitation spell, Khase felt his body slow as he neared the roof. Reaching out with the reinforced glove, he grabbed the gleaming line, using it to guide himself to the four-inch wide ledge. The elf landed on his toes without a sound, right next to the shaft of the arrow, which was sunk halfway into the plascrete. Got to hand it to Hood, a three-hundred-meter shot in the dark— through the rain, no less. Damned impressive. Khase reached around to the pack at the small of his back while he thought to his sister: I’m on-site. Tell Max we’re green.

His sister’s cool voice replied inside his mind. Affirmative. Infiltration commencing.

Khase brought out a glass cutter and handled suction cup from his tool kit, glancing around out of long habit. Sure hope those codes worked, Khase thought as he pressed the rubber cup to the glass and pushed it down, then carved a hole big enough for entry. A blast of warm, humid air whooshed out, and he stepped inside just as Max appeared through the rain and night above him, using a mechanical rappeler to control her descent. Braking to a stop, she landed on the ledge, not nearly as gracefully as the elf had, and scrambled through the open window.

“They’re right behind me,” she whispered, stabbing invisible switches in front of her face. “We’re still green, sec has not been compromised.”

Khase looked up as a large form swooped down and hit the ledge. Swaying a bit, Hood used the line to steady himself until he got his balance. Sindje clung to his back, her arms wrapped around his neck and her eyes squeezed shut. Hood pointed at his throat, one slim, silken arm encircling it, and stuck his tongue out, making a choking face. Frowning, Khase motioned for Hood to turn around, then reached through the window and plucked his sister off the troll.

“Sindje? It’s all right, you’re down. I’ve got you.” He pulled her into the greenhouse while Hood bent to cut the microwire and removed the arrow from the ledge, putting it back into his quiver.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” The mage squirmed free, her open eyes flashing with anger. “At least the nuyen’s worth it.”

“Yeah, and besides, you wouldn’t let me get into any trouble all by myself, would you? Watch yourself, Hood.” Khase took the large bow and quiver, then helped the troll squeeze through the hole. The elf picked up the window-pane and set it back in place, then squirted fast-dry epoxy from a small tube around the edges and set a large plant in front of the window. Finished, he turned around to have a look at the jungle surrounding them.

As befitting its purpose, vegetation filled every square foot of the glass house. Rows of racks brimmed with trays of both flowering and leafy plants, potted trees, shrubs and crop varietals of every shape and size. Sweet fragrances from rainbow-hued tropical flowers warred with the sharper scents of spice plants and even what looked like a twelve-foot Douglas fir in one corner. At least Khase was pretty sure that’s what it was; he wasn’t huge on botany. The nuyen that particular specimens of foliage would bring for extracting them from here, however, was another matter entirely—he was huge on that.

“Good job, temperature hardly dropped here,” Max said, her fingers dancing on air as she scanned the room, using augmented reality programs to keep track of what was happening both inside and out. “Security is still tight, but it looks like those codes our Johnson gave us are on the level. All’s quiet on the leafy front.”

The troll stood like a statue for a moment, mesmerized. “Beautiful, aren’t they?” He shook his head to clear his senses. “All right, people, we’ve still got a job to do.” Hood punched keys on a small datapad. “Sindje, Khase, you each have your lists, so spread out and start collecting. Max, please make sure that door to the hall elevator is green, and I expect that the carts we need will be there?”

“If you’re referring to the work order I moved up twelve hours, you’re right.” The ork flashed a toothy smile as she trotted down a narrow aisle toward the main entrance doors.

“Easy for you to say, I can barely read some of these names.” Khase screwed up his handsome features in concentration as he pulled a different glove onto his right hand. “Pachys tacky—”

“Not while we’re on the clock,” Sindje cut him off. “Besides, you know your Latin. Pachystachys Lutea, Golden Candle. Canaga Odorata, Ylang-ylang. Plumeria Rubra L, Frangipani. Auris Folium—‘Ear leaf?—never heard of that one. Manihot Esculenta Crantz crossbred with Zea Mays, some kind of manioc-sweet corn hybrid, probably for third world countries—”

The troll cleared his throat with a low rumble. “As fascinating as the botany lesson is, Sindje, let’s concentrate on getting the green loaded and out of here, what do you say?” Hood made his way to the greenhouse’s main doors, cradling a pot containing a diminutive rough-barked tree with narrow fronds.

“Aye, aye, Captain.” The lean elf sketched a sarcastic salute with one finger as she scanned the greenhouse. “Crop hybrids—there they are. Khase, grab the folium, it should be two rows over. I’ll snatch the cornroot and—” “Shh!” At the main doors, Max held up her clenched right fist. “Intrusion alert just went off at the station on level one.”

“Did you trip something on the door security?” Hood was right at the ork’s side.

“Hey, it wasn’t me,” the hacker replied. “Drek, it’s after three. The codes must have reset for the new day—we’re hosed.”

Sindje and Khase exchanged pained expressions. “I guess our Mr. Johnson didn’t give us all the information he thought we needed,” he muttered.

A slow, feral smile spread across Sindje’s face. “Look’s like company’s coming.”














CHAPTER TWO




3:00:30 a.m.




Patrol squad entering the elevator—hitting that corridor  in one minute.” Max’s fingers flew as she tried to circumvent the door security. “Vut, Vut, Vut! I’ve lost the wireless feed! Main door’s maglock has gone to lockdown—I can’t open it!”

“You’ve got sixty seconds to apologize for that lie.” Hood set the tree down and whirled his index finger in the air, signaling a team pullout. “Sindje, Khase, finish your sweep and get the rest of our cargo over here. And everybody watch for flash.” A standard technique for security forces was to suddenly turn on all the lights in a room, hoping to catch elves, orks and cybered runners using low light vision by surprise and blind them.

“Hey Hood, we’re not newchums on an init, you know.” Khase pushed a wheeled rack of plants next to the troll. “In fact, I’ve got all of mine.”

“Yeah, turn a couple of cartwheels in the aisle, why don’t you?” Sindje staggered up, bent double under the weight of a four-pack of large potted plants. Hood and Khase each leapt forward and grabbed a pot.

“This isn’t a race, woman.” Hood carefully set his orange and yellow-hued flower down and picked up his bow from where it had been leaning against the wall.

Sindje set the other two pots down and wiped her brow.

“Really? Tell that to the goon squad looking to smear us into wet red paste if they get a chance.”

“I’ve got the door!” Max let out a long sigh of relief, just as the elevator chimed at the end of the hall.

“Max, open it and duck.” Hood aimed at the elevator doors at the far end of the hall as the main greenhouse exit began to open. A red light glowed about twenty meters away in the darkness. As soon as he saw the light flash, the troll released his arrow, the tip piercing the metal elevator frame with a thunk. All four of them heard a muffled curse from inside. The door opened a few inches, hit the arrow shaft, and began to close again.

“Wiz, very wiz.” Khase whistled in admiration.

“It won’t hold them long. Max, get those carts in here and start loading. Khase, Sindje, take care of the squad, and remember—no geeking.”

“Yes, tad.” Sindje’s eyes glowed with mystical power. “Y’all might want to stay away from the doors for a bit— some overzealous sec goon might put a bullet or two in here while they ‘arrest’ us.” She glanced at her brother. “What’s the plan—go out, or let them come in?”

“One who takes position first at the battleground and awaits the enemy is at ease,” the elven adept replied.

“You know, you could have just said ‘let them come to us.’ ” The mage touched her brother on the shoulder and he faded from sight. “Take them in the hallway.”

“Aw, sis, that’s not even fair.” The sound of his monowhip sliding free rasped from where Khase stood unseen.

Sindje’s reply was clipped. “Maybe not, but they have guns, and you ain’t bulletproof yet, brawd.”

With a screech of rending metal, the elevator doors finally opened, and a squad of helmeted and body-armored sec men spilled into the hallway, each one covering the next as they leapfrogged up the corridor, firearms at the ready.

“Hmm, not your standard wage slaves. These boys have a modicum of talent.” Khase’s voice came out of thin air. “Ready when you are, Sindje.”

The elven mage ducked under a table, her voice distant due to her concentration on the men in the corridor. “Just—one second.” From her vantage point in front of the glass-paned double doors, Sindje had an unobstructed view of the five guards taking the hallway. “Eeek, they’ve got a troll on payroll. Khase, watch out for him. He’ll spot you first.” Scanning them quickly, she found what she needed. “Ahh, there you are.”

“INTRUDERS IN THE GREENHOUSE! THIS IS PLANTECH SECURITY! YOU ARE SURROUNDED!” blared a voice from a speaker mounted somewhere above.

“All that noise can’t be good for the plants,” Hood said, frowning. He squinted and searched the glass ceiling.

“Or good for my focus.” Sindje held out her hands and cast, her fingers curling as if she were holding something. In the hallway, a guard’s sidearm extracted itself from his unsecured thigh holster and floated in front of the elevator. Frowning, Sindje concentrated on the mana, pantomiming with her hands. In response, the handgun’s slide pulled back, chambering a round, then slid forward. Mana, the very essence of magic, flowed from the metaplanes to this world, surrounding everything with an invisible field of energy. Those who could tap into that energy, like Sindje, could intuitively manipulate it into all kinds of useful spells.

“PUT DOWN YOUR WEAPONS AND EXIT THE ROOM ONE AT A TIME, HANDS ABOVE YOUR HEAD, LYING DOWN IN THE HALL!—”

There was a whir, and as if by magic an arrow shaft protruded from a speaker grill. A brief spray of sparks popped from the housing, and the commanding voice was cut off midword.

“Much better.” Hood ducked down, looking for Sindje. “Ready?”

A pair of lambent green eyes blazed in the darkness under the table. Sindje’s eerie voice wafted forth as she held her imaginary pistol and squeezed the air trigger. ‘‘Showtime ...”

A flurry of gunshots sounded in the hallway behind the security squad. The unexpected attack threw the five guards into confusion:

“—Who’s firing? Cease fire! Cease fire, frag it!—”

“—Unknown hostiles behind us—”

“—Get down! Cover, take cover!—”

“—Is anyone hit?—”

Nothing happened for a second, then the members of the squad began to behave very oddly indeed. The lead member, who was lying on the floor still trying to draw a bead on anyone in the greenhouse, found his HK 227X submachine gun wrenched up toward the ceiling. The stock and barrel of his gun split in half, accompanied by a high-pitched screech of monofilament on metal and plastic.

“Hostile is here—” was all he said before his face ricocheted off the floor tile as he was punched into it, rendering him unconscious.

The second man, who had been kneeling behind his partner, did a decent job of trying to cover the unseen enemy with his weapon, but also to no avail. His helmet popped off, and before he could react, his head slammed into the wall. Without a sound, he slumped down to the floor, also out cold.

“Target is invisible,” the troll grunted.

“Go to ultrasound!” the lone guard nearest the elevator ordered. Two of the remaining three guards flipped lenses down on their visors, and the troll started to bring his modified Mossberg CM-AMDT short-barreled auto shotgun back around from where he had been covering the elevator.

But Khase was already moving.

“I’ve got him!” one of the second pair of guards said, tracking the elf’s movement with his subgun. “He’s on the wall!” In his excitement he triggered his weapon, sending three rounds into the ceiling.

Sindje’s heart leapt into her throat fearing for her brother, but her concern was unwarranted. The guard reeled from an unseen blow, the visor on his helmet shattering as he sailed down the hall, impacting the elevator with a crash and dropping to the floor. The guard’s weapon hovered in midair for a second while the troll guard stepped forward, blocking half of the hallway as he leveled his shotgun.

“Drop it!” The troll’s guttural voice echoed in the passageway. “Now!”

The submachine gun flew through the air at the troll’s head, but he instinctively ducked out of the way. His shotgun swiveled right, for all appearances tracking nothing, but then his eyes bulged and he collapsed to his knees, one massive hand clutching his privates. The shotgun clattered to the floor, forgotten. Globs of vomit spewed as he hunched over in agony.

Still, the troll had delayed Khase just long enough to let the fifth member of the sec team get the drop on him. Sindje saw the human cover seemingly empty air with his subgun. “Freeze! Twitch, and I’ll paint the wall with your brains. K-Tog, you all right?”

“I’ll be—fine—just get the cuffs on this—drekhead,” the troll wheezed, looking for his shotgun while gingerly trying to get to his feet.

“Hood!” Sindje was already casting, curling her fingers into a fist and cocking her arm.

“I’m on it.” Hood loosed an arrow that hit the guard’s weapon, distracting him and knocking it off target. Sindje followed that up with what she called her “mage-slap,” a kinetic spell that knocked the human backward. He fell to the floor and didn’t move. Meanwhile, the troll guard had just gotten his hands on his Mossberg and was about to get up when his head was rocked back and forth by a rapid series of hard blows. He swayed, blood dripping from his bulbous mouth.

“This is gonna hurt,” Sindje said, dropping the invisibility spell in time to see Khase execute a flying front kick to the troll’s face, snapping the monstrous head back and sending the huge guard crashing to the floor. The impact made the entire hallway quiver. The elven adept scanned the rest of the motionless sec team, making sure no one else was a threat. Grinning back at the others, he flashed a thumbs-up.

“Time to go!” Khase was already dragging the bodies of two sec men over to the door. Hood, you grab your own, bad enough I almost broke my foot on his face. Max, you got those elevator cameras derezzed?”

“Done, but I don’t know how long my prog will hold, so let’s get our hoops gone.” She bent over the squad leader, holding his face close to her own while she thumbed an eyelid back. “Say cheese, sweetmeat. Got it. Now, how you gettin’ us out of here?”

Hood began stripping the troll of his uniform. “I figured we’ll stroll right past the guards in the lobby and drive out of the garage, if that’s okay with you.”

Two minutes later the four-man squad pushed a pair of tall racks and a cart full of plants into the elevator, the troll carrying one of the unconscious sec guards over his shoulder. With the plants all inside, it was a tight fit. Only the troll went visorless; his horns made it impossible to fit any kind of helmet over his head.

“Going down.” Khase hit the lobby floor button, while Hood tossed the broken shaft of an arrow out into the hallway before the doors closed.

“Squad Four to lobby, we are evacing with injured, please have Crashcart standing by for removal,” Hood said into his exterior mike.

There was a hiss of static, then a reply: “We copy, Squad Four, personnel standing by.”

The ride took less than thirty seconds to the lobby floor. The door opened to blinding halogen spotlights, and the squad filed out, towing the racks behind them.

“K-Tog, Squad Four,” the troll said, shielding his eyes. “Our lead took a powerbolt to the chest, might have fractures. Fragging mages.” The troll handed over the unconscious man, then looked back to the lobby leader.

“Report, officer,” the human guard in charge said. “Estimate at least five hostiles trapped in the greenhouse. We managed to retrieve the more valuable plants it looked like they were trying to steal, but then Morgan took that shot and we evaced out just as Squad Two came up— Shouts and the sounds of a - heavy firefight suddenly erupted on every commlink among the sec forces. “Main level, main level, this is Squad Two requesting immediate backup! Have engaged hostiles and are taking heavy fire, repeat heavy fire—” the low roar of what sounded like a burst of flame was heard over the channel, and the transmission cut off.

The lobby leader snapped his fingers and grabbed his subgun, pinning the troll with his eyes. “You four, come back up with us—”

“SOP states that we must secure any at-risk flora outside the greenhouse before it is contaminated by contact with an unfiltered environment.” The troll glanced at the two racks and cart of plants. “We’ll get these stowed and join you back on thirty ASAP.”

The lobby leader gave a resigned huff. “Affirmative. Squad Three, you’re with me. Squad One, secure the perimeter. No one leaves.” The leader took off for the elevator, and the troll and his three companions headed for the shaft that led to the underground levels and the garage, pushing the racks and cart ahead of them.

Inside the elevator, Max handed off her rack to Hood and her fingers began dancing again. “How much time we got?”

“Figure less than a minute for them to get up there and notice that there isn’t any fight going on, and another thirty seconds to clear the greenhouse and realize they’ve been had. We’ll have some seriously fragged sec hot on our tail in about two minutes tops.” Hood slid his bow and quiver out from in between two rows of bushy plants on the cart. He kept them in front of him as he moved to block the camera mounted in the back of the elevator, hiding the fact that they were going to the garage.

“No problem.” Max keyed in one last command. “I love maintenance progs. Love ’em, love ’em, love ’em. Okay, it’s ready.”

“We’re here. Keep your helmets on until we’re clear, and get that eyeball ready.” Hood led the three other “guards” to a nondescript, battered, gunmetal-gray Ares Roadmaster.

“Mmm, plascrete and gasoline, my favorite smells,” Sindje said, wrinkling her nose as she and Khase opened the back doors and unloaded plants into the cargo area. Max jumped into the driver’s seat. Hood handed off the last of the plants and stepped inside, his bulk causing the van to tilt back a few inches before settling down.

“Frag, Hood, you’re so big I oughta make you jog back.” Max stabbed a finger at the elevator doors, causing every light on the level to wink out. The sound of activating mag-locks echoed across the garage. “Good thing I had these seats reinforced. Still can’t believe you talked me into using my own ride.”

“I promised we wouldn’t put a scratch on it. Now go!” Hood made his way through the miniature jungle in the back of the van to the passenger seat and rolled down the window, listening and watching for any sign of pursuit. Max backed up the Ares and headed for the steel exit gate.

“This eyespy program that drek hacker sold me better work—” She let the rest of her sentence trail off as she readied her AR gloves.

“It will.” Hood leaned back in his seat, making it creak in protest under his weight.

The van rolled up to the security checkpoint, and three pairs of eyes riveted on the ork. Max’s index finger twitched. “Downloading the retina image now . . . hacking into the scanner program to overlay it . . . eventually.”

A light blue beam of light shot out from a scanner, playing over Max’s eyes. She sat stone still, letting the beam read her retina. Seconds ticked away, yet nothing happened.

“Should it take—” The troll’s question was answered by (he security gate rolling up, and a pleasant automated voice saying, “Good night, Mr. Touchstone. Security level three has been engaged. There is a matter on floor thirty that requires your attention. Shall I open a channel to the guards on scene?”

Max stabbed the air with her gloves and spluttered in a voice that sounded exactly like the head of the squad that had been taken out, “No!—uh, no. That’s unnecessary, I’ll contact them myself. Uh—thank you.”

“Very well. Have a good evening, Mr. Touchstone.” Although the Roadmaster was built for power rather than speed, Max nearly laid rubber as she squealed out of the garage.

“Hey, careful! Our Johnson said nothing about payment for dead plants.” Hood checked their cargo, seeing Khase and Sindje contorted in strange postures as they each held two pots upright. “Good work, everyone, I think we just scored a clean run.”

“Clean?” Max snorted in derision. “Clean? Who’s your maid. Hood?”

Bright halogen headlights speared through the dark streets and lit up the Roadmaster’s mirrors, causing Max and Hood to shield their eyes from the glare. Two pairs of Nissan Stealth motorcycles flanked the Roadmaster, engines screaming as they accelerated. All four riders drew compact machine pistols and aimed at the van’s sides.

“Frag it, Hood, this run’s been anything but clean.” Sindje glared at him from her position on the floor. “And it ain’t getting better, either!”

Max gunned the engine and cut across a deserted intersection, tires squawking on the pavement as she caught the cycles by surprise. “Whatever you’re gonna do, make it fast. They’ll be back on our hoops in a sec!”














CHAPTER THREE
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“‘Just drive straight!” Hood growled. “The Johnson’ll shove an empty credstick ...”

“Yeah, I know,” Max shot back. “If these plants don’t arrive in perfect shape, no nuyen. That is the least of my worries at the moment.”

She rolled up the window as a squeal cut through the air. Two of the pursuing cycles took the lead, while the other two held position a short way back. One of the closer pair of Stealths gained on her Roadmaster, its front wheel popping up and sparks flying as the rear fender scraped against the street. She floored the accelerator, tapped her left turn signal and then cranked the wheel hard right, leaving the highway. Her simple ploy didn’t work this time, the cycles stuck hard on her tail. Max wove from one side of the road to the other, trying to keep them from pulling alongside. The cycles’ halogen headlights flashed white in her rearview mirror as they wove in and out behind her.

“Many of these will bruise easily, Max. Please try to take care.” Hood had squeezed into the cargo area and managed to position himself so his back was to the driver’s seat. His legs were curled, heels meeting, so his legs formed a large “O” that he’d nested some of the more valuable plants in. His right hand gripped a panel of the van, and his left arm was stretched to support some delicate-looking vegetation in a tray. Khase braced his back against another tray to keep the plants in it from tipping over.

The ork snorted and glanced at her side mirror. “Bruise, Hood? If those sec goons catch us we’ll be more than bruised. We’ll be mulch.” She swore under her breath, a string of rasping words in a language she was certain the troll and the elves didn’t know. Both hands tight on the wheel, she bit her lip, her fangs sinking into the skin as the Roadmaster’s engine wheezed with the sudden strain. She saw the second cycle catch up to the first, and she stomped the accelerator a little harder, clicking her teeth together. The engine made a popping sound and she raised her voice. “This van’s as close to new as I’ll ever own, Hood. You promised—”

“If you just drive straight you’ll keep your van—and the plants—from getting hurt!” The troll snarled when they hit a pothole, sending everyone into the air for a moment. His horns thumped against the roof of the van, denting it. A plant in an oval-shaped pot tipped over, spilling dirt on Khase.

“Dammit, Hood! If you’ve—Incoming!” Max whipped the wheel to the right again, just as bullets ripped into the van’s left side, punching through the stamped metal door and the driver’s window, spraying safety glass across the front seats. Max howled and kept going right, brushing the Roadmaster against the cycle coming up on her right side and sending it up on the sidewalk.

“Watch it!” This came from Sindje. The elf was crouched at the rear of the van, her head raised just enough so she could peek out the back window. “Can’t kill anyone, Max. Can’t afford that heat.”

“Frag that! Those zakhans shot my ride!”

She turned onto a fairly wide street that angled north, heading toward an old bus station, the outline of which Max could see a few blocks ahead. Beyond that, it led toward the heart of Everett, an effective dead end at an old warehouse. Max wanted to lose the cycles well before that. This early in the morning—in this part of the city— few cars were out, and those that were gave the Roadmaster and the cycles a wide berth, turning off on side streets and pulling over as if the ork’s van was a DocWagon speeding to a hospital.

“Bullets, Hood! They’ve put bullet holes in my van. Busted out the windows. You’ve dented the roof with those longhorns of yours. Who’s gonna pay for this, huh? Who in all of—”

“Faster, Max!” Khase cut in. “And they didn’t get all of your windows.” The elf brushed bits of glass off him and righted a few of the plants that had tipped over.

“Faster, Max,” the ork parroted in a nasally tone. “Easy for you to say. I didn’t buy the van for speed.”

“No drek, I think everyone knows that now. Look!” Sindje was still watching the cycles through the back window. They stayed several meters back, side by side, the riders appearing to converse among themselves. In the background, the other two riders held their tail positions. The front cycles stayed even for a moment, until the Roadmas-ter passed the old bus station and appeared to pull ahead just a little. Then the rider who’d pointed to his helmet steadied his bike with his left hand, holstered his gun, and extended his right arm, a trio of snap-blades springing from a forearm sheath. He twisted the accelerator and shot forward, coming up 011 the van’s left side and leaning over.

“Tires!” Sindje shouted. “He’s going for the tires!”

“What—where?” Max looked over to see the glint of steel as the cyclist raised his arm to rip into the Roadmas-ter’s engine compartment. “Oh, VUTl”

At the same time, the second rider veered to the van’s right side, leaned forward until he could barely see above the handlebars as he aimed his machine pistol at the tires on his side.

Sindje whirled to face her brother. “They’re going to—” Her words ended in a thump as she pitched forward, sliding into a cluster of foliage. Although not caught by surprise, Khase did have to steady himself against the wall as everything in the cargo area pitched forward.

Max rammed her foot on the brakes, the Roadmaster shuddering as the antilock system clamped down. The sec guards blurred by, one rider slashing at the air with his snap-blades, the other shooting and hitting only pavement. The two cyclists decelerated as well, popping front wheelies as they spun their bikes around for another pass.

Max spun the Roadmaster in a U-turn, tires screaming in protest against the rain-slick pavement, the powerplant seizing and threatening to quit. “Hood, we can’t take much more of this.” The ork growled deep in her throat, then swallowed hard when she heard metal grating on metal. “C’mon, baby,” she coaxed. “C’mon, c’mon.” Tromping the gas again, the van shot forward in the opposite direction before the cycles were able to catch up. The second pair of cycles split up to avoid the hurtling Roadmaster as it barreled straight for them. Max jerked the wheel and cut down a side street heading past the old bus station, side-swiping a dented Ford Americar double-parked in front of a dilapidated hotel.

“Totaled, totaled, totaled!” Max hollered to no one in particular about her van, not the newly crumpled sedan. Smoke puffed from a crack in the hood, accompanied by a mechanical belching sound. “Hood, my van’s totaled!”

The troll had no reply for that; he just continued to worry about the plants, hunched forward as much as possible, but not able to get his head below the level of the side windows. “Khase, Sinjde, do whatever you can to get these guys off us!”

“Max!” Sindje was looking out the rear windows again. “Two still on us!”

“I see ’em.” The ork glanced in her side mirror, a difficult feat now because it had been mangled from the impact with the Americar, and was dangling from one screw. The sec guards were a block back, one rearing up on the back wheel once more. “The milk run ended with the first bullet hole in my baby. Ain’t enough nuyen in the world for this job, Hood. Awwww, frag, frag, frag!”

Engines roaring, the Stealths sandwiched the van between them, the rider with the blades slashing into the truck’s cowling to get at the engine, the one on the right drawing a bead on the rear tire again.

Max pushed her foot against the floorboard and the Ares’ tires howled. More smoke belched from a crack in the hood, some puffing in through a vent near the glove box, the acrid scent competing with the fragrance of the plants.

“Vut, vut, vut!” The ork pounded her fist against the steering wheel, the horn sounding angrily and not subsiding. “Frag, frag, frag.” The horn continued to bleat as the van plunged through the intersection, narrowly avoiding a construction truck lumbering past. “Somebody take them out, or I’m gonna!”

“Shut that horn off!” Sindje was doing her best to concentrate, trying to tap some magic to help. “Should have done this earlier,” she hissed to herself. The van bounced over another pothole and the elf lost her balance, falling against a tray of plants but righting herself immediately. “I said shut that cachu horn off!”

“Drek, drek, drek.” Max pounded on the steering wheel again, in time with her words. But the horn persisted, mixed now with the sound of a siren.

“Lone Star?” Khase wondered, a frightened look crossing his face. He saw flashing red lights out the back of the van, but they were too high for a Lone Star car or cycle. He caught a glimpse of a DocWagon cutting down a side street and moving out of sight in a heartbeat.

Max spun the van around again, careening off an old C-N Jackrabbit and losing the front bumper in a screech of twisted metal. The impact put the Roadmaster on a collision course with a building marked for demolition. Wrestling for control of the stubborn cargo truck, she whipped past the building, missing it by a hairsbreadth, and headed south.

“Head for Everett,” Khase suggested. “Lose them in the boxy blocks!”

Sindje heard the DocWagon siren fading, heard the Roadmaster’s horn still wailing, though softer now, as if it was losing its voice. She heard her brother polishing his role as a backseat driver, heard Hood gack up something as he brushed some dirt back into a pot. Then all she heard was her heart beating.

It was so difficult to concentrate with all the jostling, but somehow she forced it. For an instant, it felt as if she were folding in upon herself, becoming smaller and smaller and impossibly heavy. Of course, she wasn’t physically changing, she was just focusing on her “center,” as she called it, that part of her that burned with magical energy. She envisioned herself a sunlike ball, denser than anything, impervious to the gunshots that threatened to intrude and the shattering of more glass. It must have been the window in the back door that shattered, because she vaguely registered something stinging her face—like ice crystals in a winter storm. And she vaguely registered her brother calling to her in a worried voice.

Then she thrust all those small distracting noises away and ignored the sting of the glass slivers in her cheeks. There was only the bright ball she had become. Warm and strong, she coerced the psychokinetic force within it to come out and play.

Join me?

In response the ball burned brighter in the back of her mind.

“Where are you going?” This came from Hood. “Max, do you have any idea where you’re driving?”

“At the moment, no. Past the park now. Chinatown maybe.”

“No, I said lose them in Everett! North!” Khase had given up on bracing the plants and used his elbow to knock the last bits of glass away from the edges of the back window. “Down by the bay. Lots of little side streets there.”

“I’m driving here!” The ork drummed her fist against the steering wheel. The horn still wailed.

Shall we play? Sindje suggested.

The elf’s eyes snapped open, wide and glowing and searching the sidewalks behind the speeding van. She held the energy in her mind, sensing it crackle like a straining fire. Indeed, it was willing to play this very early morning.

Yes, I’ll play, the ball crackled.

A moment, she told it, feeling it grow more intense. A moment more.

The cycles were catching up to the van again, which listed to the left as the rear tire, stressed beyond endurance, collapsed with a bang! The horn was still bleating, a whimpering sound now, almost mournful.

A moment.

The van was only a handful of meters ahead of the sec guards now, who were side by side again and conspiring.

Now!

“No!” Khase began crawling out the back window, monofilament whip unspooling from his modified glove. “The other two caught up with us again! All four are on our tail!”

Let’s play!

Sindje formed the psychokinetic force into a lightning bolt, invisible to all but her. It lanced from her mind and struck a streetlight a meter behind the van, shearing through it like a monofilament chainsaw would drop a tree. The pole tipped over and clanged into the street, throwing up a shower of sparks. Another bolt sliced through a light on the opposite side, sending down another barricade. It was called a powerbolt spell, the most potent magic she had mastered. It could have easily taken out the guards, but Sindje couldn’t risk incapacitating the riders and causing them to fall from their bikes, or geeking them outright. Their team didn’t kill—even accidentally. She already knew from this manic chase that the sec guards were skilled enough to stop the cycles before hitting the fallen streetlights.

They’d drive around the poles, she was certain. In fact, they were doing that just now, all four of them, riding up on the sidewalk, two on each side, swerving around streetlights, trash cans, a broken rocking chair and a three-legged table someone had set out for the garbage collector.

Added to the drain her earlier casting had taken out of her, the powerbolt weakened her considerably—the price one paid for using magic—but Sindje would have coerced the mana into action again had she not heard the roof creak above her. She twisted her head. No sign of her brother.

“Khase?”

“He went up top.” Hood gestured with the tip of a horn. “Now how ’bout you make sure those plants don’t spill.”

She grudgingly took Khase’s place, back up against a tray, chin tucked to her neck but eyes glaring up at the troll. “Some run. Some . . . ouch!” She bit her lip as the left rear rim ground against the curb, leaving a trail of sparks behind. The van jumped again when Max took a sharp right down Jefferson. Sindje looked to the back window, fearful Khase might be pitched from the roof and she’d see him fall.

“He’s all right,” Hood grunted. “You know this is a piece of cake for him.”

On the roof, Khase kept his balance with ease, shifting his weight when the van turned, bending his knees as he moved to the rear edge. The rain had faded to early morning mist, though the roof was slippery with accumulated water. The street looked haunted, with faint lights glowing from the windows of an office supply company, a large furniture store and a bar making the pavement glisten darkly. Loud music spilled from an open window, some bluesy piece that he couldn’t make out because of the shrieking sound the rim was making and the whine from the cycles. Above, a comely elf in a silky robe and nothing else leaned over the railing of a third story fire escape balcony, watching the chase. Khase’s deep green eyes met hers, and he winked as the van rounded a corner into another block, this one darker and with fewer streetlights.

“Dear sister, what a fine idea you had to slow our pursuers.” Khase extended his monofilament whip to its illegally modified full length of five meters. Stepping to the right side of the Ares, he cracked it at an approaching streetlight. The lightweight wire wrapped around the pole, with the weight at the end hitting it with a clank. As soon as he heard that, Khase pulled the monofilament back, the wire biting into the pressed metal as the friction from its movement spun it through the pole. Cut through, the streetlight toppled as neatly as the ones felled by Sindje’s spell had, hitting the street in the path of two of the cycles. The motion, coupled with the rain on the roof, almost toppled him, and he crouched to stay standing.

One of the riders managed to jump the pole, but the second was not so lucky. The front wheel ran into the improvised barrier, and he flew over the handlebars, tumbling to a stop in the road. Khase cringed, but let out a deep breath when he saw the man get to his knees and remove his helmet. The second pair of guards farther back hopped on the sidewalks and sped around the pole. One of them gunned his Stealth again and drew up to the corner of the van, the rider drawing a Colt Manhunter and aiming the heavy pistol at Khase.

“Now that isn’t very nice at all.” In one fluid motion, the elf reached down and grabbed the edge where the van’s back window had been, flipped over and landed on the back bumper, which creaked under his feet, threatening to tear loose. With his free arm he cracked his whip at the approaching guard, wrapping it around the barrel off the gun and yanking it out of his hand. Khase snaked the whip out twice more. The first strike split the aerodynamic windshield of the Stealth in half, the second used the weight to

chop off the left handlebar. Two chunks of metal clattered to the pavement as the guard steadied his wobbling cycle while he reached in his jacket for another pistol, this one an Ares Predator IV.

In spite of the man’s attempts to kill him, Khase admired his aptitude at managing the cycle with only one handlebar. Let’s see how well you do with nothing to hold on to, he thought, flicking his whip out again and cutting off the rest of the steering mechanism. The bike wobbled and slid sideways across the street, fenders and wheels scraping and screeching, the rider rolling free and coming up with a shredded uniform and the Predator IV still in his hand. In obvious pain, he still tried to get off a shot at Khase, but the van lumbered out of range before he could fire.

Only two sec guards left.

The van listed farther over, riding completely on a rim now, the tire shredded roadkill strewn along the curb. The steel against the street made the sound of a muted chain-saw, sparks flying and sending up the scent of something that settled uncomfortably in Khase’s mouth. The elf reeled in the whip, and grabbed the bottom of the open rear window with one hand, ignoring a stab of pain in his palm. Then he reached down and grabbed the rear bumper, wrenching it off its mount with a grunt. He looked up to see the third guard leveling a pistol at him.

Khase waggled his eyebrows at the guard and smiled. He was close enough to see the shocked look on the sec man’s face before the adept launched the bumper into the air with all his strength. The guard tried to brake, but moving at eighty kilometers an hour, he had no chance of avoiding the missile. The bumper bounced into his Stealth’s front wheel, locking it with an abrupt jolt. The rider pitched head over heels into the street, rolling to a motionless heap by the side of the road.
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