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Notes

Hey, look, you're back for book 3! Excellent! The usual
disclaimer: if you some how found Dark Reflectiorirst, it
would be really, really helpful for you if you went back
and read Crossfireand Inner Demondirst. | won't s ay it'll
be impossibldo follow this story if you start with it , but
it'll be pretty difficult.

Not much needs to be said hergi once again, it will be
helpful if you're familiar with the world of ~ Shadowrunand
parti cularly with the adventure module s Harlequinand
Harlequin's Backthe Dragon Heart Trilogynovels by Jak
Koke, and the Earthdawn Horrors sourcebook by Robin D.
Laws.

Also, let me reiterate my shamless beg for feedback. |
love hearing what y'all think of the stories. If you have
anything to say, please feel free to send it to
rat@dragonwriter.net.

fi Rat, May 2012
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"He who fights with monsters,
should look to it that he himself
does not become a monster.

And when you gaze long into an abyss,
the abyss also gazes into you."
--FriedrichNietzsche
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Prologue

In the darkness, a dragon screamed.

It seemed as though he had been screaming fdorever
screaming, falling, twisting end over end, his body buffeted by
chill winds that cut through him like sha#fponed knives. The
sounds of his own screams mingled in his mind with the shrieks
of the wind and tte cries @f what? He did not know. They
echoed around him, bouncing off, passing through him as if
there was nothing left of his physical body, but only the essence
of what he had been.

The falling continued as the agony of the wind lanced into
his bleedig body, opening wounds, searing flesh, eating
through him, consuming hifih he closed his eyes, trying to
block it out, trying to think only of his redemption, of the fact
that he had finally ended the thing that had begun so long ago
with his father. The pa could not go on forever. The bdidy
even a body as strong and powerful as his own hadi bemrid
only take so much punishment before the light of life ceased
within it.

Still the screams persist@écis own and those around him.
The echoes were mocking hiaising their foul voices to meet
his, matching the tone and pitch of his cries, dancing around
him and then flitting away in the wind. In contrast to his own
ungraceful tumbling they seemed at home in the wicked winds,
riding the currents like malevolésurfers. There was a sense of
anticipation in the air. Something was going to happen.
Something big. Their eyes followed him hungrily, though he
could not see their bodies. There were only brief impressions,
quickly lost.

He did not know how long he lfeTime and space seemed
fluid, at the same moment immeasurably vast and unbearably
claustrophobic. Clamping his eyes shut once again, he forced
himself to clear his mind, to allow the pain to wash over him
and move on, to wait. It would be over soon. blisther was
safe. His brother's friendisthe very friends he had sworn on
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numerous occasions to FKilwere safe. He had redeemed
himself. There was nothing to fear now. He would continue on
to the next plane of existemcavhatever that proved to be
with clearconscience and free mind. He clung to that thought
in desperation, as the one anchor remaining to him. Soon it
would be over.

The falling stopped.

There was no crash, no final shriek of agony as the
momentum slammed his body down at the bottom of thenth
impaled on spiked rocks or sinking into a quagmire of infinite
depth. Instead, there was simplyothing. No feeling. No
sound. N@& being?

He opened his eyes cautiously. All around him it was dark,
the deep velvet blackness that tightens the eyesegdrihto
force even the tiniest bit of light from it and fail. He could not
feel the ground beneath him. He could not feel the pain of his
body. In fact, he could not feel his body at all. It was as if he was
floating in some void. Was this what existedree bottom of the
Chasm? Nothingness? And if so, why was he still conscious?
Why was he still alive?

Was he still alive?

One by one, tiny lights began to pick their way out of the
blackness, like stars winking on. Around him, whispers
formedi the smallst of sibilant sounds, incoherent and
unintelligible. They were drawing closer, as the little lights were
getting bigger. Something was approaching. He tefmsedias
a strange feeling, tensing when one could not feel one's body. It
was more as ifhisminde ns e di.i sO Whhoer e 2?6 He
hear his voice, only feel the impression of it inside his
consciousness. He wondered if the thing had heard him, and
then wondered if that concept was even a valid one here.

The whispers got louder, and he became athatdt was
not anitfi it was athey, and they were chuckling to each other.

It was not a pleasant sound. It was, in fact, the sound of a large
number of small and furtive predators circling a bit of prey that
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they already knew was theirs. The essencecaf playing with
a wounded bird.

The darkness lifted all at once for just a moment, and with
it his confusion. He only got the briefest glimpse, but a
glimpsé a visual referenéewas not what he needed here.
That was not at all necessary to his comprebensf the
situation. All at once he knew where he was, and why he was
heréi and what was very, very wrong. The blackness engulfed
him once again.

In the darkness, a dragon screamed as the sensation of
falling began anew. He knew now that, despite hismgtien,
the only thing that awaited him was hell.
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In hell there is no time.

In hell there exists nothing but unrelieved torment
punctuated by periods of nothingness. There was no
frame of reference for either the periods of torment or
those of nothingness, because the concept of the passing
of time was as unfamiliar here as was the concept of
happiness or joy or peace.

Existence simply was.

Eternally, without relief or respite.

Even the concept of herewas a nebulous one, for the
scene constantly shiftedf it was as if he existed (or did he
even exist at all? What constituted eisce?)n the midst of
a miasma of shifting perceptions, sick greenish light and
impenetrable darkness, drifting in the void during those
times when he was not being tormented, then ripped back
to a sort of hyper-consciousness when they returned to
him.

He had never believed in hell. Among his kind, bred
from the moment of their hatching with the idea that they
would be immortal, that they would be masters of the
world in which they lived, the concept of a place of
eternal torment had seemed to him to be just another
superstition the young races had come up with to help
them make sense of their infinitesimally brief spans of life.
After all, of what use was an afterlife to beings who were
never meant to die?

He wondered, sometimes, what the young races
would think had any of their members been subjected to
what had become his existence. If they were able to
experience even the briefest of it and then return back to
their fellows, what would that have done to their pre -
existing concepts? He did not know, and in truth did not
care. His thoughts were rarely that coherent. Theydid not
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give that the chance to occur often. He felt fragmented, as
if parts of him were irrevocably gone and other parts had
drifted off, tantalizingly in sight but only just out of his
reach. He wondered how he was able to think at all.

This had not been the way it was to have happened.
He was not to have been here. His mind should not have
remained consciousii even what little consciousness of
which it was capable at this timefi following the plunge
he had made into the Chasm. He had been meant to die.
That was what he had wanted. To die. To wash away,
once and for all, the sins of his father, of himselffi to leave
as the final mark of his existence the fact that he had
redeemed himself.

Was this the reward for his sacrifice?

He did not allow himself bitter thoughts like that
anymore. Briefly, at the beginning, such thoughts had
crept to him like furtive creatures, attempting to take root
in his consciousness. For awhile, he had let them. But then
he had become aware thattheyii the small creeping things
that delighted in his torment fi approved of such thoughts.
The thoughts, in some way he did not understand,
seemed to strengthen them. As soon as he realized that,
he had banished them from his mind. He had not truly
believed them anyway, which had made it easier to send
them away. He still felt pride in what he had done. His
brother had been innocent. Everything he had held
against his brother had been colored through his own
perceptions, and all of it had been because he had been
unwilling to see the truth. Now that he had seen it, it was
one of the few things that comforted him.

They hated the comfort. The torment increased
whenever he thought of such things. When they caught
him at it, their efforts increased until he either bloc ked out
the thoughts or allowed his mind to drift away. He did
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not wish to do either, but sometimes he did not have a
choice.
He was weakening. He could tell.

At some point, they seemed to tire of him. The time
between nothingness and torment increased, or at least he
thought it did, and the periods where he floated became
longer. Slowly, ever so slowly, he began to gather what
little strength he had. He did not know why he was
gathering it, but even now strength was important to him.
He had always been strong. He did not think he could
fight them fi this was their domain and he did not know
its rulesi but still he focused his concentration and
waited. For what, he did not know A but he waited.

And then the idea came to him.

He was surprisedfi again, it was not an accurate term
because emotionper sewvas no longer something of which
he was capabldi that he had not thought of it before. It
was such a simple idea. It was his only hope. And yet, it
had taken so long for it to occur to him.

Now he had a focus for his strength. He tried not to
think of them to hope that they would not come back to
torment him, for sometimes even thinking of them
brought them down upon him. Instead, he continued to
concentrate his energies.

It would be dangerous. For him it did not m atterfi the
concept of danger, of something more horrific than that
which had already occurred, did not enter his mind fi but
it could be dangerous for his brother as well. He did not
wish to involve his brother. He was safe. He was back
home with his friends fi the humans he himself had hated
a very long time ago, but now all of that seemed
irrelevant i safe and free, partially because of whathehad
done. He had ensured it. Now would he take the chance
of putting that at risk?
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I must. | cannot bear this any longdfe will understand.

He narrowed his focus still further. It became his
world within the confines of the world in which he
already existed.

| must succeed.

They watched him from afar. They did not smile,
because things such as they could not smile, bu the effect
was the same nonetheless. They also did not communicate
with each other in any language that could be
comprehendedf their messages back and forth consisted
largely of impressions, images, and dark emotions.

They watched him with pleasure. They had thought
that if they left him alone long enough his desperation
might grow to the point that he would try something like
this. It was what they had counted on.

It was what they had prepared for.

Their plans were proceeding exactly as they had
desired.

As their captive continued to marshal his strength,
believing himself to be unseen and unmonitored, they set
about putting the finishing touches on their end of the
plan.

The captiveds effort at
planes would be successfufi oh, yes. He would indeed
communicate with his brother.

But fully unbeknownst to him, there would be an
extra component added to that communication. A
component that would allow th em to at last reach the one
they sought and set their plan in motion.

Within one of them, the tiny fragment of the one who
had died with the captive was especially pleased.
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3.

Kestrel settled back in her chair, set her drink on the
table alongsideittand si ghed with cont er
get much better than this.

Her gaze skimmed over the big room, which was
crowded with apresski revelers drifting from group to
group, forming and re -forming little conversation knots,
enjoying the beautiful evening. Past them, a huge floor-to-
ceiling window afforded a spectacular view of the moonlit
peaks beyond.

It was a perfect end to a perfect day. She smiled,
gracefully propping her soft -boot-clad feet up on a low
table, finally allowing herself to relax. She wa s tired, but it
was the good, invigorating sort of tired that came from a
long day of exercise. She must have made twenty runs
down the slopes today, each one better than the last. Now,
after a magni ficent di nner a
restaurant, she was ready to see what the night would
bring.

Across the room, cornered by the stairs with the look
of amusement in his eyes visible even from this distance,
Gabriel had been surrounded by a small collection of ski
bunnies who appeared to be hanging on his every word.
Kestrel chuckled. It was the strangest thing about going
places with Gabriel: he was one of the only people she
knew who tended to get more attention than she did from
a crowd. She had had no shortage of it herself tonight; in
fact, she had already made a mental hierarchy of the
numerous men who had expressed interest in spending
the evening with her and chosen the one she was
planning to approach a little later, but her popularity was
nothing compared to that of her traveling companion.
From wh ere she was sitting, Kestrel could see that he was
being his usual polite, cheerful self, neither encouraging
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nor discouraging the attention. She knew he had a way of
making every person with whom he spoke feel like she
was the only one there, and he was wsing it to its utmost
right now.

She was just glad to see
been a foregone conclusion of late.

They had been here for two days, and they were
planning to leave tomorrow. Planning only, though,
because they were on no set itineray. If they felt like

|l eaving, they would move on; i

for awhile longer. Kestrel wondered if Gabriel would
wanttostay longeris hedd had a hard
he had never been on skis before, given the prowess he
had shown foll owing his polite attention to her first
attempts at giving him a few lessons. She smiled to
herself, remembering how he had nodded, then taken off
with the fearless abandon of a little boy, executing
daredevil maneuvers and flinging up snow from his
edges. Okay, so his technique still needed a lot of work,
but for sheer fun he appeared to have it nailed in short
order. They had spent the last couple of days skiing
together, with Kestrel working on polishing her skills and
delighting in revealing yet another aspect of the world to
him, and Gabriel simply looking for ways to get down the
mountain faster than before. She had given up worrying
about him after he had emerged from tumbles that would
have crippled a human skier with snow in his hair, a big
grin on his face, and a look back toward the top of the
mountain as i f gauging how
eschewed the ski lift and just flew up there. Kestrel had
laughed, shrugged, and given up. Dragons!

She sighed, taking another sip of her brandy (it was
excellent brandyfi she could get used to this jetset
lifestyle) and taking another look around the room. She
picked out each of the four men she had her eye on,
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identifying which ones seemed to have already paired off
with someone, and then her eyes onceagain settled on
Gabriel. He had moved over to the bar, and his throng of
admirers were trying to be subtle about following. She
noticed that occasionally one of them would take a furtive
and puzzled glance over toward her, then look away
when she realized Kestrel had noticed. Kestrel knew why,
too: since the two of them were nearly inseparable during
the day, it only stood to reason that they must be a couple.
But t heyctldiildendda coupl e. Kestr e
reason to enlighten them, since itred 'y wasnot a
their concernfi and besides, it was more fun to let them
figure it out.

She was pleased at how well he was coming along
following the horrific events that had taken place a little
over five months ago. She knew it was not easy for
anyone to lose a mentor and a brother in such a short
time, but for a Great Dragon, who expected that both he
and his contemporaries would live essentially forever, it
was a particularly crushing blow. Kestrel knew that the
only thing that comforted him about the situation was the
knowledge that his brother Stefan had died sacrificing
himself to prevent the Enemyfi the things that Ocelot and
Winterhawk and the others called the Horrors ii from
crossing over to this plane and wreaking endless
destruction. But that still di dndt make it ea
knew it still hurt Gabriel. Hell, it still hurt  her, and she had
barely known Stefan and not known Telanwyr at all. In
the time since Gabriel had returned after taking off on his
own for three mont hs f odtidnowi n
Kestrel had noticed that he occasionally seemed restless,
especially in his sleep. When she asked him about it,
t hough, he had told her he wa
worry. In fact, he spent more time worrying about her
nightmares than he did about his own. He had done what
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he could to help, but short of removing the memories
entirely (which he was capable of doing but which Kestrel
had declined, saying she would rather have bad
memories than no memories) he could only comfort and
reassure her that it was over.

She had not regretted for a moment accepting his offer
to go traveling the world with him. When he had returned
to her, telling her that he needed to get away from Seattle
because there were too many ghosts there and offering
her the chance togo with him, she had not hesitated to
accept. Now, two months later, she was very happy she
had done so. Aside from the f.
was healthy for him to be alone, she was having the time
of her life. The trip had been as therapeutic for her as it
had for him.

It had definitely been an experience. Traveling with a
young Great Dragon who was possessed of enough
curiosity about the world to keep a whole shopful of cats
busy was a lot different from hopping on the tour bus
with Mr. and Mrs . John Q. Public from Branson, Missouri.
So far in the past two months, they had visited ancient
druidic ruins in Wales, ridden camels in Morocco, toured
pyramids in Egypt, gone fishing in a small village on the
coast of China, driven far too fast on the Autobahn in
Germany (Kestrel suspected that this might have been
Gabriel 6s favorite part of t h
Africa, and sampled numerous local cuisines ranging
from insects to squid to thing
wanted to think about too hard. And now here they were
in an exclusive little ski chalet in Switzerland, where they
had arrived after Kestrel had remarked in Africa that she
wanted to go somewhere coldfor a change. He had asked
where that was and she had made a flippant remark
about skiing in the Alps. At least she had thoughtit was
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flippant until he had gone off and returned a few minutes
later bearing tickets.
Yeah, not your average traveling buddy.
Kestrel finished the last of the brandy and started to
rise with the inten t to get a refill when she noticed Gabriel
coming toward her. Smiling, she settled back and waited
for him to thread his way through the crowd. The ski
bunnies, noting his destination, decided to find other
things to do elsewhere, so by the time he arrived at her
chair, he was alone. OHiIi, 6 she
chair across from hers. OHow
going so far?6é
He returned her smile, dropping gracefully into the
indicated chair and running a hand back through his hair.
OWel | , 6aid, hhés bright violet eyes showing
amusement and a |little exasper
gotten four comm codes, two room keys, five offers of
lunch tomorrow, one marriage proposal, one offer of a
contract to model underwear...and the gentleman over
there in the gray turtleneck wants to show me his

etchings. You?b¢

ol should be so lucky, d she
you going to take anyone up on
ol 811 think about it, o he s
seriousness. 0l ve noovercherd y ol
forawhileiar e you all right?2¢96
Kestrel nodded. 0l dm fine. [
what | want to do with my even

suggested that she had the general idea, she was just as
yet unsure on the specifics.

0Ah. 6 Gaiblrecd!l amsd rose. oWel |
tone clearly showed that he expected that she would.

ol hear theydre going to be
skiing tonight. It might give you some more time on the
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slopes before we leave tomorrow. If we dr e | eav
tomorrow, 6 she added.

He shook his head. ol think
|l 6ve been feeling a bit tired
sure you were al/l right before

She looked at him with some concern. This was the
first time in quite awhile that Gabrie | had admitted to
being in anything but tyop 6s ba

okay?6¢6

0l dm fine, 6 he assured her,
her shoulder gently. 0OA good n
of it.o6 His eyes twinkled. o0Do

up if you bring a friend back to your room. | expect to be
dead to the world tonight. o
She chuckled. An odd relationship indeed, and she
woul dndt have it any other way
see you in the morning. 6
0Breakfast? Thereds a Ildiottl e
0ltds a date. o
He nodded, and with one last smile turned to go. She
watched him a little wistfully as he moved with nimble
grace back through the crowd, never seeming to touch
anyone and making it | ook effortless. She continued to
watch him until he had disappeared up the stairway
toward the suites, and then directed her attention back to
the crowd, once more noting the positions of her potential
compani ons. She didndt nor mal |
toni ght she felt i nexplicably
but she was surprised to find herself wishing that Ocelot
was here. It was the one thing that was missing, and
Gabr i el 0 oromotedecdrdtely did not wish to i
give it to her. She respected tha t , although sh
always happy about it. A little male companionship
would be just the thing to finish off the night.

20 | R. L. KING



In the end she was pleased to find that her first choice
was equally interested in her, and had been watching her
from the other side of the room for most of the night. His
name was JeanPaul, and he was one of the ski instructors
at the chalet. She drifted over toward him, and a
challenging smile was all it took to initiate the contact.
They spent the next half-hour or so talking i he told her
about his year as an alternate on the Swiss Olympic ski
team, she told him about her travelsfi but it was clear that
both of them primarily had one goal in mind for the
evening. It did not take long before they were headed to
JeanPaul s &ge about e&kilometar away from the
chalet. As they drove, Kestrel idly noted that with his long
blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, Jean -Paul reminded
her very much of Ocelot. She wondered if that was why
he appealed to her.

It was much later that nig ht when Kestrel awoke. For
a moment she wasnot sure wher
felt JeanPaul 6 s warm arm wrapped a
chest rising and falling under her head and she knew. She
smiled, remembering the earlier part of the evening with
pleasure. It had been just what she needed. She snuggled
up a little closer and pulled up the heavy comforter over
them, preparing to drift once again off to sleep.
60Juliana. . .o
Kestrel stiffened as the soft voice sounded in her mind
and she immediately recognized it. She realized that she
had heard it before, and recently. Could it have been what
had awakened her? 0Gabriel ?6 s
the room with them? How coul d

type tofi

oJuliana...please. . .0

Kestrel sat upright, eyes wide o pe n. 0Gabri el
whi spered again. oWhat is it?
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Next to her, JeanPaul stirred, mumbled something
unintelligible that sounded like French, repositioned his
arm, and went back to sleep.

OPl ease. .. somet hNowg the .wiceo n g .
drifted, almost as if he were still asleep, but there was an
edge of fear to it as well.

Kestrel didnoét wait for mor e
leaping out of bed, her low -light cybereyes aiding her in
plucking her clothes from the disorderly heap next to it,
shrugging into them at full jacked speed.

JeanPaul stirred again, this time opening his eyes

blearily. o0Kestrel? What is it

ol have to go,d she said ger
jeans. oO0Thanks for a wemder f ul
now. 0

0Go?6 His voice-awdeepuszy)| |
where?6
She realized that she was a kilometer away from the

chalet and it was f{Paubliidgeednty o u't
borrow your car, al/l right?6

He | ooked at her séspiciousl:

ol have to get back to the
taking on an edge of desper a
Somebodyds in troublel!d

0Jul i @me.e. . mor e Gabriel 6s n e
voice drifted through her consciousness. 0. . . hel
me...please. .. 0

0 P | e JeanPaul! Either let me borrow it or drive me
back! 6

Something in her tone seemed to get through to Jean
Paul, convincing him that if he did not act, she would take
the car without his permission i or go running off into the
frozen ni ght . sadl|He nodded) Hotvn 6 h ¢
toward his clothes on the fl oo
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Leave it at the chalet, in the car park...but be careful. The
roads arefi 6

But Kestrel wasnot l' i stening

his second sentence, she had fished the key frm his
pocket and was heading for

t he

Paul. Thanks for everything. 6

JeanPaul watched the door for a moment, then

shrugged, sinking back to the pillows with a chuckle. 0 L e s

Amer i c &né mutered .todhimself, then slipped back
off to sleep with visions of his evening with Kestrel in his
mind.

Kestrel wasnot thinking
would have done Gabriel and his daredevil driving
techniques proud with her trip back to the chalet. She
drove the car at a higher rate of speed than was safe on
the treacherous icy roads, flinging it through curves with
a combination of enhanced strength and sheer cussed
willpower. Her mind was on nothing but Gabriel,
wondering what could be wrong with him that he woul d
reach out to her as he had. Was he having a particularly
virulent nightmare? Was something attacking him? The
latter hardly seemed likely, since there was very little on
Earth that would be foolish enough to challenge a Great
Dragon, and less still that one could not deal with
effectively without having to call in human aid.

When she rounded the last bend and brought the car
to a skidding stop in some random position in the car
park, she noticed that all looked well at the chalet itself. It
still looked like it belonged on a picture postcard, nestled
in the foothills of the Al ps, presided over by the enormous
full moon that hung high overhead. There were no alarms
sounding, no lights other than the normal perimeter
lights, no obvious threats. She leaped out of the car,
slammed the door shut, and pounded across the car park,
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taki ng the steps up to the chal e
time. The few people who still remained in the greatroom
taking in the last warmth of the dying fire looked up at
her with expressions of surprise, but she was already
gone almost before they had naticed her, flying up the
stairs toward the suites.
His voice was still in her mind as she fumbled with
the code and flung open the door, her gaze darting back
and forth as if she expected to see an intruder.
The suitebs |iving room was
0@briel?6 Kestrel call ed, ru
his room. It was closed, but from experience she knew it
would not be locked. She knocked anyway, insistently.
0Gabriel, answer me! Are you a
ono...help me.. .50
That was it. She threw open the door and moved
swiftly inside, instinctively popping her hand razors. She
wished she had a firearm, but even as she wished it she
knew it would do her no good. If something was
threatening Gabriel, the fact that she was or was not
armed with an SMG would n ot make any difference at all.
She needndt have worried. Th
room.
Nothing, that is, except Gabiriel.
He was in bed, moving fitfully around, his head
thrashing violently from side to side. His teeth were
gritted, and sweat stood out on his chest and forehead in
little droplets that caught the moonlight through the

roomds big window. His hands w
Immediately she was beside him, trying to take his
hand. 0Gabriel! Wake up! Youdr

He did not seem to hear her. He continued to thrash,
and Kestrel could still hear the message he was
broadcasting to her, growing more insistent as time went
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on. His hair was soaked, stuck to his forehead; his eyes
were clamped tightly shut.
0Gabriello Hesed incwlunhe as sher e a
sheathed her razors and captured his shoulders, one in
each hand, pressing them back
up! ltds me, Kestrel! I dm here
She was shocked at the feel of hinfi his skin was hot,
sweat-slicked, feverish. From the dampness of the sheets
and the pillow under his head, he had been at this for
some time. O0Gabriel! Pl ease an
For a moment it seemed as if he would not answer.
His whole body stiffened as a shudder ran through him,
and his eyes flew open, staring up at her unseeingly.
0 He | pe.whispéred. Then his head dropped back to the
pillow and his body went limp under her hands.
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4.

The opening night of the long -anticipated Kenny Zane
concert was sold out, of course.

It had been sold out for almost three months,
following the fastest round of ticket sales since Maria
Mercurial s comeback tour two
than five minutes (owing largely to the diehard fans and
even more diehard ticket scalpers buying up blocks over
the Matrix), every available ticket had been snatched up.

Even the seats off to both sides of the stage, normally not
sold because of the poor visibility, were eagerly grabbed
when the promoter had decided to put them on sale after
seeing how fast the rest of the tickets were going.
Al though greed on the promot e
factor, there was a bit of prudence involved as well: these
fans knew their venues, and there would have been a
near-riot if every potential spot for a fan to pla nt his or her
posterior hadnodt been made ava

The only reason that all/l t he
way into fans® hands -saletdatda n a
was because the ticket brokers had wisely chosen to hold
on to some of their offerings until closer to the concert
date, assuming correctly that when unfortunate Zane fans
had been whipped into the proper fever pitch of desire
and faced with the prospect of having to miss theevent of
their lives due to lack of tickets, they would be willing to
pay almost anything to remedy the situation. By a week
prior to the concert good seats were going for four figures,
and even the cheap seats were commanding prices in the
high threes.

The four men stationed in various places around the
concert v e paid dor thea tckelst In fact, they
di dn 0t hawtickets. What they did have, hanging
around their necks on unbreakable chains, were objects
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that a sizable percentage of the crowd in attendance

would have cheerfully committed mayhem to obtain:

golden, hol ographic OALL AREASGO s
had quickly learned to tuck said passes inside their coats

before venturing out among the fans.

0See anything out there yet
broke through the crowd noise, carried to the tiny
earpiecesworn by his three companions. He, along with
Joe, was currently backstage, where little knots of people
scurried madly around trying to make sure everything
was operational before curtain time half an hour later.

ONot unl ess you <countnda thur
i mpress each other by seeinbd
Ocel otds tone was a bit sour;
the possible exception of Joe he was getting a little old for
this sort of thing and would have preferred to spend his
evening doing something a little calmer i like getting into
a bar fight.

ONothing. 6 ShadoWraith, -as u
monotone; his post was at the back of the venue, keeping
an eye on the fans who were coming in past the bank of
detectors: metal, weapon, and chemicd. From the look of
things, t he concertéos organi z
attention to chemicals of the pharmaceutical variety; they
seemed far more interested in those with a more explosive
pur pose. So far OWraith had se
men pulled out of line and searched, but he had relaxed
when nothing more than firecrackers had been
confiscated.

Ocel ot sighed. ol f theyo6re g
that this would be the place.
want to end up fadudddovthe@extt hi s
mont h. o6

0l 8m with you on that one, 0
was slouched casually out of the way next to the entrance
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to the dressing rooms, watchin
attendants, hangerson, and instrument technicians
moved back and forth performing their duties.
0OYeah, 6 Joe put in. OAnd bes
|l east wedbre close to home. 6 He
buffet table, pausing occasionally to fortify himself as he
kept an eye on the other side of the backstagearea.
6Hawk started to answer, but
man approaching him. Medium height, middle aged but
trying desperately to hide it, the man was dressed in a suit
that was just a bit too young for him. He had a slight
paunch and nervouseeygeanyoOhiane
he demanded as he drew up next to Winterhawk.
The mage shook his head, trying to look encouraging.
ONot vyet, Mr. CarsonlfBahydbnﬁ
going to happen tonight, edl |
Just calm yourself. This should be an enjoyable night for
you. Let us do what youdve hir
Winterhawk could forgive Timothy Carson his nerves:
after what the man had been through so far, it was a
wonder that he was here at all. It was an even greater
wonder that t he Kenny Zane concert had managed to get
off the ground. The accidents had not occurred at every
concert performed by someone Timothy Carson managed,
but there had been enough of them that the man had
every reason to be concerned. So far this year there hd
been four, each one increasing in its intensity until the
last, a month ago, had resulted in ten young fans of a
rather obscure girl group being trampled when someone
had set off the fire alarm in the middle of a concert. The
injuries had been minor, but Carson was all too aware
that they could have been much worse.
It was shortly after that point that Carson had made
the decision that he needed to supplement the regular
security force at his artistsé
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a bit more professional. He had done some searching and,
through a few of his less above-board contacts, had
discovered the team that he had now retained. After
hearing about their work with Maria Mercurial, The
Shadows, and the Dark Angel situation, he had
determined that they were exactly what he needed to
keep things safe.

Apparently he had been right. The team had been
working with him for almost a month now, and the two
concerts that had already taken placei a death-metal
band called The Entrails at a small club in San Franciso
and a retro-folk combo called Mother and the Slugs at an
oversized coffee house in Vancouveri had gone off
without so much as a stubbed toe. Carson had been
pleased, but his nervousness was still mounting. He knew
what was to come.

Kenny Zane was the biggest act Carson had ever had
the good fortune to manage, even counting the
unfortunate Twyla Ellindel, whose tragic death two years
ago at the height of her popularity had cast ripples
throughout the recording industry. In the months
following that death, the agent, distraught over the loss of
someone he had not only represented but mentored, had
contented himself with the remaining acts in his stable, all
of which were minor -league talents at best. He had been
sure that he would never have the opportunity to
represent someone like Ellindel again and had resigned
himself to it.

Enter Kenny Zane, almost exactly one year ago.
Carson had not been expecting to make a discovery the
night he had ducked into the little Los Angeles club to kill
a couple of hours before his plane left for Seattle. The
young troll, despite performing with a band consisting of
some decentbut-not-great musicians he had met on the
club scene, managed to light up the room with the driving
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beat and sheer outright feelingof his music. Carson had
watched, amazed, as Zane and his guitar had time after
time transcended the mediocrity of his backup group, not
only sounding fantastic himself but somehow making
themsound better as well. It was clear by the look of bliss
on t he tr dhelwasdovifgaverg mihute af what
he was doing, and it was every bit as clear that the crowd
was too.

Carson had wasted no time approaching Zane at the
bar after the set was over; it turned out that the troll had
no particular ties to LA and had drifte d out here from

back East because hedd heard t

better. An hour later, Carson had signed him to an
exclusive contract, and two weeks later he was in the
studio (with a different band) recording his first album.

The rest, as they |y, was history.

Zaneds de bviorsterehbddbivedrup to its name
by becoming a runaway hit, topping the charts and
propelling the slightly bewildered but very happy Zane to
instant stardom. His popularity crossed all metatypes: he
was one of the few troll artists who had been able to break
out of t he 0goblin rockéo
mainstream audiences, a fact which was no doubt aided
by the fact that his music was a powerful combination of
thundering beat and literate, melodic lyrics. Zane hims elf

was humbl e about his success

gel

boyé behavior that was al most

(especially troll rock stars).

Ti mot hy Carson coul dndt
Suddenly he was managing one of the most sought-after
acts onthe music scene, and things could go nowhere but

up from here. Z a nTeedTavo of dewas d

tearing up t he charts and
accompanying tour could be anything but a massive hit as
well. Life was good.
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That was about the time the problems had started
happening.
First it had been small things, like misplaced
instruments, malfunctioning connections, and other
similar but minor nuisances. As time had gone on,
though, the incidents had grown more serious until they
had culminated in the trampling injuries to the ten young
girls. Carson had given the team a rundown of everything
that had happened; before he had hired them, he had
cooperated fully with law enforcement in the towns
where the incidents had emcur |
able to turn up anything. Most of them seemed convinced
(at least up until the fire alarm episode) that the problems
were the result of nothing more than coincidence.
Carson was not convinced, which was why
Wi nterhawk, Ocel ot , J o kegping nd ¢
an eye on the place. Carson believed, and the four runners
concurred, that if somebody was trying to sabotage his
acts, there was no better time for something big,
spectacular, and potentially dangerous than during
Carsonds biggeomdertevar.t 6s bi ggest
The fans continued to filter in. There was a certain
urgency about their movements now, because there were
still quite a number of them outside in line and everyone
who was not yet inside was worried that the concert
would start withoutthem i f t hey di dndt hur
security guards did their jobs keeping the lines orderly,
processing people through the detectors, and making an
effort to quickly deal with anyone who set off the
detectors with something innocuous. It was not
magnanimity o n their part: most of these guards worked
here every night and had seen just about everything, but
they were all acutely aware of the problems they could
have on their hands if they d
seats as quickly as possible.
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Off to the side , OWraith continued 't
gaze roving over the faces. He could not watch everyone,
of coursefi there were just too many of themf but he had
been in the shadowrunning business long enough that he
knew how to spot potential warning signs such as furtive
expressions, attempts to get around the detectors, or
simply that difficult to-quant i fy qgual ity
suspicious. 6 He glanced gui ck
Twenty minutes to go. The radio crackled in his ear.
OAnything in backdé |1t was Oce
ONothing. 6 O6Wraithds tone wa
watching this unending stream of overexcited teens and
twentysomethings hurrying past his scrutiny, he did
nothing to show it.
0l dm thinkind theydve either
t h e ynpto bet ih close to the start time so maybe the
guards dondt pay as much atten
0Yes. Nothing in the crowd?¢6
ONope. 6 Ocel ot &6s job was t o
crowds of spectators, using a carefully-calibrated listening
devicetot ry to pick out any suspic
far most of 6em are talkind al
gonna be, how much dope they can score, and what their

chances are of getting |l ai d a
didndét answer, hekeephkdokudgh
owil |l join you soon, 6 O6Wrait

member of their group, the one of whom they were all

well aware of but did not check with often because she

was offsite and would speak up if the noticed anything,

was T.C. Pip, the decler they subcontracted with when

t hey needed services that 6
connection coul dndt provi de.
Matrix traffic in and out of the venue, including the

security systems and reporting in if she saw anything out

of the ordinary. So far she had been so quiet they
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contacted her occasionally just to make sure she was still
there.

ONothing. o6 Her voice came ba
OEverything | ooks fine.é

0Good. Thank you. o6 As agreed
remain where he was until they closed the doors, then
come into the hall to suppl eme
would do the same, while Winterhawk would prowl
around the backstage areas and use his astral scouting
abilities to keep watch on the network of scaffolding and
rigging up above the stage. They hoped that, with the
addition of the not -inconsiderable security force who
came with the venue (quietly beefed up a bit from its
usual numbers by Carson, ostensibly because of the
popul arity of Zaned soffanyting, t h
untoward and fi with any luck at all i catch whoever was
responsible for the attacks so everyone could get on with
their lives.

Backstage, Winterhawk had just returned from one of
his astral passes; he had been slumped into a chair pushed
off into a back corner of the backstage area where nobody
would disturb him. Joe noticed him and gave him a
guestioning look.

6 Hawk shook his head. ol C
Whoever our saboteurs ar e, t h
theydre keeping v espent muahwimeds He
checking out the main concert hallfi the astral energy
there made it difficult for him to pick out any particular
individual aura, and besides, all that youthful exuberance
gave him a headache. Instead, he had concentrated on the
non-public areas: backstage, the corridors leading to the
venueds administrative offices
rigs, under the stage itself, and other such places where
someone might choose to secret him or herself until it
was time to act. He had found nothing out of the

DARK REFLECTION | 33



ordinaryi a few technicians making last-minute
adjustments to the lightbars above the stage, their auras
focused and professional and a little bored, a couple of
corporate suit types grabbing a quickie in one of the
venue offices, and several searity guards patrolling their
rounds. 6 Hawk checked each p €
oddnesses in their auras, but they had either been more
adept than he thought they were at hiding such things or
else, more likely, they simply were what they appeared to
be and thus were not worth a second look.

0l 8m gonna go do another rolL
guess | should get out front soon. Will you be okay back
here by yourself?6 As the only
was actually interested in seeing the concert, Joe founl it a
bit hard to believe that Winterhawk was not displeased
that he was the only one of the four who would have to
experience it from backstage.

The mage nodded. 0 Of cour se
anything exciting happens back here. I 6

He stopped because Joe wasr
anymore. In the space of a couple of seconds a palpable
aura of excitement had come over the backstage area as a
figure came sweeping in from the hallway leading to the
dressing rooms.

Flanked by Carson and aman in a flashy suit, Kenny
Zane towered over most of the humans and orks who
made up the backstage crew. Behind them, like a pack of
hyenas following a predator, trailed an entourage of
various hangers-on who followed at a close but
respectable distance.

Zane wasnot iadgactlhé was rateer sinalle
for a troll at only about two and a half meters fi but he had
a presence that dominated a room. The only thing
physically remarkable about him was the fact that his skin
was relatively smooth when compared with the
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lumpiness of most trolls, which gave him a surprisingly
human-looking appearance if you ignored the two large,
polished tusks that were his pride and joy. Other than that
his longish brown hair, warm hazel eyes, and unassuming
manner of dress were no different than any of the other
club habitués from whose midst he had risen. His
charisma came not from his appearance, but from his
bearing, which somehow managed to be simultaneously
cheerfully open and almost frighteningly intense. Fans
who had had the chance to speak with him reported that
they felt as if they were the only subject of his interest at
the time of their conversation, as his eyes zeroed in on
theirs and did not let go.

At this moment, he was cinching up his belt around a
pair of faded jeans and a green Tshirt bearing the logo of
a company that specialized in sports clothes for orks and
trolls as he approached the buffet table. He grinned at Joe
and Winterhawk as he went by.
OAny nasties yet?6

The team had bee introduced to Zane earlier that
day; they had all found him to be pleasant if a bit
preoccupied, which was understandable given what was
to happen that evening.

ONot yet, 6 Joe said.

OWedre hoping not at all, 6 Wi
Zane nodded.dhatde see anyhody lgdi
hurt . I wi s h whoever 0s doing

something else to do for awhi
plate and selected a few light items, obviously not
wanting to fill himself up before the concert.

0ltdd be ni cae cihf O6veen, ddo Wlok cs a
Carson nodded emphatically.

O0Yefalh just dondt want anybo
Zane finished what he was doin
better get goi ng. Curtain in
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Carrying his plate, he swept back out of the room the way

he had come with his collection of hangers-on still trailing
behind him. Carson cast one last worried glance back over
his shoul der at 6 HaRidase aaftcldtheino e
this time and then they were all gone.

Joe watchedhem go, then turned ba
see you |l ater, 6 he said, picki
the road. 0l want to catch thi

OYou and me both, 6 the mage
more heartfelt than one might have expected. This was
becau# he had | ooked at Carsono:
discovered that the next event they were slated to attend
was a hardcore goblin-rock fest in Oakland featuring two
bands called The Running Sores and The Skullfuckers,
both of whom were known for inciting th eir own mayhem
in addition to anything the mysterious saboteur might
have planned. He was not looking at all forward to that
particular evening.

The concert started twenty minutes late because the
security force had determined that it would be safer to
make sure everyone with a ticket was admitted before the
doors were closedfi the likelihood of a riot was higher if
fans were turned away than if those already inside were
forced to wait a few extra minutes to see their idol. After
the doors were finally closed and the last of the fans had
been ushered through the banks of detectors and into the
hal |, OWraith joined Ocelot an
OWraith was stationed on the
seating, Joe on the left, and Ocelot down on the floor.

Even though their all -access passes were safely hidden
away inside their shirts, the passes contained electronic
chips that identified them to
force so they werendt fhoateas | e d
anyone would have noti ced with fans packing the aisles
and heading back and forth between the concession
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stands, the restrooms, the seats of their friends, and their

own seats. The only movement that was strictly controlled

was that between the tiered seats and the floor seaté no

one without a proper ticket was allowed past security

onto the floorfi and any that got anywhere near the
entrance that led to the luxury boxes suspended high

above the floor, which were where the VIPs such as
recording executives, prominent corpers, and other such
luminaries were allowed to watch the concert without

having to interact with the rabble. These boxes had their

own restrooms, their own bar service, and were built so

that their acoustics would be as close to perfect as could

be managed by late2 050s tech. The o0real
such amenities, denouncing the
a real concert experience, 6 bu
intents and purposes irrelevant because very few of them

would ever have the chance to experience aconcert from

such a rarefied environment.

Every few minutes the team reported in to each other,
announcing their findings over
OA couple of guys smoking some
seats. d& ONothing. 6 oOifighlev bitu f f e |
nothing else. o6 T. C. reported
or the arena security systems, except for a couple of
deckers trying to patch into the mixing board in order to
make bootleg recordings of the concert. Those she
watched, but otherwise left alone. It was certainly
beginning to appear that if their quarry was going to
make a move, it wasnot going
started.

Winterhawk came back from another astral patrol and
leaned back in his chair. Kenny Zane was out again,
pacing back and forth in the wings while he waited for his
cue. He was alone this time, or at least as alone as a major
performer could be fifteen minutes after an opening -night
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concert was due to start. His aura suggested that the wait
wasnot e a dihe wa® keyedh upmand ready to
perform, and that sort of nervous energy did not take well
to having to wait. Winterhawk offered Zane an
encouraging smile when the young troll looked in his
direction, but Zane didndt eve
doubted he noticed anything about the real world right
now, his mind taken over by setlists and lyrics and chord
changes and whatever else musicians thought about
before they went onstage.
The mage sighed and got up, preparing to make
another physical check of the backgage area and the
dressing rooms. As he did, he found his mind wandering
back to past events as it often did when he got a chance to
think.
Things had returned pretty much to normal over the
last three months or so, and he was glad. He thought the
entire team was probably gladfi there was only so much
high-intensity weirdness that one person could take
before things really started getting strange. Despite the
fact that this was not the sort of job he would have picked
had he been gi ven mlowagenjoying a cF
their current assignment. Musicians, fans, concert venues,
and promoters were a lot easier to deal with than some of
the stuff theyod had to cont
months.
Still, t hough, it wasnot t h
about easily, and it tended to pop up at odd times. Like
now.
He wondered idly where Gabriel and Kestrel were
these days, thinking that they probably would have
enjoyed the concert. He wondered whenii or ifii they
would ever return to Seattle. Gabriel had taken off on his
own after they had all returned from the metaplanes last
time, saying he needed time to mourn his brother and his
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friend. Three months after that he had apparently
returned to town just long enough to see if Kestrel wanted
to accompany him on his travels to see the world, and she
had accepted. 6Hawk stil/l rem
had dropped by his place unannounced to tell him that
Kestrel had invited him over to her townhouse and given
him the news. Ocelot had listened as she had told him
aboutthe i nvitation, about the f.
when (or if) she would be back, about the fact that she too
needed some time away to sort out her thoughts about all
of thisfi and then he had wished her luck, told her to have
fun, and seen her to the door. It was after that that he
came to Winterhawkds pl ace.
At first he hadndt sai d muc
wanted to go have a beer or two and bullshit the night

away . As Ocel otds beer count
had told the maget .ab®mAh, Kresltlr,e
heod said, staring down i nto

OWedre not even together anymc
damn about where she goes or w
The mage hadndtholhad adrmeanswe
had one he dcelotthddovanged to hear at the
timef so he had remained mostly silent and played the
combination of psychologist, father confessor, and
commiserating friend until Ocelot had finally had enough
of it, pulled out his phone, and looked up one of his
favorite c a | | girls. The | ast 60 Hawl
night was when the woman showed up and the two of
them had left together. The next day, Ocelot had seemed
fine and had said nothing about Kestrel, the conversation,
or the woman. 6 Hawk , mehtormed ith i s |
either.
After that was when things started looking normal
again. They had fallen back into the groove of getting
jobs, with the only difference between now and
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previously being that they di
between them these days. It used to be that they would

accept a job, get it done, and then take a month or more

off to rest, relax, and recuperate before seeking out
another. Nowadays it seemed to be almost a compulsion

among each of them that they had to stay busy. They had

agreed that after this one, though, they were finally going

to return to their old ways. 0
a month or two home in England to recharge his batteries,
but unt il this saboteur situat

know when their employment was going to end. Tonight
woul dndt be ,hechougtt a tofie sofirly as hene
finished checking the dressing rooms and headed back for
the backstage area.

He could hear the swell of the crowd noise before he
even got cl ose. He 0 ¢herddye fom h e
awhile now fi crowds at concerts, particularly those that
were starting late and thus giving no indication of when
something important might be happening fi tended to
cheer at anything even slightly out of the ordinary. A
technician climbs up a light scaffoldfi cheering. A roadie
comes out to check one of the guitarsi more cheering.
Someone peeks out from behind one of the curtains in the
wingsicheering and thunderous a
matter t hat the artist theyod
secreted away backstage and would not make even a
token appearance before the start of the concerfi they
di dnot know that. Every stray
chance to see their hero.

Now, though, the crowd had a different sound, a kind
of subtle undercurrent of excite me nt that hadn
there before. They knew that something was going to
happen soon, and they were ready. There was no opening
act, so the next presence they saw on stage would be the
one whom they had come to see.
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Suddenly the house lights went out and the speakers
cr ac k|l e dAwtight, eVerylbodyd Boomed a | ou
voi cTehi so i s it Letds gi vie a
Kenny...ZANE!!6

The crowd went wild, their screams and cheers
drowning out the speakers as the stage lights came on and
Zane and his band poured out through the wings and ran
onstage, snapping up their instruments and launching
immediately into a loud, driving anthem that even
Wi nter hawk, who didnot l i sten
recognized: Not In My World, the first breakout hit from
the Monsteralbum.

06 Hawk, anything happening
Ocelot.
ONot a thing. I't just got qu

about out front?¢6
O0Had t eblodk@dew guys trying to storm the
stage past me, but everything looks good here so far.
OWraith?25¢6
OFine here. o
0Joe?6
ONo probl ems. Everybody®&s i ni
0T. C. 2?6

ONothing yet. o

ol 611 take another |l ookt o6ro
anything | see, 6 6Hawk said. 0
so. 0

0Got it.éo

Winterhawk was about to settle back into his chair,
ignoring the various technicians, caterers, and others,
when he saw Timothy Carson approaching. As usual, the

manager looked ner v o u s . OYou gQguys seen
Anything at all ?6

6Hawk shook his head. ONoth
Pleasdical m down. Bet ween the sec
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got here and the five of us,
manage anything without being

Carson took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
oYeah, 6 he said, his voice ful
justii 6

The mage patted his shoul de
keeping his voice calm and soog
have a drink and try to enjoy the show. As | said before,

wedve got it under control . | f
go check the astral again. o

The manager nodded, at least somewhat mollified by
6Hawkds words. o0Okay. Thanks.
anything. 6

o | promise. 6 Witnt emekawka dé <

motion, but that was only by an effort of will. He did not

particularly like Timothy Carson personally fi the man

had the air of a nervous little dog who could be stirred

into a frenzy by even a small amount of tensionfi but

whet her 6 Hhinwvér ndt was erelevant. He was

their employer and thus they had an obligation to at least

try to assuage some of hisnervousd o g worri es. I

as i f he didnét have cause for
They had already, al ong wit

force and some off-duty Lone Star cops from the bomb

squad, been over the entire arena looking for anything

that someone might have planted previously, particularly

explosives. They had found nothing. If anything was

going to happen, it vngthaillad goi

already been set up. That meant that if there was anything

planned for tonight, the perpetrators and/or their agents

were inside the building somewhere. That was what

Winterhawk was looking for: inappropriate emotions,

anyone who was where they shoul dnot be, (

else that looked suspicious in that regard. He sat down,
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leaned back, and separated his astral body from his
physical once again.

As he floated out over the crowd he stopped
momentarily in sheer amazement. He often went to club s
that catered specifically to mages, places where more
emphasis was placed on the astral component of the
performance than the visual, so he was used to what the
collective aura of a charged-up crowd looked like. This
crowd, however, put anything he had e ver seen before to
shame. The sheer number of people and the levels of their
emotions combined to create a staggeringly beautiful
nimbus of shifting colors that extended out above the
crowd to a distance of several meters. Accompanied by
the glowing, multi -hued auras of the individual fans fi
everything from the bright yellows of happy excitement
to the reds of passion to the blues of fan loyalty to the
greens and purples of altered consciousness$i the very air
pulsated with the sound of the music and the power of
the colorful display. It was a funny thing about the astral
effects of music: a terrible musician who put serious heart
into his music could produce a better show than a master
musician who was jaded by success and bored with his
art. When you combined a great musician like Kenny
Zane with the kind of emotional commitment that the
troll put into his music, the show could really light up the
astral.

Winterhawk stared at it, entranced, for several
moments, the forced himself to focus and moveon.Yo u 6 r e
not here to watch the bloody shole told himself sternly.
Dondt get distracted.

He didndt spend much tiifine in
as beautiful as it was, it would be impossible for him to
pick out any individual auras from the midst of the crowd
without a great deal more concentration than he had time
to spare right now. The place held 30,000 people and was
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stuffed to the rafters; there was no way he could pause to
examine even a tenth of the auras. Besides, that was
wher e Ocel ot , Joe, n awitd their Wr ai
advancedlow-l i ght surveillance gear,
a pretty good picture of what was going on out there.

Instead, Winterhawk concentrated once again on the

fringe areas.

He had been through the dressing rooms and the
office hallways enough times that day that he was getting
to be quite familiar with them f this allowed him to get
through them fairly quickly and get to the part where he
expected the trouble would be if there was any: the
rigging and scaffolding above the stage. A slower sweep
of that area, though, revealed nothing more than the
lighting techs at their posts, manning the boards that
controlled the shows highly complex light, laser, and
holographic displays. Their auras were calm and a little
excitedi 6 Hawk knew hehwas moeethanraybid
nervous tonight, not only because of the possibility of
sabotage but also because this was the kickoff show of
the tour and was therefore the first time a lot of these
effects had been seen by the public. So far everything
seemed tobe going as smoothly as could be expected. He
drifted back to his body, got up, and headed over to the
wings where Carson and some of the others were

watching from out of sight. o}
murmured into histhroat -mi ke. ol dl i ncheakd:
OMaybe itds just not gonna

said.

It was beginning to look like he might be right. Zane
went through song after song, whipping the fans into a
fervor with his driving guitar -playing, his passionate
voice, and the sheer lowe of what he was doing. He was
not afraid of his fans, often moving to the edge of the
stage to reach down and clasp a hand here or there

44 | R. L. KING



despite the event security fo
him. Zane liked fans up right next to the stagefi it made
him feel more connected to his audience.

The team had access to the setlist, which showed the
order in which the nightds sor
Zane had neared the end of the secondto-last song before
the fifteen-minute intermission, Ocelot opened the
coomection again. oOlntermission

OAl ready getting into positi

0Yes, 06 O6Wraith said. The pl a
their patrolling more active during the intermission
because a lot more people would be moving around, so
there was a greater chance that someone could slip away
unnoticed. Very few fans wanted to miss even a moment
of the concert itself, so the concession venues would be
packed shortly.

06Hawk?06 Ocel ot call ed.

t

OReady O start anotdgesadastr
ol ma I
OWait.é6 I't was T. C.ds voice
OWhat ?é6 Ocel ot sounded tense.
0Somet hingfs happmeni ilger eHawa
silence for sever al seconds,
came back on. OWhatever it i
happen, so look sharp. Something just tried to shut down
all the lights in the place. o6
O0Di d yotuhesm?06p Joe asked.
0Trace?06 O6Wraith added.
0l 8m working on the trace, 0

stop them, but | made them th
candt detect any communi cati on
anyone where you are, so it was probably a prearranged
thing. I 611 fool 6em as |l ong a

The team was already in acti
Joe began scanning the area, moving around to take in the
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mo s t territory. OWraith cont e
command post and informed them of a possible intruder.

Silently and invisibly to the oblivious fans, the machine

moved into action.

Backstage, Winterhawk tapped
think somethingds up, 6 he mur
al ert security i f you see an:
Excuseme . 6 Bef ore Carson could ar
his chair and slipped into the astral plane again.

His patrol was faster this time, less careful the first
time through so he could examine a larger area. Still, it
di dndét take him | ouatgftheordinerpot s
that hadnot been there before.
area, above the scaffolding and the catwalks, something
was floating downward. Something that glowed brightly
on the astral plane.

Winterhawk watched it for a moment. It continued to
drift downward, heading not for the stage or the arena
area itself, but remaining in the backstage area. Out of the
corner of his vision, the mage could see the glowing form
of Timothy Carson hurrying away and shutting himself
up inside one of the dressing rooms. Bloody cowardhe
t hought contemptuousl| y. He wa ¢
another thought until he realized that the glowing form
was moving toward the same dressing rooms. Damn damn
damn He flung his astral form back into his body, keying
his throat-mi ke as the jolt was bar
backstage, 6 he call ed. 0Somet h
after Carson. 6 He was already

The team out front di dnot w
Ocelot, who was already near the stage, yanked out his
grapple gun and fired it upward A the thin line shot out
and wrapped around some of the lighting rigging,
drawing him up over the crowd, where he swung on to
the stage. Zane glanced at him, immediately saw who it
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was, and went on playing as if nothing was happening.

He had already been briefed to remain calm if odd things

started to happen, because the last thing they needed was

a panicked crowd causing a stampede to the doors. He
likewise continued to play, drawing out the bridge in the

last song before the intermiss
lightning speed, vaulted up onto the side of the stage and

flashed past, and, after a few seconds, Joe came in from

the other side and disappeared into the wings.

Ocel ot and O6Wr ai hihthegametimeher e
only a few seconds after getti
found the mage standing out si

0

dressing room. oOLocked, he sa
OWraith was about to pull 0

Ocelot was preparing to make a run at the door when Joe

arrived. OLet me, 6 he <call ed.

moved out of his way and, with his massive bulk, he
made short work of the door.

What they saw inside stopped them in their tracks.

The dressing room was large, well-appointed, and
dimly lit. On the far side, pressed into a corner as if trying
to push himself through it, was Timothy Carson. On his
face was a look of abject panic. It was not the sight of him,
though, that had shocked the runners. It was what was
standing in front of him.

It was a womanfi an elf, obviously, from the delicate,
pointed ear-tips that stuck up from her long, flaxen -
blonde hair. Her back was to them, but as the door was
broken down she spun half around to face the new threat.
Her face was beautiful, elegant and strong but somehow
fragile too, |l i ke somet hing th
world. Her eyes were the bright blue of a summer sky.
She was naked, but she did not seem to notice or care. She
also did not seem to care that there were now three
assorted weapons pointed at her.
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0What tih?ed hCeclell ot demanded.

Wi nterhawk and OWraith seeme
exactly what was happening.

Joe, on the other hand, stared at the woman with wide
eyes. O VYoeylbae EIl indel , 6 he g
dead! ¢

She smiled, revealing gleaming white, wickedly
pointed fangs, although her expression was not
correspondingly wicked -in fact, her eyes were rather sad.
0Yes, 6 she said softly.

0Shoot her! 6 Carson screamed
into the corner, althoughthat wasnét techni cz¢
0She tried to kildl me! Sheds b
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5.

Kestrel looked on in horror as Gabriel lay gasping on
the bed. His eyes had opened again only seconds after he
had seemed to pass out, and the look in them was oneof
terror. He did not seem to even know she was there, even
t hough the ment al call for her
she called again, putting her hand on his forehead and
pushing hi s damp hair back,

wrong. | canodotwomeltp tyedd infe.you

Il &m not sur e | dodell meg ahitd vpicey o u
said in her head. | Aif andishe wasa s n &
becoming increasingly sure the

have awakened by nowf then what wasit? Was he ill?
She di dndéagonsteven gotkill, and if they did, then

she coul dndt exactly call f o
physi ddiedd.o,0 doc? | 6ve got a si
make housecal? har dly seemed | i ke a

She got up and went swiftly to the b athroom, where
she filled a glass with water and snatched up a washcloth
from the towel rack. Returni ng
sat down on the edge of the bed, dipped the cloth in the
glass, and used it to gently mop the sweat from his face.
Her thermog raphic vision showed that he was radiating
far more heat than he should be, which worried her.
Swiftly her mind went over the possibilities of what could
be wrong, immediately discarding each one almost as
soon as it had made an appearance. Was he having a
reaction to something heod e 3
something around here? Had someone figured out who
and what he was and made an attempt on his life? None
of them seemed plausible, and she knew that indulging in
specul ation woul dnotny gbad. Ske t h e
mopped at his forehead again, then re-wet the washcloth
and began on his chest, pausing a moment as the cloth

DARK REFLECTION | 49



passed over the small scar on his side from thatt hi ngd s
knife during the aborted sacrifice attempt so many
months ago. That scar, urlike his other injuries, had never

heal ed. OPl ease. .. 6 she whi spe
sound a I|little desperate. oPI
what to do for you...Youdre sc

He looked up at her, trembling, visibly trying to fight
something. o0J...Juliana. .. o6 Hi
behind it.

Her gaze locked in on his eyes; she took his closest
hand in both of hers and squ.
Gabriel. |1 OmWhatghitshier?2 What ¢

0OYou...candt...6 he whispere

His words were slow, spaced as if he had to shore up his
hold on something before he could risk speaking.

Her grip on his hand tighten
youwant me to cal l a doctor?6

His head moved back and forth once. He took a deep,
shuddering breath, swallowed, and gathered his strength

agai n. ONo...no...call ... Ne.
stiffening as some sort of spasm rocked his body.
0...Please. .. ®¢

Shehel d his hand wuntil the sp
Gabriel, whooés that? I dondt k
Youdl | have to help me out her

For a moment he didnot ans wit
that he had passed out again. Then he opened his eyes, his
fever-bright gaze fixing on her face. When he spoke again,
his voi ce wa sNeferst..sheis...thendone ldspoked
of...l...visited her for a timéd..

It only took Kestrel a few seconds to realize what he
meant. She remembered back to the time when he had
returned to her after his three-month absence; one of the
things he had told her was that he had spent some time
visiting a friend he had met while mourning his mentor
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Telanwyr and his brother Stefanfi an older female dragon

who had taken him in and helped him work through his

grief. He had never told Kestrel her name, though.
ONeferet. .. Gabriel, is she th
Stefanii 0

He nodded WRleaser..call hed.. He bega
reciting a series of numbers and took Kestrel a minute to
realize he was giving her an LTG code. She fumbled for
her pocket secretary and quickly captured the number.

0 Y dijust want me to call her? Will she even listen to
me?6 She was already pulling
from her jeans pocket.

Gabri el di.Hiséyeswers doses again, his
body trembling, fresh beads of sweat replacing the ones
Kestrel had mopped away. That
any longer. She pulled up the covers that he had shoved
off and entered the number into the phone. Some perverse
voice in the back of her mind wondered if dragons used
answering machines, and hoped that if they did, this
particular one did not. Her hand shook as she held the
phone to her ear and listened to the connection being
made. She glanced over at Gabriel, vho had quieted for
the moment. His eyes twitched under his closed eyelids.

The phone was answered after the second ring, a fact
which so surprised Kestrel t ha
There was no video. A deep male voice spoke a single
word: oO0Yes?6

This threw Kestrel off her gamefi she had been
expecting a woman. Had she, in her nervousness,

punched in the wrong number? 0
words. oUh...May | speak to.
0The |l ady is occupied, 6 the

OYomay give me a message to car
Uh oh. She took a deep breath, trying to keep her
voice steady. ONo...please. . .|
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her itds about Gabriel. Heds i
Can you pleasei 6

Immediately t he deep male tones were replaced by
another voice. OWho is this?6
was deep, but had more of a mellifluous quality to it.

Kestrel did not have much experience with dragon
etiquettet Gabriel had no reason to observe it with his
human friends, and the only other dragon she had met,
Stefan, had had other things on his mind at the time. She
decided to go for the direct a

OPl ease identify yourself .0
with no trace of waarenybulgotthis An d
number . 0

o6 Kestrel swal |l owed hard.
Kestrel...Idodm a friend of Gabr
Heds asked me to call Neferet.
I dm worri ed about him. | dve f
before. In 6

0Calm yourself, child. o6 -The
sentence, but it had changed tone again, softening
somewhat . ol am Neferet. Tel l

Kestrel paused, drawing a deep breath and gathering
her thoughts before she began. Then, watchingGabriel as
she spoke, she told Neferet what had occurred. By the
time she finished, her voice was shaking. If it had been a
team memberfi a human or metahumanfi who had been
in this situation, Kestrel would have felt much more
confident about dealing with it. This, though, only served

to point up just how much she
The woman | istened silently

conclusion, she remained silent a few moments longer,

then said, o | do not know wh

episode. Without examining him, | could not begin to
di agnose the problem. ¢

52 | R. L. KING



Kestrel brushed Gabriel 0s h

agai n. ol donot know how soon
even sure he can travel like this. He said before that you
were in Cal Free. ..o

0Anydou are far away, 6 Neferet
permit me, | will send a servantfi a spiritfi to you, and it
can attempt to aid you. If nothing else it can relay
information to me. 6

Kestrel nodded, then realized that Neferet could not
see t he ges.t.uprleeeas@YesThank y 0
Anything or anyone who coul d
strange attack was more than welcome to make an
appearance.

ovVery well, 6 the womands vVvoi
a few moments for the spirit to locate you. When it
arrives, it will know what to do. If more is needed it will
contact me. 6

0Thank you, 6 Kestrel sai d ag
relief beginning to grow inside her.

0The child has been through
voice was soft. Then, nothing, as the connection was
broken.

Kestrel turned back to Gabriel, taking his hand again.
o | called her, Gabriel. Sheds
Just hang on. fEwer.y.t.hhi ngdl | be

He opened his eyes and gave her what was clearly
supposed to be an encouraging look, but it was cut short
by another tremor. His hand tightened on hers.

She almost didnot notice the
itself from the shadows on the far sid e of the room and
stood in the middle of the floor at the foot of the bed.
When she did, she started slightly, ready to leap up into a
defensive position between it and Gabiriel.

0l am sent by the Lady Nefer
recognized the voice as the deep male one that had
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answered the phone. As it moved into the moonlight, she
could see that it had manifested in the form of a tall, well -

buil't bl ack man dressed in sir
head was bald, its eyes twin pools that seemed to glow
with an inner light. o0l am Une

Gabriel seemed to recognize the spirit. Despite his
difficulty, he nodded politely to it and managed a half -
smile. o0lt is...good...to see

Uneki inclined his head and moved over to the
opposite side of the bed from Kestrel. Without further
preliminaries, he sat down and raised his hand, moving it
over Gabrields head a few cent
held his breath and tried to remain still, but every few
seconds the tremors struck again. Kegrel wondered if
there was anything she could do, finally concluding that
her best course of action was to simply remain where she
was, providing support and silent comfort as the spirit
did his work.

It was several minutes before anything definitive
happe ne d . Uneki 6s expression was
for his slightly glowing eyes. He continued to move his
hand methodically above Gabriel, occasionally nodding to
himself and murmuring something under his breath.

Kestrel divided her attention between wa tching Gabriel

and sneaking glances at the spirit as he worked. She had

never seen a spirit who looked so..real..before. If she had

not known otherwise, she would have believed Uneki to

be as humanasshewasThen agai n, i f I di
I 6 dnk Gdbiiel was as human as | ashe thought a bit

wryly. If there was one thing to be believed about the

Sixth World, it was that nothing could be taken at face

value.

Suddenly Uneki di sappeared.
came up to the place where the sprit had been, her hand
tightening reflexively on Gabr
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and quieted again, but at the gesture he looked up at her.
0Shh. .. 06 she whisperlehthk. 0Every
Al most five minutes | ater Un
spokenwi t h the Lady Neferet, 6 he
reported what | have found. She is attending to the
situation now. O
oWhawhat did you tel!]l her 20
nervously. OWhatdés wrong with
Uneki turned his strange glowi ng eyes on h
was attacked by an astral influence of unknown origin.
Hi s sympt oms resulted from hi
attempt to repel the attack. He will be well when the Lady
has dealt with the cause of th
Kestrel 6s e lkgits Anwstra énfluende of
unknown origin? That sounded suitably frightening fi
especially when one considered that it was strong enough
to affect something as powerful as a Great Dragon.
OBut...you dondt know what thi
Uneki inclined his head . o | have never
attack. The Lady was unsure of its origin as well, but she
feels that she has sufficient
Kestrel looked down at Gabriel again. It was hard to
tell, but it seemed that his shaking had lessened
somewhat, and his eyes had ceased their darting about
behind his closed Iids. 0Sheds
Again the spirit nodded. 0Sh
we speak. If you will give me leave, | will return to her.
When the threat has been neutralized, he will be tired, but
well .6 His voice, while not |
comforting.
0Thank you.06 Her tone was s
0Thank vyou f or feafhdl pleageothadkvtee don
Lady for us too. I donfd know
0The VLadryeantasfogndness for t h
Uneki rose in a graceful motion and stepped back.
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oFarewell .6 He faded back int
gone.

Kestrel turned back to her erstwhile patient, putting
her hand on his forehead. It seemed, though again she
coudnét tell for sure, that his
reclaimed the glass of water and the washcloth from the
nightstand, using them to give his face a soothing
rubdown. Then she pulled the covers up, tucked them
around him, and smiled what she hoped was a reassuring
smil e. OEverything will be oka
rest. o6

Gabiriel, for his part, did not answer.

Kestrel realized that she did not want to leave him.
What if he had another episode? What if thisfi thingf this
influencef on the astral plane decided to go after him
again? She couldnét do much,
for help. Shrugging, she tossed her phone and pocket
secretary on the nightstand, kicked off her shoes, and
curled up next to him in the big bed. For once there was
no thought of what might have been, only of deep
concern for her dear friend. Whatever this was that was

haunting his mind, she wasnodt
alone.
The light of the sunrise shi

massive window awoke Kestrel slowly. As her
consciousness climbed up through the peaceful fog of

sleep, she became aware that she was lying next to
someone, her arm draped across him in easy familiarity.

For a moment she thought it was JeanPaul, but then
memory of the previous night flooded back to her.

Quickly moving her arm, she propped herself up and

|l ooked at Gabri el as he slept
been here | ast ni ght, she woul
had gone through the horrific episode. He slept quietly
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now, his chest rising and falling with his gentle breathing,
his face relaxed. As if he had suddenly become aware that
someone was watching him, he opened his eyes. When he
saw her, his expression bright
said softly.
0Good morning. o6 Kesmusttmbkar e al
bit strange for her to be sleeping next to him, still wearing
the clothes she had worn the p
care. OHow are you feeling?é6
He took a deep breath. 0 Muc h
then: O0Thanks to yoptyourévenngpe |
too badly. o
How very like him to be worried about my eveningl 6 m
just glad | could help. Gabriel...what was that? What
happendamt?could it happen again?The question
touched her mind, but she did not give it voice.
Hiseyesgrewtroubl ed as he shook hi

know, and that di sturbs me .

anything I|ike that. I'n truth

what happenedii only that | knew | had to fight it, and

that it was somehowfiwr ong. 6 He sighed. ¢
whatcaused it, which means | don
happen again...or what might t

Kestrel gripped his arm, trying to be comforting even
t hough hi s words frightfened
Neferetfi she sent a spirit to helpfi 6

oUneki, 6 Gabriel sai d, noddi
very wise, and has been in her service since before the
Sl eep. o6

OHe. . .said that fiséhes heol ma uhsien
make sure she got the words exactly right, in case the
phrasing was A amp@agral tirdluence af
unknown origin. He said neither he nor Neferet had ever
seen anything |ike it, but tha

DARK REFLECTION | 57



Again Gabri el nodded. 0She
successfully, since | can find no trace of it now. | feel a bit
tired, but otherwise wel | . 6 He sat up i n
balance. When he apparently found it unaffected, he rose
the rest of the way, going over to the window to look out
at the day. ol must thank her,
aid. | will introduce you to her if you like . She does not as
a rule care for humans, but | think she will make an
exception for such a dear frie

Kestrel watched his silhouette, backlit against the
brilliance of the sun rising over the Alps, and fought back
a little twihmegesodmsdewdrry.f onsd
said at last, struggling for a neutral topic.

He turned back around to fa
friend. I &1 | al ways be gratef
after Stefan died. o6 He smiled
decided | need a mother, and that she is the best
candidate to fill that role in the absence of my true
mot her . 6

Kestrel chuckl| &aj.usdWed | ki d/,o1
you?6 She was just happy to st
suffered no il effects from
also, she realized, acutely aware of his state of undress
and just how wunchildlike he |
youwhat. Why dono6ét | <c¢lear out of
roomf | could use a shower and a change of clothes. We
can still do breakfast if you

Gabriel nodded, as usual oblivious to the effect he
was having on her. When he looked at her again, though,
his expression was somewhat tro
mi nd, I t hink | dd i ke to | e
epi sode was, I donoét think it
bit closer to home, where | can deal with it more easily if
it happens againfi and more importantl y, try to figure out
what caused it. o
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Kestrel stopped midway to th
back? You mean to Seattl e?d6
ONo. 6 Gabri el shodcemeMys| head
He paused a moment and | ooked
donodt have to cdoaedtl wagt it oy
probably be quite boring for you while | try to determine
what happened. You couldfi 6
O0Try to keep me away, 6 Kestr
She shrugged. OMaybe | Agoan ma
know, toting eye of newt or so
His answering smilefi amused, innocent, beautifulfi
was enough to make her decide that quickly leaving the
room was the best thing she could do right now. Shower.
Yeah. That sounds like a really good id&ald shower

Alone in his room after Kestrel left, Gab riel continued
to stand near the window, but his mind was far away
from the breathtaking scene outside. He sighed, pressing
his palms against the cool glass. His expression was no
longer amused.

It was fearful.

ONo.. .6 he whispered to hi ms:¢

He did not know what had caused the attack and the
nightmare visions from last night. He did not know, but
he had his suspicions.

And if his suspicions were correct, he feared very
much that the nightmares were not over. Not for any of
them.
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6.

None of the runn ers moved, although all four of them
kept a very close eye on the elven woman who stood
before them.

ol s that true?o Wi n Are yo a w k
behind the attacks?06 Looking
impression of something not quite right i an odd light
shining behind the beautiful sky blue.

0 Otourseshe is!6 yelled Carson.
Dondt you know howovedrst her ki

OWhat the hell is going on |
again.

oYour trol |l friend i s am ght ,
TwylaEl | i ndel . 0

oBat Winterhawk ventured, 0T

two years ago when the car she was driving plunged over
a cliff and exploded. The body wasf 6

ofdestroyed in the explosion,
0 Sfiot hat wasndt you in the car
ONo. 6 She glanced at Carson,
o | was thrown free of the <ca

people, near deathfi | would have died had they not
beemi & s h e pflaas baenchowd They made me as |
am to save my life. It would not have been my choice, but
| knew that once it happened, | could not return to my old
life. | dropped out of sight, prepared to remain in hiding
unt il it was safe to venture o
Carson had once again found
standing here talkingt o herr?ibedch.e @cShoot he
it!o
OWedre not planning to |l et h
Wi nterhawk said a little cooll
to have her say. o6
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0So why the sabotage?06 06Wra

remain in hiding?é6
Before Twyla Ellindel could a nswer, Timothy Carson
screamed ONO!!'! 6 Plunging his

pulled out a small handgun and aimed it at the elf fi

fi or tried to. His hand had barely made it out of his
pocket before Ocel ot and O6Wrai
As Joe and Winterhawk continued to keep Twyla covered,
Ocel ot grabbed Carsonds wrist
he dropped the gun. The manager pounded ineffectually
at Ocelot with his fists, letting loose with a stream of
obscenities that gradually dissolved into angry gibb erish.
Ocel ot and O6Wraith dragged hi
kept hold of him.

oWel |l 276 Winterhawk asked the
wedd al l |l i ke to hear the answ
OWhy did | come out of hi di n

a mask of rage before returning once again to normal. She
made a contemptuous head movement toward Carson.
0Becauldsswofne. 0

OExplain, 6 6Wraith said, as |
Ocel otds grip.

Twyla bared her fangs at Carson, who shrank back.
0 He i s ama a swindles. fAfter | died, my money was
intended to go to my mother and my sister. It was in my
will. But somehow this fi this piece of garbage managed to
challenge the will, claiming that | owed him money that
was never owed. My mother and my sister got n othing,
while hest ol e my money! 6

0 Yohitch!6 Car son screamed. It w
was more unhinged at this pointi hi m or Tmagd a.
you! Without me you were nothing! Just some two-bit
dandelion eater with a pretty voice and a way with the
crowds! Do you know how many acts like that go
nowhere?Wi t hout me , youodd stildl h
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Tir, smelling the flowers and hugging the trees! You
ungrateful bitchd He made a | unge for h
up short by Ocelot and O6Wraith

Winterhawk was | ooking coolly back and forth
bet ween the two of them. Hi s ¢
you wanted revenge against Mr. Carson here? Was it
necessary to harm innocents to
simply faced him?26

Twyla closed her eyes for a moment and bowed her
head. 0l never meant for those
want anyone to be hurt. Onl vy
sprang to her eyes and she began to sob.

The runners exchanged glances, keeping their eyes on
their two charges. Twyla had covered her face with her
hands and was crying softly, while Carson looked like he

mi ght burst a blood vessel. 0
cried. o001 &6m paying you, damn i
Ocel ot smiled rather nastily

youdre gtonynamaurg money back. 6

ol't might be t hlavebyrhe jimerthizn ey
is over,6 Winterhawk added.

0l wonder if heds swindling
mused, glancing toward the hallway leading to the stage.
0Somebody should check. 6

OLet met akesta qui ck | ook a
Winterhawk said. ol 6l be back
wall and slumped as his astral body slipped free. In a few
moment s he was back. ol t | ool
telling the truth,déd he sas dnoo
deceit in her aura. Mr. Carson, on the other hand, seems
to be nothing but deceitfi i f you dondt coun
desire to cover his own sorry
with contempt.

Ocelot looked back and forth between them. The
intermission had started and people were beginning to
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filter back toward the backst a
with 6em?d6 he asked.
O0Think wedve got our cul prit,
looking at Twyla, but at Carson.
Twyla lowered her hands and looked at them as if
hardy daring to hope. &6YO0u arenodt
ol suspect we &tale investigation etb e a
Mr . Carsonods financi al deal in
have a strong feeling wedl |l fi
just your situation. Will that
OWill my mother and sister gt
o | donot know at this point
think once they start investig
money changing hands. Thereos
She bowed her head. dohidat dva n.
publicity. I want to live qui
made. 6
ONO more sabotage?d6 Joe asket
She shook her head. ol t al |
whi spered. ONo one el se was me
Footsteps sounded in the hallway. They were getting
closer.
The runners looked at each other. They all nodded.
0Go, 6 Winterhawk said to her.
She looked at them all for a moment, her eyes clear,
her face full of the beéaus y t
when s he appeared on stage.
whispered, and then she turned to mist and was gone, out
through one of the air vents.
0 Ydidethergo® Ti mothy Carson spl |
i

able to control hi s anger enc
destroyyou f or t his. I 61 1 see tha
I @6l

0Shove a sock in it,6 Ocel of

none too gently, into his corner.
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Several event security guards came hurrying into the
room, followed by Kenny Zane and a few of his
ent ourWhgaet.0s0O goi ng on?5¢

ol think youdl |l find that t
your problems, 6 Wi nterhawk sa
O0Now, i youdl I excuse us, It

f
second half of the show. 6

ONot bad, 6 Ocel ot sngdrdkof t aki
his beer. ONot bad at all . ¢

The others nodded. They were sitting in the back of
one of their favorite haunts, the Glass Spider, enjoying a
last round together before they all set off for a much-
needed rest and relaxatiadn b1

Ti mothy, 6 Winterhawk said, not
it was a shame at all.
Upon investigation into Ti m

records, it had been discovered that he had been
siphoning money from his acts for years through various

shady bookkeeping methods employed by himself and

the decker he retained to keep track of his finances. Some

of the worst offenses had been committed against Kenny

Zane, who had lost a good thirty percent of his rightful
earnings due t o Carsonos ur
Fortunately Carson had squirrelled the money away in
accounts that were subsequently traced and returned to
their rightful owner s, includi
and sister. They didndt get ev
but it was enough that they could live comfortably for the

rest of their days.

No one had believed Carsonds
Twyla Ellindel &s having been t
his web of lies had begun to unravel, Carson did too. He
was now awaiting trial, but it would be as long as several
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months before he might have to appear because he was
currently wunder a psychiatri st

0Coul dndét have happened to a
He took another sip. OYou guys
6Hawk nodded. 0 H e &mbw-whyp hdso me .
probably forgotten what | | ook
Joe grinned. o01tdll be good
0l ndeed, 6 6Wraith agreed. He

journeysiiand absent friends. o
The others raised their own glasses, sobering slightly.
0Absent f mntereawldrapeated 36ftly.

Joe wasnot about to | et t he
guys in a few months, 6 he sai
meanti me, have fun but donodot d

ONothing to worry about, 6 0OW,
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7.

Wouldn't you know it, Alastair Stone thought ironically
as he settled into his seat for the flight home. I've only seen
one bloody trid show since the last time | flew home, and of
course that has to be the one that's showing on the plane.

In truth, despite this though t, the realization in
question did little or nothing to dim Stone's mostly
pleasant mood. It was a momentary diversion, just a tiny
glitch in what was otherwise shaping up to be quite a nice
flight. As usual he was in first class, which meant that the
seat were comfortable, the food and drink were good, the
service was attentive and polite, and as long as he didn't
mind using the little personal trid unit built into the back
of the seat instead of the impressive setup at the front of
the small section, hehad his choice of more than a dozen
trideo shows (along with trideo games, up -to-the-second
stock quotes, cellular vidphone capability, and the
opportunity to buy any of an impressive collection of
overpriced gewgaws) with which to claim his interest
durin g the several hours it would take to get to Heathrow.
He wasn't really interested, though. Right now, all he
wanted to do was sit back and have some peace and quiet,
a chance to gather his thoughts; later on, he planned on
digging out one of the two real b ooks he had purchased at
one of his favorite antigue bookstores in Seattle awhile
ago and saved for just this occasion. People always looked
at him funny when he pulled them out, but he didn't care.
When he was in a hurry, he used a chip reader like
everybody else. When he wanted to savor a book, he
preferred the feel of good old -fashioned paper.

His ticket had been in the name of Alastair Stone. He
smiled to himself, thinking of how glad he would be to go
back to being Dr. Alastair Stone for awhile, inste ad of
Winterhawk. That last run had been interesting fi it was a
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satisfying feeling to know that once again he and his
teammates had solved a puzzle and struck a small blow
for justice. It sounded trite, but the older he got, the more
he thought about things like that. It always made him feel
a little better to know that, in their own almost

infinitesimal way, they had done something to make the

world a better place. Even if it was only for one person at
a time. Still, though, it was also nice to go home and put it
away for awnhile.

Stone sighed, leaning back. He hadn't always been
like that. When he had first started in the shadowrunning
business, he had been cockier, more confident not only
that his magical abilities could deal with any eventuality,
but that they should He was still a smartass and would
probably be a smartass until his dying day, but even he
winced a bit when he remembered some of the things he
had said and done in his youth. His sense of morality had
been considerably more fluid back then.

As the flight attendant droned on with her speech that
Stone had heard a hundred times before and had long
since tuned out like any other seasoned traveler, he
reflected on when, precisely, the change had taken place.
It had been a gradual thing, he knew, but it must have
started somewhere. He suspected it was probably that
first go-round with Harlequin. God, that seems a long time
agq he thought, shaking his head in wonder. Images
flashed across his mind's eye: the elf in question, his face
painted with clown markings; Darke, or Oscuro, or
whatever he was calling himself, malevolent and
shadowy; Thayla, with her beautiful face and her
beautiful song; then later on, just when he thought they
had put the whole thing behind them, the young dragon
Gabiriel, his friend Kestrel, his brother Stefan...the wind-
whipped chasm where the final battle had taken
place...the screams...
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Stone shook his head rather violently, startling the
impeccably-clad elven businesswoman in the next seat.
"Sorry," he said, infusing just the right amount of
charming British self -effacement into his tone. "These
flights always give me a bit of a headache." The woman
gave him a sympathetic “think nothing of it' smile and
returned to her work.

Stone sighed and leaned back into the comforting
embrace of the seat. Tie plane was taxiing now and
would take off any moment. It would take about seven
hours to get to Heathrow i he could have gotten there a
lot faster (more like two hours) if he had chosen to take
the semiballistic, but he did not like to do that unless there
was some emergency requiring his immediate presence.
Like all magically active individuals, Stone found being
outside the Earth's biosphere to be a profoundly
disturbing experience, one that always left him feeling
vaguely sick for several hours after landing even though
he acted like a good little mundane and didn't attempt
any sort of magical activity. That was even part of the
announcement on those flightsii 'We must remind anyone
who is magically active not to perform any activities of a
magical natureduring the flight, and please deactivate all
magical devicesOne of the few times Stone had flown on
such a craft, he had jokingly asked the flight attendant
why they didn't have a = No Magic sign to light up next to
the "No Smoking and "Fasten Seat Bsl' signs. He didn't
think she had been amused. He hadn't been amused
either, by the time they had landed. It hadn't made it any
better that he had once seen a young mage who had
foolishly attempted to perceive astrally during a
semiballistic flight and p romptly been driven mad by
whatever it was he sawfi or did not see. That had been
several years ago, but the image had never fully left
Stone's mind. He wondered occasionally (usually when
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he was flying somewhere) how the young man was
doing, and suspected he didn't want to know.

The plane continued to climb until it finally reached
its cruising altitude and leveled off. After a few more
moments, the seat belt sign went off and normal airline
life resumed. Stone tilted his seat back (you didn't have to
worry about disturbing your neighbors with your seat in
first class, since the rows were wide enough apart to
accommodate the seats' transformation into almost-
comfortable beds at a very nearly full -horizontal position)
and closed his eyes, looking forward to some nice,
uninterrupted rest for a couple of hours.

"Sir?"

Stone's consciousness returned to him slowly;
someone was shaking him, obviously trying to be gentle
about it. "Mm?" He tried burrowing into the seat and
ignoring the intrusion, but it wasn't goi ng away. "What is
it?"

"I'm terribly sorry to disturb you, sir, but | must ask
you to return your seat to the upright position and fasten
your seat belt. We'll be starting our descent in just a few
moments."

Stone's eyes flew open and immediately took in the
flight attendant, the other passengers, and the time
displayed on the trid unit in the back of the seat in front of
him. The clock read 19:20, local time: a little more than six
and a half hours since they had taken off. Around him, all
the other seats were already upright. "Bloody hell..." he
murmured to himself. He looked up at the attendant as he
proceeded to do as she had requested. "Sorry...guess
must have been more tired than | thought | was."

"That's quite all right, sir. | hope | made the ri ght
decision not to disturb you for dinner. You looked like
you'd rather sleep.” The young woman looked vaguely
worried through her smile.
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Stone chuckled. Yes, this is why | fly first class, all right.
"No, you made just the right decision. Thank you." He
looked around again, studying the passengers around
him as the flight attendant nodded, smiled again and
moved on. Six and a half hours? I'vaever slept that long on
a plane. Must be getting old or somethin8trangely, the
thought didn't disturb him; in stead it amused him. Better
not tell Aubrey, or he'll think I've caught something nasty over
there and try to wait on me hand and foot until | can't take it
anymore.

He was still smiling about that as the plane continued
its descent and touched down at Heathrow.

Aubrey was there waiting for him, just as Stone
expected him to be. The old caretaker was pacing around,
looking a little worriedly at his watch; his weathered face
broke into a broad grin as he saw the familiar figure
exiting the gate. "Dr. Stone!" he called, bustling over.
Without even being asked, he relieved his charge of his
carry-on bag, slinging the strap over his own shoulder.

"Hello, Aubrey. It's good to see you again." Stone
smiled, deciding against attempting to retrieve his bag:
Aubrey wouldn't consider it proper for his employer to do
anything as menial as carry luggage, and trying to
convince him otherwise was apt to meet with nothing
more than cheerful stubbornness. Instead, he matched
strides with the old man and followed him towar d the
exit.

"It's good to see you, sir. It's been far too long. Six
months already. | hope you'll be staying awhile this time."
It was a statement, but Stone knew Aubrey well enough
that he could hear the question in it as well.

"I think so. | definitely need a holiday." As they
wended their way through Heathrow's international
terminal, Stone observed the throngs of milling tourists,
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business travelers, and airport workers. No one seemed to
be paying any attention to them. He liked that just fine.
"Yes," he said, nodding. "A holiday will be quite nice.
P'raps I'll even see if Rodney has anything for me to do."

Aubrey brightened visibly. "Then...you'll be here for
several months?"

"Looks that way." Stone would never admit it, but it
did make him feel good to know that Aubrey was happy
to have him around for awhile. "Could be as long as six or
eightfi p'raps longer than that. | don't know. I'm tired
now, and a good long holiday is looking like just the
thing."

Aubrey gave him a worried look and a not -so-subtle
once-over. "You're notfi hurt, are you, sir?"

Stone shook his head. "No, no, Aubrey. Nothing like
that. Actually I'm feeling rather good right now f the jet-
lag will catch up with me soon enough, but | had a nice
sleep on the plane so p'raps it won't be as bad as usual.”

"Good. Glad to hear it." Aubrey shifted the strap on
Stone's leather bag to a more comfortable position and
continued forward. "Maya will be happy to see you. She's
missed you, | think."

"I'm sure she has. I've missed her as well. Did yau tell
her | was coming?"

"l did, sir, just as you asked." There was a certain
amount of indulgence in Aubrey's tone, but you had to
look hard to catch it. "Shefi uhfi didn't answer."

Stone grinned. "You still don't believe she talks to me,
do you, Aubrey? Y ou're just humoring me."

"I'd never do that, sir,” Aubrey murmured, but he
turned his head so Stone couldn't see his amused smile.

"No. Of course not. Well, come on. Let's get home.
This place has always been rather dreary."
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Alastair Stone's ancestral home, Stone Manor, was
located near a little village some thirty minutes south of
London, which meant that on a good traffic day one could
reach it from Heathrow in about an hour. As there really
weren't any "good traffic days" w hen the M25 was
involved, that measurement was rather meaningless. Still,
Aubrey was an even-tempered and careful driver (unlike
Stone himself, who was known to drive too fast and take
unnecessary chances when he got frustrated) and as a
result it took them only an hour and a half before they
rolled up in front of the tall wrought -iron gates that
separated the private road leading to the Manor from the
rest of the world. Stone leaned back in his seat, stretching
out. "Ah...it's good to be home," he said, sniling.

Aubrey echoed his smile. "I've spent the past few days
putting the place in order for you, sir. | even dusted some
of the things on the walls."

"As if I'd notice.” Stone's reply was good-natured and
obviously in keeping with a long -standing custom
between them. "You know me, Aubreyii as long as
nobody's disturbed my study, you could be running
orgies in the main hall and | wouldn't notice them."

"The orgies were completed last week, sir.”

Stone grinned. "Good man."

Aubrey didn't answer except to ¢ huckle slightly. He
drove the car around the circular graveled driveway and
pulled up in front of the door.

Stone was out almost before the car stopped, grabbing
up his bag from the back seat. Aubrey didn't protest; he
could see just how glad his employer was to finally be
here. He followed behind as Stone took the steps up to the
front door two at a time and tapped in the entrance code
on the inconspicuous keypad.

"Meowwwrrr..."
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Stone was barely inside when he was accosted by a
small black missile which seemed determined to thread its
way between his feet and knock him down. He smiled
down at it. "Hello, Maya. Missed me, have you? I've
certainly missed you."

Maya backed up slightly and looked up at him with
big, luminous green eyes. She was large for acat, with
luxuriant black fur and a plumy tail. She sat now with her
front paws primly together. " Mrrrow?" Ducking her head
down slightly, she waited.

Stone chuckled. "Yes, yes. Of course. How could |
forget?" Dropping his bag, he went down on one knee and
began gently scratching the cat behind the ears. Maya
purred, first demurely and then with increased gusto.

Aubrey watched this scene with amusement. He had
lived long enough with Alastair Stone and his
unconventional companion (it wouldn't do to call h er a
mere caffi she was far more than that) to know that,
regardless of whether Maya actually talked to him, he did
seem to understand what she wanted. He smiled. Life had
not been dull since she had arrived, that was certain. At
least his apprehension about having a blackberry cat as a
housemate had long since departed. Maya had proven
herself to be not only trustworthy (she didn't even bother
his old beagle Mullins anymore, but Aubrey suspected
that was more because she had tired of the game than due
to any particular compassion on her part) but also a
surprisingly effective deterrent to thieves and poachers
who might think that Stone Manor and the lands
surrounding it were easy pickings.

Stone rose back to a full standing position. "It's good
to see you al," he said, running a hand back through his
hair. "It's been too long. | should come home more often."

"You should, sir," Aubrey agreed, trying not to show
too much of his enthusiasm about that prospect. "Now...if
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you'll excuse me for awhile, I'd best put dinner on. I'm
sure you must be hungry after your flight."

Stone nodded, leaning down to stroke the insistent
Maya again. "Slept right through dinner on the plane.
That neverhappens."”

He wasn't tired enough to attempt to go to bed until
the early hours of the morning; the long nap on the flight
had apparently been sufficient to stave off most of the
effects of jet lag this time. He had dinner with Aubrey and
Maya, caught up with the goings -on around the house
and the small village outside which it was located, and
then excused himself to head off to his study where he
spent the remainder of the evening going through mail (of
the e- and paper variety) and looking through the stack of
books that had been delivered a few weeks back from one
of the old bookstores in London. As he leafed through
notices of professional conferences and seminars soliciting
both his attendance and his participation, it once again
struck him a little oddly how easily he was able to switch
between the personas of Winterhawk and Alastair Stone,
almost as if they were different people. When he was
home, he rarely thought of his life as a member of a
shadowrunning team fi not until he was bored and ready
to go back, that was. For now, though, that part of his life
was nearly forgotten, tucked away in a back corner of his
mind to be resurrected in a few months. In a way, the two
parts together were what kept him sane. Aubrey would
never understand that, but it was true. It was the reason
why he knew it would be a very long time before he
thought about retirement. Unless somebody does me in first,
he thought wryly, but those thoughts were very far away.

The clock in the upstairs hall ticked inexorably along
in the silent house as Stone finally finished his catching up
and headed for his suite at the end of the west wing on
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the second floor. Maya was gone now, undoubtedly out
on one of her nocturnal prowls, but Stone knew she
would be back at some point. She almost always slept at
the foot of his bed when he first arrived home fi
sometimes much longer than that. She was far too aloof to
tell him in so many words, but her actions did indicate to
Stone that she missed him during his long absences. He
sighed as he reached his bedchamber and began
preparing for sleep, then smiled to himself as thoug hts of
sharing his bed with some non-feline female
companionship rose up in his mind. Perhaps when he got
back to the University he'd ask that lovely Dr. Boothby
over in the School of Enchantment out for dinner and a
show. If one thing led to another, well ...that would be
quite nice indeed.

The smile was still there as he fell asleep.

When he awoke the next morning, he felt more tired
than he had when he'd gone to bed. He opened his eyes
slowly and stretched, feeling vague aches in his muscles
that hadn't been there before. The bedclothes were in
disarray, and Stone realized he had been huddled up near
the headboard, his pillow flung off to one side.

He sat up slowly, running his hand through his hair
and discovering that it too was in disarray, mostly s tuck
to his head like he'd been sweating. It was only then that
he became aware that Maya was in the room, sitting at the
other end of the bed. She was watching him. If there was
ever any doubt that she cared about him, her worried
expression put that to rest. ‘Mrr...owww?"

Stone took a deep breath and almost without thinking
cast the spell that allowed him to communicate with her.
"Good...morning," he said, the uncertainty clear in his
voice.
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"No." She continued to eye him. "Not good. You're
upset.”

He tried to remember what might have caused him to
be in such a state, but he couldn't. The last thing he
remembered was drifting off to sleep with pleasant
thoughts of Dr. Boothby in his mind. Then...this. "Do you
know what happened? Did something happen?"

The blackberry cat tilted her head, thinking. As
intelligent as she was, it was sometimes difficult for her to
put things into words that the two -leggers could
understand. "You were upset. For a long time. Bad
dreams?"

Stone's brow furrowed a bit. Was he having bad
dreams? He certainly didn't recall it if he had. "l...don't
know. What was | doing?" His gaze sharpened. "l didn't
get out of bed, did 1?"

"No." Maya, seemingly convinced that he was better
now, approached a little closer. "Stayed in bed. Moved
around a lot. Upset.”

But yet | didn't wake up. Odd:Did | say anything?"

Maya was silent for several moments. "You thought
something was trying to get you. Told it to go away."

"Hmm..." Stone swung his legs around and sat on the
edge of the bed. "Well, that would certainly qualify as a
bad dream...p'raps it's just because of all the changes." He
shrugged. "Haven't been home in awhile...threw my sleep
off with that nap on the plane..." He gave Maya a well, it's
done nowlook and stood. "I'll wager that a good shower
and breakfast ought to take care of it, don't you think?"

Maya didn't answer. She watched him with some
concern as he padded off toward the bathroom, and
remained where she was long after she heard the shower
start up.
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Needless to say Stone didn't tell Aubrey about the
incident. The shower and fresh clothes, coupled with a
brisk early-morning walk around the grounds, did
wonders to improve both his outlook and his muscle
aches. By the time he returned to the house for breakfast,
he had nearly forgotten about the incident, and by the
time the meal was over and he was on the train headed
into London (after having bid both Aubrey and Maya
goodbye) it was as if it had never happened at alll.

London University, which was located on the West
side, did not have quite the prestige of its more famous
sister schools Oxford and Cambridge, but it had been
around almost as long and had one thing which had made
it Stone's choice from the moment he had begun making
University plans in his early teen y ears: it had the best
thaumaturgy department in all of the United Kingdom.
During the early part of the century, shortly after the
Awakening had occurred, Oxford and Cambridge had
been slower to embrace the new discipline, but London,
showing foresight and perhaps seeing an opportunity to
raise its fortunes a bit vis a visits rivals, had almost
immediately set about luring talent in the nascent
specialty. In only five years' time, it had a department that
was the envy of academic circles and the other schmls
were playing catchup. It was not surprising that London
also had one of the best matrix science departments in the
UK, although there were othersfi the University of Wales
in Aberystwyth and Trinity College in Tir na nOg being
the most notablefi that were better.

Stone had entered London University when he was
sixteen years old and had never really left, at least not in
spirit. After completing his undergraduate degree in
Applied Thaumaturgy in three years, he had stayed on to
get his Master's. That course of study had been
interrupted near its beginning by the tragic death of both
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his parents in a suspicious plane crash, forcing him to take
a year off to straighten out their affairs, get all the
legalities of the inheritance in order (it was at that point
that he also inherited his father's minor hereditary title
and became Lord Stone, but he didn't like to talk or even
think much about that), and get himself back into the
academic swing of things. After completing his Master's,
he began immediately on work ing toward his doctorate fi
however, an unfortunate series of circumstances
involving a messily broken engagement and a resultant
falling -out with Aubrey had sent him off to North
America to spend several years travelling around,
studying magical creatures and phenomena, and
occasionally reporting back his progress to the University.
At least, that was what the University thought he was
doing. It was also during this period that Stone had begun
the activities that would eventually lead to his
shadowrunning car eer, but he didn't often think about
that much either. The short version was that by the time
he returned to Stone Manor and patched up his rift with
Aubrey, he was well on his way to both a doctorate in
Applied Thaumaturgy and a lucrative side career as a
shadowrunning mage. It just so happened that these two
avocations tended to complement each other, as his
magical studies gave him an edge when he encountered a
new creature or phenomenon, and his time as a
shadowrunner allowed him to see the kind of magi ¢ that
he would never see as a pure academic. His papers,
infrequent as they were, were always the talk of the
department.

Stone got off the train at Euston Station and caught a
taxi to the University. It didn't look any different, but then
it hadn't look ed any different for at least two hundred
years, so that wasn't a surprise. The buildings that made
up its campus were stately, dignified, ageless under the
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steelgray sky. There was a stoic beauty about the place
that Stone found comforting. It was one of the few places
in the world where he truly felt he belonged.

The Department of Thaumaturgy was housed in one
of the newer buildings, which is to say that it was only a
fewhundred years old. Stone whistled a snippet of an old
Pink Floyd tune as he headed up the steps and inside,
smiling at the hurrying students making their way in and
out of the elevators. He himself skipped the elevator and
continued up the stairs, feeling that the exercise would be
good for him.

The Department of Thaumaturgy was divide d into
two main schools: Hermetic Studies and Shamanic
Studies. Only the Hermetic school was located in this
building; the shamanic types (including the druids of the
shamanic persuasion) generally did not like to be
confined and maintained their offices in more
unconventional locations. It was rare that Hermetic and
Shamanic had much to do with each other, study-wise,
except in the comparative analysis classes where a group
of each got together and tried to understand each other's
philosophy of magic. Those classes were usually highly
entertaining but rarely got much accomplished except to
forge an occasional friendship or romance. Professionally,
the adherents of the two philosophies respected each
other but everyone knew they would never see eye to eye.

Within the School of Hermetic Studies, there were five
departments:  Theoretical = Thaumaturgy,  Applied
Thaumaturgy, Enchanting, Conjuring and Elemental
Studies, and Magical Theory. The latter was more of a
catch-all discipline that tended to attract mundanes
interested in the ways of magic; anyone with more than a
scrap of magical talent gravitated toward one of the other
departments unless they had absolutely no idea what they
wanted to do with their magical careers and wanted to get
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a taste of everything. Aside from those disciplines, there
were some others that crosspollinated with other
departments, such as Parazoology, Parabotany, and
Paramedicine, but those were also located elsewhere, in
their parent disciplines' buildings.

Stone's expertise was in Applied Thaumaturgy, which
concerned itself with the application of magic in practical
settings. From his arrival at the University at age sixteen,
he had been fascinated by all the things magic could allow
one to do. He respected theory and had a solid grounding
in it, but his true love was using magic in real -world
settings. During his undergraduate and graduate studies,
he had established himself as a powerful if
unconventional mage, one who was wiling to take
chancesi sometimes dangerous chance$i to pursue a
hypothesis or produce a result. Every one of his instances
of scholarly acclaim and praise for his brilliance had been
counterbalanced by a reprimand, a warning, or, in a
couple of cases, a threatened expulsion from the
University for putting himself at risk unnecessarily. Most
of the department faculty regarded him as a maverick, a
loose cannon whose research produced stunning results
often enough that they put up with him, much like one
would put up with a gifted child scientist who
occasionally blew up the garage with his experiments.
Oddly, though, as often as they complained about him
among themselves, Stone knew that they would defend
him with equal fervor if anyone outside the University
commented negatively about him. It amused him i he
was certainly a loose cannon, but he was their loose
cannon.

As he drew to the top of the stairs on the top floor of
the sevenstory building, he smiled to see that the wooden
door at the end of the hall was open. That meant the man
he had come to see was probably hee. He had not called

80 | R. L. KING



ahead on purpose, preferring to surprise his old friend
with a visit. They had not seen each other in quite some
time.

Rodney Leifeld, head of the School of Hermetic
Studies, was probably the main reason why Stone hadn't
managed to get himself kicked out of London U.
sometime during his career as a student. Stone had first
met him at the age of fifteen while he was still attending a
prestigious boarding school for young mages and Leifeld
was a mere professor in the Applied Thaumaturgy
department, but the two had hit it off immediately. They
had met during a visit Stone's class had taken to the
university i they had taken several that year, to give the
students some idea of where they might choose to
continue their educationsfi and Stone had ended up
returning the next day, taking the train back to London to
meet with him and discuss magic and his future. In
Leifeld Stone had seen a mentor, and in Stone Leifeld had
seen a potential protege. After a series of tests to
determine the young man's aptitudes in both magic and
academics, Leifeld had agreed to sponsor his entrance into
the University early. The two had remained good friends,
and as Stone had progressed in his education, Leifeld had
progressed in his academic career. It was largely due to
his recommendation that Stone now had his rather
unconventional position as sort of a semi-visiting
professor, able to drop in for a few months and conduct
special seminars in odd aspects of magic, to break up the
monotony of the regular course of study.

Stone peeked around the doorframe into the office,
checking to see if there were too many people waiting; if
there were, he would come back later. Beverley Kent,
Leifeld's secretary, happened to be looking up just as he
poked his head around the corner, and her face lit up in a
broad smile. Before she could say anything, Stone put a
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finger to his lips, returning her smile. He pointed toward
the door and then moved into the office. "So," he said,
loudly, "I see you lot are as lazy as ever today, sitting
‘round with your feet up while the students do all the
work!"

Ms. Kent grinned as after a moment a voice boomed
from inside the office: "Ms. Kent, is that good -for-nothing
Alastair Stone back again? Tell him to get a job and send
him on his way!"

"Too late for that," Stone called.

"Well, then, send him in here!"

Stone shrugged, smiled at Ms. Kent, and headed in.

Rodney Leifeld was smiling too, rising from behind
his big wooden desk. An elegant, powerfully -built man in
his late fifties, he managed to mnvey simultaneously an
air of proud tradition and a sense of mischief that would
do a first-year undergraduate proud. "Alastair!” He
offered his hand, motioning for Stone to sit down. "How
are you? | didn't even know you were back in town."”

"Just got in yesterday." Stone settled into one of the
threadbare but comfortable antique chairs in front of
Leifeld's desk, noting that the impressive collection of
dusty magical artifacts on the office's shelves seemed to
have grown since he'd been here last.

"And you've come to see me straight away. How
touching. | suppose you're looking for something to do."

Stone grinned. "How did you guess?"

"Well, | didn't expect you've come because you missed
my charm and witty conversation."

"Nofi but speaking of that, is Dr. Boothby around
today?"

Leifeld chuckled. "Sorry, old boyf she's engaged
these days. Has been for a couple of months now. That's
what happens when you're gone so long and out of
touch.”
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Stone sighed in mock distress. "Bothe." Looking back
up at Leifeld, he dropped the distressed expression like a
curtain. "Sofi got anything for me to do?"

Leifeld had to laugh at Stone's affected look of bright,
childlike eagerness, knowing full well just how much of
an affectation it was. He worried about his old student
sometimes; Stone seemed somehow cynical and hardened
beyond his years, and never talked about what he did
when he was away from England for extended periods,
except for the things that he revealed in the papers he
submitted. "You certainly don't waste any time," he said at
last, smiling. "As a matter of fact | do have something you
might be interested in. Been keeping up with the literature
on the manastorm around the spot where Dunkelzahn
was done in a few years ago?"

Stone nodded soberly. That was a subject in which he
had particular interest.

Leifeld glanced up, startled by Stone's expression.
"Are you all right, Alastair?"

"Yes...quite." Stone took a deep breath and leaned
back in the chair. "I never did tell you | was t here, did 1?"

"There?" Leifeld asked, a quizzical look passing across
his features.

"There. When Dunkelzahn died.”

The older man's eyes widened. "No, Alastair...you
didn't. You were there?You saw it happen?" He leaned
forward intently.

Stone shook hishead. "l didn't see it happen, although
I was there, at the inaugural ball. | was inside when the
actual assassination occurred, but it couldn't have been
more than thirty seconds or so before | was outside."

Leifeld sighed. "I don't suppose | ought to ask you
how you managed to get yourself invited to Dunkelzahn's
inaugural ball, should 1?"
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"Best if you don't," Stone agreed. "But yes, I'm quite
up-to-date on the topic at hand."

There was a long pause while Leifeld digested that
information. "We'll have to talk more about this later," he
said at last. "lI've got an appointment in twenty minutes,
and | think this sort of discussion belongs in a pub over a
nice glass of ald or perhaps severali rather than in here.
For now, let me just say that I've been thinking about a
seminar on the manastorm phenomenonfi focusing on
Dunkelzahn's but including some of the other, smaller
onesfi and | thought you might be just the man for the
job. Didn't think you'd be around, though. Interested?" At
Stone's nod he continued: "It would be one evening a
weekf you choose the eveningi for a couple of months. |
figure it will attract some of the younger students fi they
tend to go for that flashy stuff, and since you're the
flashiest chap we've got “round the departmentfi "

Stone couldn't help chuckling. That was the
understatement of the year and both of them knew it.
Most of London U's thaumaturgical faculty could give
entire classes on stodginess and conservatism. A few of
them could win prizes. "I'm flattered, Rodney. Really.
And I'll be happy to take your seminar. It'll keep me off
the streets and out of Aubrey's hair for awhile i especially
since it appears that Dr. Boothby is out of circulation.” He
rose. "It's good to see you again. | won't take any more of
your time now, but we'll have to have that ale one of these
days."

Leifeld stood, nodding. "And one of these days
perhaps you'll finally get around to telling me what you
do when you're away for all these months i and how you
manage to know so much about things no one is
supposed to know that much about.”

"P'raps someday,"” Stone agreed goodnaturedly. "I'l
see you later, Rodney." He tipped a jaunty salute and
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headed out the door, nodding farewell to Ms. Kent as he
left. He didn't see Leifeld shaking his head in mock
exasperation behind him.

The seminar was set to begin in two weeks, and Stone
had no trouble keeping busy during that time. When he
wasn't studying up on the Ilatest manastorm
developments and planning out his sessions, he spent the
remainder of the time visiting old acqua intances, hanging
out at his favorite London pub with some of the younger
and less stodgy faculty members, and prowling the older,
non-touristy ends of London looking for magical goodies,
old books, and additions to his collection of mid -to-late-
20th-century British rock and roll recordings. He was very
pleased when one day he found not only an early edition
of a pre-Awakening magic book he'd been searching for,
but also well-preserved compact disc recordings of Pink
Floyd's Wish You Were Herand Jethro Tull's Aqualungin
an antique store he hadn't visited previously.

All in all, things had been going very well over the
past two weeks, except for one thing.

The nightmares.

It was getting to where it was hard for him to ignore
them anymore. They didn't ha ppen every night, but three
times the previous week and four so far this week were
bad enough. At first he hadn't even really noticed them,
except for the tired, achy feeling in the mornings, and the
confirmation from Maya that he'd been doing a lot of
tossing and turning during the night. Each time she told
him that he had attempted to ward something off, to send
it away, but Stone had no memory of this and Maya
couldn't provide much in the way of detail. Later on,
though, as the days progressed, he foundhimself waking
in a cold sweat in the early hours of the morning, with
vague images of horrible things scuttling off into hiding
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places in the corners of his mind before he could pin them
down long enough to identify them. He wondered what
could be causing the dreams, but came up with nothing.
Life was going well right now; he didn't have anything
nagging at his mind. Even meditation sessions in his
study didn't help him put his finger on the problem.

He had purposely not told Aubrey about any of this,
not wanting to worry his old friend with something he
considered to be of little importance. However, the
caretaker was a perceptive individual, and didn't miss
muchf especially when his employer was involved. "Sir,"
he said carefully one morning well into the two weeks,
"Are you all right? You look...tired."

Stone looked up from his datafax and morning coffee
and sighed. "I'm fine, Aubrey. Just fine."

Aubrey looked him over. "You don't look fine, sir.
You've got dark circles under your eyes, and you look lik e
you haven't been sleeping well. Shall | have the doctor
over to have a look at you?"

"No, Aubrey. That won't be necessary." He put down
the datafax and sighed. "You're rightfi I haven't been
sleeping well. Been having bad dreams the past few
nights. | don't know why. P'raps I'm getting stressed over
this seminar.”

Both he and Aubrey knew that was a lie. Stone loved
teachingii it was in his blood. "Sirfi "

“I'm all right, Aubrey,” Stone said, smiling a little too
broadly. "Really. I'll come home early tonight and try to
get a good night's rest, okay? That's all it is.”

Aubrey didn't look convinced, but he knew better
than to try to argue with Stone when he was like this. He
looked down at Maya, who had been staying close to
home the past few days and was rarely far away from
Stone. "Maya, perhaps you should have a talk with him.
He's always been too stubborn for his own good." His
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tone was good-natured but there was an undercurrent of
worry in it as well.

Maya's only answer was a soft "Mrrrrow?" and a
concerned look in Stone's direction.

Stone rose and picked up his empty coffee cup. "Well,
I'm off," he announced, as if nothing had happened. "I'll
see you two sometime this evening. Don't worry about
dinner, Aubrey i I'll pick up something on the way
home."

Aubrey intercepted him as he headed for the kitchen,
slipping the cup from his grasp. "I'll take that, sir. And
you will be home early, yes?"

Stone nodded. "Early. Promise." Before Aubrey (or
Maya, for that matter) could say anything else, he leaned
down to scratch Maya's ears and swept out of the dining
room. Picking up his overcoat and his umbrella, he left
the house.

Without a clear idea of what he wanted to do, he to ok
the train back into London. Despite his flippant replies to
Aubrey, he wasconcerned about the nightmares and the
resultant lack of sleep; he knew he couldn't go on like this
forever. Somehow, he would have to find out what was
causing the problem and deal with it. As he sat on the
train he tried, for at least the dozenth time just in the past
week, to nail down what was disturbing his subconscious
mind to the point where it felt it necessary to interrupt his
sleep. Professional problems? He wasn't having any.
Relationship problems? No...despite the lovely Dr.
Boothby's unexpected engagement, Stone had always had
little trouble finding companionship when he bothered to
looki and besides, the nightmares had started the night
before he'd heard the news. Prodems with his “other' life?
That didn't make sensefi the last run had ended well and
he hadn't had any problems with disrupted sleep when he
was back in Seattle.
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He sighed. Whatever it was, obviously it was going to
take more than just his continued speculation to get to the
bottom of it. Now it was just a matter of figuring out what
to do. All he knew for sure was that he didn't want to
discuss the problem with anyone at the University. Half
of them thought he was strange anyway (and among
mages, strange'came with the territory fi if they noticed,
you knew you were in a class by yourself) and he didn't
want to give them any more ammunition.

An answer came to him in an unexpected way. After
spending the morning puttering around lore shops and
antiqgue stores in the West End, he stopped off at a
Chinese noodle house for lunch. He ate slowly, dawdling
over the food as he glanced over one of the local
alternative newspapers, listening but not really hearing
the rattle of voices around him (most speaking some
dialect of Chinese so he wouldn't have understood them
even if he had been listening intently). When he finished
the meal, he idly cracked open the fortune cookie next to
his plate.

The tiny slip of paper read: "An old friend from your
past is seeking yduOn the back were his lucky lottery
numbers.

Stone smiled and tossed it aside next to his chopsticks
and got up, preparing to leave. Sounds like something a
fortune-teller would tell mé like I'm going to meet a tall dark
stranger. He paused a moment, cocking his head. A
fortune teller. Perhaps that wasn't such a bad idea after
allii and he knew just the person he should see. She
wasn't even far from here.

The door of the place he was headed was unmarked,
but the window was stuffed full of items both mundane
and fantastic. It could have been just another of the
innumerable junk or antique shops that lined the streets
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here, but Stone knew better. He pushed open the door,
hearing the familiar soft tinkle of chimes that were not in
any way connected to it.

Immedi ately upon his entrance, he was set upon by
numerous aromas all fighting for olfactory supremacy:
musk, incense, the pleasant musty odor of old things,
wood, leather, and things even more exotic. The interior
of the shop was every bit as much of a jumble as the
window had been, with items stacked on tables, piled on
chairs, hanging from the ceiling, teetering precariously
from high bookshelves. Stone looked around as he made
his way down one of the narrow aisles toward the rear of
the store, noting a row of what looked like petrified
headless fowl hanging from one side, a rack of beautifully
embroidered silk wraps off to the other, a collection of
jade Eastern dragons of various sizes on one of the
shelves, incongruously next to two moth -eaten teddy
bears. There was by no means enough time to look at
everything, not unless he planned on spending multiple
days here, but he knew it was not necessary. The good
stuff wasn't in the front of the shop anyway. The things
out front were for the tourists (if they ever managed to
find the place) and the rubes.

There was one other customer in the store, a thin,
bookish young man of about nineteen who was
wandering around with the air of someone who had
found what he had been told was a treasure trove but
wasn't sure somebody wasn't pulling his leg. Stone
watched him with amusement for a moment, then hung
back, smiling, as a second figure appeared.

The lady who came out of the store's back room
almost blended in with its eclectic decorating scheme.
Small, hunched, birdlik e, with raven-black hair tied into a
bun and a collection of mismatched robes, shawls, and
wraps covering almost every inch of her body, she could
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have been anywhere from a very old thirty -five to a very
young eighty. Her bright black eyes raked over the y oung
man, sizing him up, and then she called out something to
him in Chinese. It sounded like a command.

The young man glanced up sharply as if he had been
caught doing something wrong instead of just the
innocent browsing in which he had been engaged. "I'm
sorry," he said to the lady. "Ifi |1 don't understand."”

The lady moved forward, gesturing at the flustered
customer. She said something else in rapidfire Chinese,
speaking more sharply than before in the tone of an
accusation, and then waited to see whathe would do.

This was obviously not what he was expecting. He
looked at her for a moment, then set down the small dog
statuette he had been examining, using the sort of care
one might use to defuse a bomb. "I'm sorry," he said
again. "l wasfi | was just browsing. I'll fi be going now.
Good day to you, ma'am." He nearly tripped over himself
hurrying out of the store.

From the shadows, Stone chuckled. "You really
shouldn't do that, you know. One of these days you're
going to have one faint right here in the store.”

The woman looked over toward him, her entire
demeanor changing as she laughed. "Alastair Stone. It's
been a long time, but | would know that voice anywhere.”
She spoke now with soft, cultured British tones and not a
trace of a Chinese accent. Risingfrom her semi-hunched
position, she looked at him with sparkling eyes. It was not
much easier to discern her age when she stood up
straight, but the range narrowed down from thirty -five
through eighty to about forty through sixty.

"It has indeed, Madame Huan," Stone said, moving
over to allow himself to be enfolded into Madame Huan
Mei-Lin's incense-scented embrace.
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She smiled up at him, looking him over. "Let me just
put up the Closed sign, and we will go in the back and
have tea. Then you can tell me why you have come to see
me."

"Must | have a reason?" he asked teasingly. "P'raps
I've just missed your charmsfi or watching you bully the
unexpected customers."

She shook her head. "No, my friend. You have a
reason. | can see it in your aura. Something is toubling
you."

Stone took a deep breath. Thatwaswhy he had come
after alli because Huan MetkLin didn't miss anything. He
certainly shouldn't be surprised that she had noticed so
quickly. "I'm afraid so," he admitted. "But we've time for
that." He chuckled, pointing toward the door. "How many
do you get these days?"

"Oh, two or three a week," she said, smiling as she
turned over the ancient Closedsign and locked the door.
"They see the place and wander in, thinking they've found
something intriguing. If they're brave enough, | let them
stay."

Stone chuckled again, remembering his first trip to
Madame Huan's during his third of six years at the
magical boarding school. It had been on a dare from some
of the older studentsii go into the strange old lady's shop
and come back with something you've bought without
letting her scare you away. She hadscared him away the
first time, just like all the others i but he had come back,
disgusted with himself for letting himself be frightened by
an old woman. He had come back and she had welcomed
him then, as one of the few who had the nerve to do so.

It turned out, as he discovered on that second trip,
that Madame Huan was only a junk -shop owner on the
surface. Her real businesses were talismongering and
divination, both of which she ran out of the ornate back
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room of her tiny shop. She made enough money from
both that she could scare off every bargain-hunting
customer who entered the shop and still make a very
comfortable living. You only got to the back room if you

knew what you were looking for i or if Madame Hu an
took a liking to you.

She led Stone into the back, winding her way through
the narrow aisles with the ease of someone who could do
it in full darkness. The thick beaded curtain that separated
the junk shop from the back room rustled and tinkled as
they moved through it. Stone knew from past experience
that at the same location on the astral plane, the curtain
represented a powerful ward. Not all of Madame Huan's
endeavors were of the strictly legal variety, and she did
not like prying eyes.

Behind the curtain, it was as if they had entered a
different building. Instead of clutter and eclectica, this
room contained tasteful furniture, beautiful (and clearly
very, very old) wall decorations, fine rugs, and a
scattering of magnificent art objects, each ofwhich Stone
knew was worth more than the entire contents of the shop
out front. Off to one side of the room was a large wooden
cabinet decorated with delicate Chinese artwork; there
were two other doorways, also covered by beaded
curtains, leading off in o pposite directions. "Sit down,"
Madame Huan said warmly, indicating one of the soft
brocaded chairs. "Tell me how you've been. After we've
had our tea, we will speak of what is troubling you."

Stone kept the conversation light, speaking of settling
in at Stone Manor, of Aubrey and Maya, of the seminar he
was preparing to give at the University. While he spoke,
Madame Huan bustled about just past one of the beaded
curtains and emerged in a few moments with a tray
containing a teapot, two cups, and some smal cakes. The
two of them continued to chat while they drank; Stone
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found himself feeling peaceful and content as he listened
to his old friend's soft pleasant tones telling him of her
businesses, both real and false. By the time they had
finished their tea and Madame Huan had gathered up the
cups and the teapot, Stone's problems seemed remote and
far away. He was beginning to think it had been a little
silly of him to have come here for anything more than a
chance to see an old friend again.

Madame Huan had other ideas. She settled herself
back down in her chair and regarded Stone with dark
concerned eyes. "Tell me why you have come, Alastair.
What disturbs your balance?"

Stone shook his head. "It's nothing, really. Don't know
why | thought of you, except | was in the area and there
was this fortune cookie..." He looked rather disgusted at
himself, realizing that he was rambling.

She waited patiently, watching him as she sat silent in
her chair.

"I've been having...dreams,” he continued after a long
pause. "Bad ones. For a couple of weeks now. They seem
to be getting worsefi they didn't wake me up before, but
now they're starting to. | can't seem to figure out what's
causing them." He looked at her. "Divination's never been
my strong point fi | thought p'raps y ou might be able to
shed some light on it."

Madame Huan nodded slowly. "These dreams...when
did they begin?"

"Right after | got back home."

"Where had you been before that?"

"Seattle. | spend quite a lot of time over therefi I'd
been there for almost three months before | returned
home."

Again the woman nodded. "Did anything...unusual
happen while you were in Seattle?"
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"No more unusual than...well, usual," he said with a
wry smile. "Nothing terribly out of the ordinary, if that's
what you mean."

"Nothi ng that disturbed you?"

Stone shook his head. "No. In fact, things had gone
rather well. | was feeling good about coming home and
relaxing for awhile."

"Mmm..." Madame Huan murmured. "So something
has disturbed your subconscious greatly, but your
conscious mind has no idea what it might be."

"It looks that way." Stone paused a moment, then
looked up at her. "Maya says | was telling something to go
away, as if it were trying to...attack me?"

Madame Huan accepted this new bit of information
silently. Reaching into one of the voluminous folds of her
robes, she withdrew a wooden box and placed it on the
table between them. From it, she removed several sticks of
incense and a burner. Carefully, she arranged these items
and lit the incense, causing a strong but not unpleasant
aroma to waft through the air. "Are you carrying anything
to which you have a strong attachment?" she asked softly.

Stone was expecting thafi those who practiced
divination worked in many different ways to focus their
power: some used cards, some used crystals, some used
tea leaves. Madame Huan's specialty was psychometry,
which involved readings from items that had emotional
value to their owners. He silently slid his London
University ring from his finger (he had put it on the
morning aft er he'd arrived in England) and handed it over
to her.

She took it between her hands, rolling it around in her
palms, closing her eyes. "All right,” he said in a soothing
tone, "lean back and try to relax. Concentrate on my voice,
and open your mind to me ."
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Stone did as requested. He knew it was harder to do
this sort of reading on another magically active
individual, especially one as strong of mind as he. But
Madame Huan was stronger and more experienced in her
discipline than he wasi that was why he was here. He
would just have to trust her.

Madame Huan continued to caress the ring in her
hands, leaning her head back, her eyes still closed as she
murmured to herself in Chinese. Stone felt reality seem to
swirl around him as a calm, dissociated feeling settled
over him. He was here and yet he was not here, both at
the same time. All that existed was here in this room#
himself, Madame Huan, the smell of incense, the soft
Chinese whispers. Time seemed to stop.

Stone didn't know how long it was before realit y
returned to normal, but the first thing he noticed was that
Madame Huan looked decidedly unwell. Her smooth
forehead was beaded with sweat, her skin pale, the
sparkle of mischief gone from her eyes. Her hand clutched
almost spasmodically around Stone's ring. Stone leaned
forward, concerned. "Are you fi all right?" he asked softly.

The woman appeared to snap out of a trance. She
smiled wanly at him, letting the ring fall into her lap. She
nodded. "Could you...get me a glass of water, please?"
Her voice was soft, weary.

Stone leaped up and hurried into the kitchen,
returning with a large glass of water. He put it in her
shaking hands and steadied it as she drank. His eyes
showed his worry. After a few moments, Madame Huan
smiled at him again, looking stronger now. "I'll be all
right,” she said. "I just need to rest for awhile. Pleaséi sit
down." She set the water glass down and handed him his
ring.
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Without taking his eyes off her, he slid the ring back
on his finger and lowered himself back into the chair.
"Whatii is it? What did you see?"

She took a deep breath. The color was beginning to
come back to her cheeks, but it was a slow process. A long
silence hung between them as she gathered herself. "I
think you're in danger," she finally said, her voice very
soft. "But | can't tell you why, or from whom."

Stone tilted his head. "Danger? From nightmares?"

“"No. The nightmares are only a manifestation.
Someonefi or somethingfi is seeking you. | can see traces
of it on the astral plane, but it is not always there. It is not
there now. | think it is coming to you in your dreams
because the veil is not so strong then."

Stone stared at her. "Seeking me?" He remmbered the
fortune cookie and chuckled mirthlessly. "An old friend
from my past is seeking me."

Madame Huan looked at him quizzically.

He shrugged. "That's what the fortune cookie said.
The one that reminded me that | should come here. It
doesn't sound much like a friend, though, does it?"

She shook her head. "No. | cannot see muchi it is
very elusive, almost as if it does not wish to be seen. But
whatever it is, | sense conflict in it. It is as if it is trying to
warn you i and to harm you." She sighed. "l am sorry that
does not make much sense, Alastair. |1 wish | could help
you more."

Stone smiled at her. "I'm grateful for what you've
done, Madame Huan. I'm sorry that it has tired you so fi if
I had known, | never would have asked you to do it."

"Be careful, my friend. | don't know who or what this
is that seeks you, but | sense great danger, and threat to
anyone who attempts to confront it."
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Stone spent the next several hours walking and
thinking. He had left Madame Huan's only after he was
sure that she would be all right and was suffering no
lingering effects from the strange divination.

Even after his friend's reaction, he wasn't terribly
afraid of this person or thing that was allegedly seeking
him. If all it was going to do was give him bad dreams,
then he'd just have to pump up the wards around the
Manor a little more to keep it out. He'd been overdue to
do that anyway. Any stray astral beasties or would -be
stalkers who'd latched onto him as a potential target
would just have to move on to someone else. Even though
the divination hadn't given him the specific answers he
had been looking for, the answers he had gotten were
enough to make him feel better about the whole matter
than he had in several days.

That was before he saw thething.

It was walki ng out of a kitchen-gadget store as Stone
waited for the light to change so he could cross the street.
At first he didn't notice it, because he was concentrating
on the light. But then he glanced sidewaysii and froze.

It looked human fi female, in factfi dressedin a short
black skirt, stylish little yellow jacket, and high -heeled
boots. It looked human, that was, until you saw its head.
Stone stared at it, eyes wide, unable to move. The thing's
head was vaguely insectoid, but that wasn't quite right.
There was something far beyond insectoid about it i far
more...wrong.

And then it turned toward him and grinned from
across the street.

Stone staggered to his right, catching a grip on a
streetlight pole. He couldn't tear his gaze off the grinning
thing. Its eyes glowed, red and malevolently cheeky.

"Sir?"
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He forced himself to drag his vision away from it for a
moment to see who had addressed him, half expecting to
see another one of them. Instead a troll boy, no more than
twelve years old and already taller and bro ader than
Stone, was watching him with concern. "Are you okay,
sir? You look...sick."

Stone took a deep breath and risked another glance
across the street. The thing was gone now, replaced by a
cute young woman in the same outfit it had been wearing.
He looked back at the troll boy and forced a smile.
"Yes...yes, I'm fine, thank you." Before the boy could leave,
he jerked his head toward the area he had been watching.
"Did you...see anything...odd over there?" he asked, aware
that his voice sounded somewhat strangled to his ears.

The boy looked at him strangely, then across the
street, and then back at Stone. He took a step back.
"No...nothing odd. Just a lady, and a couple of chaps, and
some buildings. That's all." After a pause, he ventured,
"Did you?" He was looking at Stone in a way that
suggested that perhaps he had been wrong to speak in the
first place.

Stone sighed and shook his head. "No...l suppose not.
I guess | was mistaken. Sorry to frighten you."

"No worries, sir," the boy said, and hurri ed off rather
more quickly than was strictly polite.

Stone watched him go, pausing a moment to take a
few deep breaths and get his racing pulse under control.
As he did so and the initial shock wore off, he began to
feel more and more embarrassed at his dsplay. Of course
there hadn't been any weird creature standing by the
kitchen-gadgets store. And furthermore, he had not been
seeing things. No doubt it had been nothing more than a
young mage or shaman having a joke with an illusion
spell. He chuckled aloud to himself in the manner of a
man who'd just succumbed to the scares in a horror trid
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and wanted to let those around him know that he didn't
really believe in that sort of thing. "An illusion, of course,"
he murmured. "What an ass I'm being. | didn't even
bother to check." He had done the same sort of thing as a
youngster. Obviously Madame Huan's dire predictions
had settled into his mind more firmly than he'd thought.

The sun would be going down soon; he supposed he
ought to start thinking about getti ng home. After all, he
had promised Aubrey that he would be home early. Still,
though, he had time. It only took about forty -five minutes
to get home by train, and "early" by his reckoning didn't
come for at least another two hours or so. What he
needed, Sone decided, was a pint or two first fi just to
wash away the last lingering memories of an unpleasant
experience. Yes, that would do nicely.

He caught a cab over to his favorite pub near the
University, sure that he'd find at least one or two of the
younger thaumaturgy faculty members or the older
graduate students in attendance. He wasn't disappointed.
The Rose and Crown appeared to be a popular
destination that evening, and he was welcomed warmly.
Before the hour was up he was settled in at his favorite
table, working on his third Guinness, and both strange
insect-creatures and Aubrey were the last things on his
mind.

It was almost midnight when the cab pulled up in
front of Stone Manor, but the lights were still on inside.
As soon as the taxi's headlights were visible around the
bend of the graveled driveway, the front door of the
house opened and Aubrey hurried out, h is entire bearing
suggesting that he had been watching the driveway for
quite some time with increasing levels of worry. He
watched as the ork cabdriver got out and went around to
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the back, helping out an obviously very intoxicated
Alastair Stone.

Aubrey bustled over. "Is he all right?" he asked the
driver, taking Stone's other arm. His employer was
walking but just barely, humming some unidentifiable
tune and looking quite pleased with himself.

The ork nodded. "He's had a few too many, but
sleepin' it off'll take care o' that. Ya want help gettin' him
inside?"

"“m'all right..." muttered Stone, smiling up at Aubrey.
"Hi, Aubrey."

"Hello, sir," Aubrey said noncommittally. To the
cabbie he said, "If you'll just help me get him up the stairs
to the doorf "

The ork nodded and together they hustled the
unresisting Stone up. "Where was he?" Aubrey asked.

"Picked him up at the Rose and Crownfi one o' his
mates called, said he was in no shape to take the train
home."

Aubrey nodded. "Well, thank you very much for
getting him home. He does this occasionally, but hasn't in
a long time. How much do | owe you?"

The ork told him, and he handed over the fare and a
generous tip. "Thank you, sir. Have a pleasant evening."

"Oh, quite," Aubrey muttered as he opened the door
and slung Stone's arm around his shoulders.

Maya showed up almost immediately after Aubrey
closed the door behind them. She looked at Stone, tilting
her head and wrinkling her nose.

"Yes, Maya, | know he smells like an ale-house.
Perhaps you can talk some sense into him." Aubrey
looked at the tall stairway to the second floor and shook
his head. "I'm afraid you're sleeping in your study this
evening, sir. There's no way I'm going to get you
upstairs." Suiting action to words, he half -aided, half-
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carried his employer into the study and lowered him
down on the leather couch, deftly removing his overcoat
and shoes in the process. "There you are, sir. You sleep,
and perhaps you'll tell me in the morning what
happened."

Stone seemed to pick up on the slight tone of
disapproval in Aubrey's voice. "Jus' had a few," he told
him sleepily. "Jus' a few...was gonna come home early..."

"Yes, sir." Aubrey kept his voice even. Leaving for a
moment he came back with a blanket, which he spread
over Stone. Maya immediately jumped up and lay next to
him. "You sleep, and I'll talk to you in the morning.
Perhaps then you'll tell me why you didn't answer your
phone when | called you." Without waiting for him to
answer, Aubrey turned and left the room.

Stone watched him go through bleary eyes. ""Night,
Aubrey," he calledii or maybe he just imagined that he
called. Either way, he felt pleasantly content. As he drifted
off to a deep sleep, he didn't even think about the thing he
had seen earlier that dayi or the two more that had
appeared at the pub.

The next morning Stone didn't get up until almost
10:00, and it was an hour after that before he'd managed
to drag himself upstairs, get a shower, and feel vaguely
human again. The jackhammer headache wasn't helping
matters any. Aubrey was nowhere to be found when he
first got up, but when he emerged from his bedroom
suite, he caught the unmistakable aroma of breakfast
cooking downstairs. He wasn't sure he was ready for food
yet, but he knew he had to talk to Aubrey.

He appeared in the doorway to the kitchen and leaned
there, watching the caretaker as he fixed up a big plate of
eggs, toast, sausages, and a pitcher of orange juice.
Aubrey didn't acknowledge Stone's presence.
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"Aubrey..."

The old man looked up. "Oh. Good morning, sir. |
didn't hear you come down."

There was something in Aubrey's voice that disturbed
Stone. "Aubrey...I'm sorry. | don't know what came over
me last night. | know | said I'd be home early i " Part of
him didn't like the way he sounded: like a teenager
caught sneaking in after curfew. Aubrey was his
employee, not his father. But still, he hadpromised#i

"It's quite all right, sir," Aubrey said, his tone not
changing. "You needn't explain. Are you feeling better
this morning?"

The smell of the eggs and the sausge was not co
existing well with Stone's sensitive stomach, but he
thought it best not to mention this fact. Aubrey had
probably made the lavish breakfast partially for just that
reason. Although he was neither female nor Jewish, the
caretaker had the clasic Jewish mother routine down
cold, complete with guilt and occasional passive
aggression. "Better than what?" he asked wryly.

"Well, you look better than you did when the cabbie
brought you home at midnight, that's for certain.”

"Midnight? Was it that late?" That was news to Stone.
He'd intended to stay only a short time. "Aubrey, I am
sorry. Ifi | just planned to stop by the pub for an hour or
so before | came home, bufi " He stopped, not sure why
exactly he had remained now. The memories seemed
indistinc t, fuzzy. He spread his arms in a gesture of
futility. "I don't know."

He must have looked sufficiently sincere to cause
Aubrey to drop his gentle attempts at punishment. "Sir,"
he said worriedly, "are you sure you're all right? You've
been acting ratheri oddfi the past few days. Are you sure
| shouldn't have the doctor over?"
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Stone shook his head. "No, Aubrey. Really. There's
nothing wrong with me. I've been having some trouble
sleeping, but that's all it is. | think I'l spend the day at
home, looking over my notes for the seminar. It starts
tonight, you know, and I'll need to be at my best."

Aubrey nodded. "There's some coffee brewing if you
don't want breakfast. Would you mind telling me, though,
sir, why you didn't answer your phone? | tried to call you
several times, but there was no reply. | was getting quite
worried that something had happened to you."

Stone looked sheepish, digging in his pocket to pull
out his mobile phone. "Looks like | switched it off," he
said. "I don't remember doing that, though."

"l suspect, from the condition you were in, you don't
remember much about last night," Aubrey said a trifle
archly.

"That is the truth,” Stone agreed. "Forgiven?"

"Of course, sir. You go on, and I'll bring you some
coffee. I'll keep breakfast warm if you want it later.”

Stone nodded and headed out, shaking his head. He
was still trying to remember what had happened last
evening, but his mind stubbornly refused to supply that
information. Perhaps he would ask one of his friends later
on. Right now, though, getting rid of this headache and
finishing up his notes were what he was already
concentrating on.

The turnout for the seminar on manastorms was
impressive, and, all conceit aside, Stone wasn't surprised.
His courses always seemed to fill up fast, due partially to
his reputation as a compelling speaker and partially to the
students' anticipation that something strange might
happen during the course's run. Stone had, in the past,
blown up one lab, summoned several elementals of the
type that were deemed by the university to be
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inappropriate for inclusion in an undergra duate class, and
taught his students numerous magical tricks that were

rarely discussed in the pursuit of serious study. He was
not only good with magic, he had fun with it. His

enthusiasm was infectious.

He stood now in the old lecture hall, looking out over
the semicircular rows of desks, each chair occupied. There
were even a few students hanging out at the back of the
room, hoping that there would be some vacancies in the
list of signed-up attendees so they could get in. From the
look of things, they w ere out of luck.

Stone smiled as he watched all of them. More than
almost anything else, this was the sort of thing he enjoyed.
Teaching his favorite subject to students who were
obviously interested in learning about it made him feel
alive. The only thing he liked better was satisfying his
curiosity about new magical phenomena, but he was more
likely to do that in his other life. For now, things were
looking pretty good.

He took care of the administrivia first, discovering
that there werein fact a couple of no-shows and choosing
two of the hopeful lurkers randomly to take their places.
After the remaining lurkers had gone on their way, he
began the presentation. Never one to simply stand at the
podium and impart wisdom from on high, he ranged out
around the entire lecture hall, employing both visual aids
and some astral demonstrations, getting increasingly
animated in his excitement. The students, for their part,
were eating it up. He knew he had the attention of every
last one of themi he could see it in their eyes. This was
only the first of eight parts of the seminar, and they were
already eating out of his hand. Life was good.

This first talk was about the history of the manastorm
phenomenon, sort of an introductory session before they
got into the specifics in the coming weeks. Stone spent the
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first half of the hour providing an overview, then moved
off into some personal anecdotes about sites he had
visited. Moving up and down the aisles, around the room,
his gaze roamed over the faces in the dimmed gace,
satisfied to see that they were still all paying attention.
The young man in the fourth row with the riveted
expression...the woman up near the back, fascinated...the
couple off to the sidef

Something caught his attention, flashing briefly in the
corner of his eye. He turned to the other side of the room,
expecting to see someone having gotten up, perhaps to
use the restroom.

There was athing there.

It was sitting in the fifth row, three seats over from the
side. It was dressed in a black T-shirt bearing the logo of
one of the local magic shops under a plaid flannel shirt,
and faded jeans. It was vigorously taking notes on a
datapad, the stylus clutched in an oozy brown hand
covered with wiry black hair. Stone's breath quickened as
he looked at its headfi it didn't look like the other one he
had seen. There was nothing insectoid about it; instead,
this one had the same sort of oozy brown skin covering its
face. The skin was covered with vile warts, more of the
strange thick strands of hair, and runnin g sores. As Stone
continued to watch, transfixed, one of the sores broke
open and a putrid runnel of something milky meandered
down the thing's neck and pooled up in its collar. The
thing seemed oblivious.

Even more strangelyil the students sitting near it
appeared equally oblivious. They were watching him
now, glancing at each other nervously. Stone realized he
had stopped lecturing.

All at once he was angry. Someone was having a joke
on him, and he didn't find it at all funny. He stalked over
until he was standing directly in front of the row where
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the thing was sitting, and pointed at it. "You there!" he
called sharply.

The thing turned slowly toward him, looking at him
with malevolent red eyes. It did not speak. Around it, the
other students looked confused.

Stone glared. "What is your name?"

Its eyes glowed slightly as it made a noise that
sounded like two pieces of old paper being rubbed
against each other.

"I asked you a question!" Stone could tell his voice
was rising, but he didn't do anything ab out it. "What is
your name?"

Around him, feet scuffled uncomfortably. All eyes
were still on him, except for the ones that were
exchanging glances.

The thing made the same noise again. Another sore
burst near its misshapen mouthfi this time, the stuff
dropped on the datapad, hissing as it contacted the
plastic.

Stone felt his anger bubbling up. How dare they mock
him like this? "Drop that illusion this instant!" he ordered.

The thing stiffened, but did not comply. It made more
of the whispering -paper sounds.

"Dr. Stonefi " The young woman sitting next to the
thing was looking at him, fear showing in her eyes. "Are
youf "

Stone ignored her. "All right," he said coldly to the
thing, "if you won't comply, then I'll see to it that you're
put up for disciplinary action. This kind of infantile
behavior has no place in a university classroom. Leave
here now. You are dismissed from this seminar.”

"Dr. Stone!" the woman called, more urgently this
time. "Please. What's wrong? Davey didn't do anything.
He's answered your questions.” She looked disturbed and
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very confused as her gaze darted back and forth between
the two of them. "What illusion are you talking about?"

The low murmur of conversation around the lecture
hall increased a bit in volume.

Stone glared at the woman for a moment, then at the
thing, and then turned and stalked back to the lectern
where his attendance notes were kept. He snapped up the
datapad and whirled back around. "Now A " he begarfi

fi and stopped.

The thing was gone as if it had never been. In its place
sat a very bewildered looking young man with light
brown hair and a scraggly little goatee. Stone stared.

The students, including the young man, stared back at
him.

For a moment, Stone could do nothing else. The
datapad slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor.
He took a deep breath. Shifting his perceptions to the
astral, he saw no trace of a spell aound the young man.
There had been no illusion.

Butfi the thing had been there

Professor and students continued to regard each other
warily for a few more moments, and then Stone broke the
trance. He moved slowly over to the spot he had occupied
previously and looked at the young man. "I don't know
what just happened here," he told him quietly, "but please
accept my apology. Youii none of you cast an illusion
spell, did you?"

The young man shook his head, as did everyone in the
vicinity. "No, Dr. Stone,"” h e said. "Whatfi what did you
see?"

Stone shook his head like he was trying to clear it.
"Never mind that. | i | haven't been feeling well lately. |
guess | came back a bit too soon. | think I'm going to call it
a night, if you all don't mind. Please come back next week
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and we'll pick up where we left off. Again, please accept
my apology for my behavior."

There was a low murmur among the students as they
rose and gathered their things, and more than a few of
them cast odd looks at Stone as he stood at the fronof the
room and watched them go. He did not miss the pity in
some of their gazes.

Of course the story was all over the School of
Thaumaturgy by the next day, and of course that resulted
in Rodney Leifeld asking Stone to come and see him later
on that afternoon.

Stone hadn't told Aubrey about the incident; he'd
arrived home last night and gone directly to bed, pleading
fatigue. He had ignored Maya's looks of increasing worry,
although he was comforted that she chose to spend the
entire night curled at t he foot of his bed. He didn't have
any nightmaresfi but he didn't sleep much either.

Leifeld motioned him to a chair as he came in. There
were no joking pleasantries this time; the older man
looked worried. "Alastair. I'm sure you know | heard
about what happened last evening.”

"Everybody on the bloody campusseems to have
heard about what happened last evening,” Stone said
softly, sourly.

"So why don't you tell me what really happened?"
Leifeld settled back into the chair behind his desk,
regarding Stone with a look of almost fatherly
compassion. "There's got to be a logical explanation for it."

Stone sighed. "That's just it, Rodney. | don't havea
logical explanation. It happened, and | overreacted."

"What happened?" Leifeld asked gently. "That's the
one part of this only you can tell me. I've spoken with a
few of the students who were there, but they only said
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that you seemed disturbed by something, even though no
one else appeared to see anything out of the ordinary."

There was a long pause as Stone gthered his
thoughts. "l..saw something. A...thing. Af sort of
monster, if you will. It was sitting where one of the
students was supposed to be."

"Davey Hastings." Leifeld nodded. "He was one of
those | spoke with. He was quite concerned about you,
Alastair. That's quite a shock for a freshman, to have one
of his professorsfi "

"fi come unhinged right before his eyes?" Stone
chuckled mirthlessly, nodding. "Well, Rodney, it was no
party for me either." He took a deep breath. "I thought he,
or one of the others, was having a joke on me. You know,
like first -years sometimes do. Like | used to do when |
was his age."

Leifeld nodded. "If that's what you thought, then why
did you react the way you did? | know you, Alastair.
You're not the type to lose your temper that quickly."

Again he sighed. "l don't know. I've not been sleeping
well lately, and fi well, you might have heard | stayed out
a bit late the night before last at the Rose and Crowmi "

"l heard," Leifeld said with a smile. "Dr. McGowan
says you were quite the life of the party.”

"l could well have beenfi | don't remember." His gaze
came up to meet Leifeld's. "But Rodney, | didn't tell you
why | did that."

"Did what?"

"Stayed out at the pub like that, after | told Aubrey I'd
be home early."

Leifeld leaned forward. "All right A why?"

"Because I'd seen another of those things earlier in the
day."

For a moment, Leifeld was silent, digesting that
information. "Another one f like you saw at the seminar?"
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Stone nodded. "And | don't remember for cert ain, but
I think | might have seen another one still, at the pub.”

"I see." Leifeld leaned back in his chair, his brow
furrowing. "And you've no idea what these things are f or
why you're seeing them all of a sudden."

"If | did, I'd be doing something abou t them." Stone
looked down at his hands in his lap, sighing. "Rodney A |
don't know what's wrong with me. This is starting to
scare me a bit. I've never been one for seeing things."

"Have you spoken with anyone about it?" Leifeld's
question was carefully phrased, but Stone nonetheless
heard the word doctorunspoken in there.

He shook his head. "No, not yet. Well, except for
Madame Huan, about the nightmares. She'si "

"fi | know Madame Huan," Leifeld said with a smile.
"What did she have to say?"

Stone brought his gaze back up to meet Leifeld's. "She
said someon&i or somethingfi is seeking me." Slowly, he
told his friend about the visit. "She couldn't shed any light
on what or whom, though, and | didn't see
the...apparitions until after our visit. | didn't think
anything else of it, really, except that | planned on redoing
the wards around the house. Then..l saw it" He
shrugged. "The first time, | thought it was just a trick
someone was playing. But twoi possibly three times in
two days?"

Leifeld nodded. "Well fi perhaps it's nothing. But if
you want my advice, I'd talk to a professional about it.
When was the last time you saw a doctor?"

"A doctor, Rodneyfi or a psychiatrist?" Stone's tone
came out a little more sarcastic than he really wanted it to.

"Whichever you prefer." Leifeld refused to rise to the
bait. "Either way, it wouldn't be a bad idea. It's not all that
uncommon for mages to occasionallyfi have a few things
they need to sort out.”
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Stone fixed a sharp, bright-blue stare on Leifeld. "Do
you think I'm goin g mad, Rodney? Is that what you're
trying not to say?"

"Of course not." Leifeld's tone was calm. "I've known
you a long time, Alastair. You've always been a bitfi high-
strung, but your feet have always been firmly on the
ground. | just want you to take care of yourself. There's a
lot of interest in this seminar of yours, and | want my
faculty to be at their best. | know sometimes you tend to
get caught up in what you're doing and neglect your
health. Just a bit of advice from an old friend, that's all."

Stone ended up taking Leifeld's advice, but for all the
good it did, he needn't have bothered. He made an
appointment for the next day to visit his personal
physician, who was a mage himself and had treated Stone
since he was barely more than a boy. After a thorough
physical and astral examination, the doctor pronounced
Stone in fine health both physically and mentally, except
for the lingering signs of fatigue brought on by lack of
sleep. After the examination, Stone told the doctor about
the strange visions he'd been having, but this didn't seem
to worry him. "Lack of sleep can do strange things to the
mind, especially in the magically active,” he told Stone.
"You know that as well as | do. You start sleeping better,
I'm sure this will clear up straight away . Oh, and try not
to hit the Guinness too hard until this has straightened
itself out,” he added with a smile. He gave Stone a
prescription for some mild sedatives to help him sleep
and sent him on his way.

That evening after dinner, he sat in his study,
slumped in his chair and moodily plucking at his electric
guitar. Maya, who was draped over the back of the couch,
didn't seem to be enjoying the discordant sounds, but she
didn't move away, either. She had been staying very close
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to him when he was home over the past few days, her
wise green eyes watching him from shadowed corners.

As Stone continued attempting to coax the guitar into
a passable imitation of the Zombies song that was playing
on his sound system, there was a soft knock on the door to
the study. "Yes?" he called.

"It's Aubrey, sir. May | i come in?"

Stone twisted around and put the guitar in its stand
next to his chair. "Of course, Aubrey. Come on in."

The door opened and the caretaker slowly entered the
room. He carried a tray containing some warmed-up
leftovers from the dinner Stone had barely picked at
earlier, and a tall glass of sparkling water. "I thought you
might be hungry, sir," he said a bit hesitantly. "You didn't
eat muchf "

Stone was about to tell Aubrey thanks but he wasn'tin
fact hungry when he got a look at his old friend's face. "Sit
down, Aubrey,” he said gently, motioning toward the
couch. "I think you have more on your mind than just
feeding me up.”

Aubrey sighed, setting the plate and glass down on
the edge of Stone's @sk and sinking down into the soft
leather. He seemed reluctant to speak further, but finally
nodded. "Yes, sir." Looking up, he met Stone's eyes. "Sifi
I know it isn't any of my business, but fi wellfi are you
all right?"

Stone tilted his head. "What makes you think I'm not?
You know I've been having trouble sleeping, but i "

"Yes, sir," Aubrey said. "I know that. But i today while
you were gone, you had a call from Dr. Lennox' office,
confirming your appointment for this afte rnoon. | had to
tell them | didn't know whether you had one."

"I had one,” Stone confirmed. He smiled at the
caretaker. "Aubrey, it was nothing. Just a checkup.
Rodney convinced me to go talk to Dr. Lennox after | had
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a couple of odd episodes over the lag couple of days. But
you'll be happy to know that he's pronounced me to be in
perfect health. He gave me something to help me sleep,
but that's all. You can stop worrying."

Aubrey gave him a kindly look that suggested that the
day he stopped worrying abo ut his employer would be
the day they put him in his grave. "I'm glad to hear you're
all right, sir," he said at last. "And I'm glad Dr. Leifeld
convinced you to see a doctor." The unspoken end of that
sentence was that Aubrey knew hewould not have been
able to do so. "l just want you to remember that I'm here,
sir. If you need anything, don't tire yourself out. You're
supposed to be on holiday. You just rest and I'll take care
of things."

Stone smiled. "I'm fine, Aubrey," he assured him. "If
that changes I'll let you know."

"Yes, sir." Aubrey slowly stood up, having a bit of
trouble as he always did getting out of the deeply
cushioned couch. He motioned toward the plate of food.
"Please try to eat something, sir. You barely touched
dinner."

"I will. No w go on. You should be home watching
your trid shows, not over here worrying about me." Stone
picked up the guitar again and laid it across his lap.

Aubrey nodded. "I'll see you in the morning, then." He
still looked worried, but there was really nothing else he
could do without stepping out of his proper duty.
Without further comment, he left the room and closed the
door softly behind him.

Stone watched the door close, then looked at Maya.
"He worries too much,” he said conversationally, casting
his communication spell.

"He loves you."

Stone smiled. "I know. But he still worries too much.”

"l worry too."
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He looked at her sideways, raising an eyebrow.
"Doctor said | was all right."

"Doctor doesn't know."

Intrigued now, he put the guitar once again ba ck
where it belonged and leaned forward in his chair, his
elbows resting on his knees. He hadn't talked much to
Maya since the visions had started. "Oh? And what is it
that he doesn't know?"

"Something's wrong." Maya jumped down from the
couch and came ower to him, parking herself at his feet
until he moved back and let her leap into his lap. "Bad
things around."

"Around what?"

"You."

Stone's eyes widened a bit. He stroked her soft fur and
regarded her for a moment. "What sort of bad things?"

"Don't kn ow. Not there all the time. Just sometimes."

Stone paused. "How are they there? Do you see
them?"

"Smell them, mostly. Smell bad."

Maya often described the things she experienced on
the astral plane in terms of smells. As a dual being, she
had access toboth the astral and the material planes
constantly. "Why didn't Dr. Lennox see...smell them when
he looked at the astral plane?"”

Cats can't shrug, but Maya was good at giving the
impression they could. "Don't know. Maybe they weren't
there then. Not always there."

Again Stone paused, almost afraid to ask his next
question, but needing to know. "Are they there i now?"

Maya looked up and sniffed delicately. "Yes. But not
much. They wait."

"Wait...for what?"

"Don't know."
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Stone stared at Maya, his jaw setting a little as he
considered what she'd told him. "You say they're there
nowi well, then, I'm going to have a look at them. I'm
getting rather tired of this whole situation. Excuse me a
moment, will you, Maya?" Without wai ting for an answer,
he leaned back in his chair and left his body.

The astral plane was, as always, alight with energy.
Stone let himself float upward, looking down at the
dimly -glowing form of his physical body, slumped in the
chair. Next to it sat the bright, pulsing Maya, who was
now watching his astral form with her brilliant green
eyes. The whole room had the feel of a wellloved and
often-used sanctuaryfi peaceful and serene in a chaotic
world. He made a quick examination of the house and the
garage, peased to discover that Aubrey had returned
home and was settling into his chair to watch his trideo
shows. The caretaker's aura was concerned but calm;
there was nothing to disturb him at the moment. Next to
him, the gentle aura of his old dog Mullins was a constant
loyal presence.

Satisfied that all was well at the Manor, Stone
concentrated on the space around him. He stretched out
his senses, trying to find anything out of the ordinary,
anything that was searching for him, anything with
malevolent intent. When his detection spells didn't turn
up anything, he forced himself to relax, to let the energies
surround him. Maya watched him worriedly, but he
ignored her.

He didn't know how long he remained like that f it
could have been an hour, it could have been only a few
minutesfi when the whispers came.

They were soft, at first, indistinct to his astral ears,
blending in with the normal sounds of the living plane.
Gentle, sibilant, but insistent: "...help
me...someone...anyone... help the...
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Stone stiffened, and next to him, so did Maya. She
made a hissing sound under her breath, a growl forming
in the back of her throat as she moved forward, the hair
on her back and her tail bristling in warning.

Stone paid this no heed. He reached out again, trying
to bring the voices closer. "What are you?" he called.
"What do you want? How can | help you?"

"...help me...cannot exist like this...help me...pleadthe"
voice continued its whispers, never rising high enough to
identify anything about it: no gender, no age, just
whispers. As Stone continued to listen, the whispers
changed, switching to a language he had never heard
before. He tried to make sense of it, but it danced away
from him, maddening in its urgency. Whatever it wanted,
it wanted it soon.

And then abr uptly the voice changed againfi this time
to something that was not a voice at all. The first voice,
the whispering, pleading one, retreated, and Stone could
almost sense the terror in it. The new not-voice, more a
presence than anything else, swirled around Stone. It
seemed to laugh, to mock him. There was a darkness to
this new presence, an evil that did not seem to exist in the
whispering, terrified voice.

Maya stiffened further, moving in, her tail now in full
bristle mode. She hissed loudly at the presence, but it
ignored her as if she were not even there. It continued to
circle Stone as he tried to look everywhere at once, to
understand it, to fend it off. His astral form spun around
like a man trying to catch falling leaves, but the presence
danced away.

"Go away!" Maya yelled in Stone's mind. "Bad thing.
Bad thing | smelled. Go back now!"

For a moment it seemed as if Stone was not going to
heed her. But then his eyes widened as he saw the fear in
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Maya's eyes, and he threw himself to the side, flinging his
astral body back into his physical form.

Maya didn't wait to see what the presence would do.
Instead, she shifted her perceptions primarily back to the
material and looked fearfully at her companion.

Stone was breathing hard, his heart beating rapidly,
but otherwise seemed none the worse for wear from his
astral encounter. Maya jumped into his lap and fixed her
gaze on him until he got himself under control.

"Well," he said at last, "That was a lot of effort for
nothing."

Maya cocked her head at him. "Not nothing. Saw bad
things."

Stone looked perplexed. "Bad things? Maya, | didn't
see anything. What are you talking about? You were right
there with me. Did yousee bad things?"

Maya's luminous green eyes were locked on his blue
ones. "l saw. You @w too. Scared thing and bad thing."

"Nofi Maya, you're mistaken." He shook his head. "I
didn't see a thing. Looked around a bit, saw Aubrey and
Mullins, then came back and did some poking around,
but notii " He looked at her oddly. "Are you sure you're
all right, Maya?"

"Saw it," she said stubbornly. "Gone a long time."

Stone glanced at the clock, surprised to see that it was
already after 2 a.m. He had been gone awhile. But why?
He racked his brain, trying to remember seeing anything
out of the ordinary, b ut succeeded only in giving himself
the beginning of a headache. "Sorry," he said softly. "Don't
know what was going on out there that | was gone so
long, but there wasn't anything there for meto see." He
made as if to rise, and Maya leaped down off his lap. "I
think I'm going to bed i hadn't intended to stay up this
late. Coming?"
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Maya watched him with worried suspicion. She
couldn't articulate the fact that he seemed far too cavalier
about what had happenedii even if he hadn't seen
anything, which she knew was wrong, he should at least
have been concerned thatshehadf but he simply rose

slowly and headed for the door. She didn't follow fi not
yet.

Stone trudged up the stairs toward his second-floor
bedroom suite, trying to will his hand not to shake as it
gripped the wooden banister. The whispering in his mind
was barely discernible now-just a slight echo far in the
back corners, noticeable only on a subconscious level.

He couldn't tell Maya. He knew that. He couldn't tell
anyone. If he told them, then they w ould take him away.
They would lock him up. Perhaps they might even Kill
him. He couldn't take that chance. He must keep this to
himself until he could deal with it.

He coulddeal with it. Something in his mind told him
he could. He would just have to be patient. These things
took time.

Maya might already know. She looked at him like she
knew. He would have to avoid her as much as possible.
Fortunately, she could only communicate with him -he
had never taught anyone else the special spell he had
devised to allow him to understand her, and Aubrey was
half convinced he was only kidding about being able to.
Maya, he was safe from. For now, anyway.

Yes...it would only be awhile longer. He would keep
working, and the answer would come to him. He knew
that now. He believed it.

He hadto believe it.

He stiffened, jerking his hand away as the banister
beneath it became a long black snake, its supple muscles
undulating under its scales. It hissed at him and then it
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was a banister again. He stared at it, breathing hard, eyes
wide, and then moved on. They weren't going to have
him. No matter what they did, they wouldn't get him. He
would find the answer.

He went into his bedroom and closed the door behind
him, closing out the little red eyes that watched him from
deep shadows.

Aubrey was getting v ery worried.

Almost another week had passed since the night he
had visited Stone in his study, and his employer had been
acting increasingly erratic.

He spent most of his time closed up in the study now,
when he wasn't out somewhere (he never told Aubrey
where he was going anymore, and he rarely took his
phone with him). When he emerged to do the things he
had to do, such as attend meetings in London, he seemed
fine if a bit over-enthusiastic. When he didn't think
Aubrey was watching, though, his actions told another
story. He jumped at shadows, kept his eyes downcast,
and seemed to have developed a fear of being outside. At
one point during the week Aubrey risked being far too
presumptuous by calling Dr. Lennox and making an
appointment for his employer, but Stone promptly called
and cancelled it without informing Aubrey. He also didn't
get angry, which set off even more warning bells in the
caretaker's mind.

Aubrey confronted him the afternoon of his second
seminar. "Sir, if | mayf "

Stone stopped abruptly and turned back. There was a
fever-bright, almost haunted quality to his gaze, as if he
were seeing far more than the rest of humanity. "Yes,
Aubrey? What is it?" His voice was a little too quick, a
little too manic.
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"Sirfi shouldn't you perhaps call Dr. Leifeld and tell
him you won't be there this evening? You don't look to be
in any shape to befl "

"No, of course not," Stone snapped. It was not an
irritated snap, just the sound of someone who was
preoccupied and in a hurry. He gave Aubrey a rather
forced smile. "I'm fine. I'm looking forward to it." He held
up his old battered briefcase. "I've got all kinds of notes
herefi been working on them all week. Shame to
disappoint the students, yes?"

"But, sirfi "

"But nothing, Aubrey." Stone swept past, trying har d
not to notice the cascade of brown, shiny insects that
poured from the caretaker's mouth as he spoke. "I
promised Rodney I'd be there, and I'm going to be there."

Aubrey sighed. "You're not going to drive, are you?"
He knew he was giving up and felt dis gusted with
himself for doing it, but what else could he do? He
couldn't exactly restrain Stone physically, after all.

Stone shook his head. "No. Got a cab coming." He
reached out and clapped Aubrey on the shoulder, hiding
his look of disgust as several o the insects crushed
beneath his hand. "See you later on, Aubrey. Don't wait
up for me, okay?"

And then he was gone.

Aubrey watched after him for a moment, then looked
down as he felt something soft brush against his leg. His
eyes were bright with unshe d tears as he looked down at
Maya. "I'm sorry, Maya. | tried. |1 don't know what's
wrong with him, and he won't let me in anymore. | do so
wish you could talk so you could tell me what you know
of this..."

Maya's only answer was a look of surprising
sympathy, followed by a fearful look out the door as the
glow from the taxi's taillights faded into the distance.
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Stone sat huddled in the corner of the cab's backseat,
his eyes fixed on his hands, which were clutched around
the briefcase in his lap. They areti therefi it's all in your
mind, he told himself for what had to be the hundredth
time that day. They can't hurt you as long as you don't
acknowledge them...

"Nice evening," the cabdriver said cheerfully without
turning around.

"Yes. It is." Stone glancedup for a brief moment, then
quickly looked back down again. The cabbie's flesh was
peeling off the back of his head in long ropy strips,
revealing white skull coated with gelled blood. A single
bloodshot eye peered at him from the middle of the
driver's skull. All in your mind...all in your mind...

"What'cha doing at the University this evening?"
Clearly the man was trying to make conversation, and he
seemed genuinely friendly.

Stone looked up again. The eye had morphed itself
into a mouth, and he caught it speaking the last of the
words the cabbie had spoken.

All'in your mind...

"Teaching a seminar,” he said, lowering his gaze and
clamping his eyes shut. Taking a deep breath, he added,
"I'm terribly sorry, but | have a frightful headache. Would
it be all right if | just rested quietly until we arrive?"

"Of course, sir. You just rest easy and we'll be there in
no time at all." The driver switched on the radio, lowered
the volume, and tuned it to some soothing music.

Stone didn't open his eyes the whole way to the
University. When the cab stopped in front of the
Thaumaturgy Buildin g, it was all he could do to put the
payment into the dripping tentacles that reached out to
accept it.
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All in your mind, damn you'he told himself savagely.
None of this is real!

The little whispering voices in the back of his head
seemed to chuckle, but he didn't hear them.

The lecture hall was once again full to capacity, and
Stone wasn't conceited enough to believe that it was solely
because of his legendary lecturing ability. No, in addition
to their interest in the subject matter, most of them were
undoubtedly here to see if he would have any more
episodes like last week's. Stone was a popular professor,
but human (and metahuman) nature being what it was fi
well, this sort of thing definitely broke the monotony of
university life.

He stood at the front of the room a few minutes before
the class was scheduled to start and stared down at his
briefcase on the table. Contrary to what he had told
Aubrey, it was not stuffed full of notes on his talk tonight.
He could give that talk in his sleep, without ben efit of
even the most rudimentary of notes. Instead, the case was
full of his increasingly illegible scribblings as he had
attempted to discover the cause for his apparent incipient
madness. Despite the fact that no one else would be able
to make any sense of them, Stone was reluctant to let
them out of his sight. He feared that Aubrey might find
them (he had already discovered that the caretaker had
gone through his study, although he did not know that
Aubrey had been looking for drugs, not magical secrets)
and take them to someone like Leifeld, who had the
power to follow his line of reasoning, reveal his madness,
and have him put away. He was certain that he was
getting close to an answerfi closer every day. There was a
certainty in his mind of which he was not sure of the
origin, but he trusted it nonetheless. He had to. He trusted
it in the same way that a drowning man clings to a
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slowly -deflating life preserver: the trust of the man with
no other choice.

He risked a quick glance up at the students as they
settled into their chairs and got out their datapads and
notebooks. Surprisingly, they all looked normal. Even
Davey Hastings, the unfortunate young man he had
picked on last week, was there. All of them waiting,
anticipation hanging in the air. Would th ey get an
entertaining, informative lecture on manastorms fi or
would things go weird again?

Stone began. It was a lucky thing that he did know the
subject so well, because it enabled him to lecture without
really thinking about what he was saying. His voice ,
hesitant when he started, grew stronger and more
confident as he went on and the students continued to
focus on him. More importantly, the students continued
to be students. He took a deep breath, letting his guard
down a little. Perhaps it was overfi perhaps whatever was
happening to him had finally run its course and was
going tofi

Davey Hastings' head exploded.

Stone stopped, gasping. He had been looking right at
Davey when it happened: one moment the young man
was there, and the next moment there was asound like a
ripe melon being dropped and then gore and bone and
hair and bits of brain tissue were spraying in all
directions, coating the students in his immediate vicinity.
They did not seem to notice. They were staring at Stone.

Stone took a deep brath, dragging his gaze from the
sight of young Davey, still sitting upright, his bloody
stump of a neck oozing gore down his shoulders and
chest.Not real. None of this is real. Pull yourself together...

He moved quickly over to the other side of the room ,
ignoring the scattering of murmurs rippling through the
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rows. "So," he said briskly, "We'll turn now to the Mojave
Desert, in the California Free State. Wéi "

Something dripped on him from above.

He ignored it, moving away again.

Something else dripped on him. This time it hit his
wrist as he was gesturing.

Blood.

Still talking as if nothing had happened, he looked up.

Not real...not real...notrealnotrealnotreal...

The mantra burned itself into his mind as he stared at
the thing that was hanging fro m the ceiling, grinning at
himf although it had no discernible mouth. It glistened in
the fluorescent lights, its skin green, oozing red blood
from slashes and punctures all over its body. "No..." he
whispered, and hurried to the middle of the room.

"Dr. Stonefl " Several of the students were rising from
their chairs now, concerned, but he didn't see them.

The back doors were opening.

The windows, high up on the walls, were slowly
being obscured by sheets of blood.

Stone looked everywhere, trying to find a place to
run, but there was no place. He snatched up his briefcase,
then threw it down again as it turned into the rotten,
bloated corpse of some unearthly creature. "No...no..." His
breath came faster and faster. The students approached
him but were afraid to get too closefi the look in his eyes
frightened them.

Then the doors were open. There were two sets of
double doors in the back of the lecture hall; they had all
been closed, but now all four doors flew open with a
clang. More blood ran down the aisle s, pooling up at the
bottom, lapping at Stone's feet.

But he wasn't even looking at the blood. The blood
was the least of his worries.
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Something was coming in through the left -side double
doors.

Something he recognized.

The students moved closer as Stone appeared to be
distracted.

The thing grinned at him.

"NONI" Stone screamed, backing away. "Leave me
alone!!! You are DEAD!!!"

One of the students, a tall ork, grabbed his shoulders
gently. "Dr. Stone, | think i "

"NOOO OO0O0O0O!" Stone struggled in the ork's
grasp. The whispering voices were growing louder now.
There were more of them. A soft cacophony was erupting
in his head. He opened his eyes wide and felt himself lash
out. There was a bright flash of light, the sound of many
cries of pain, and then there was only the endless fall and
the echoes of his own screams.
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8.

It was early morning on what was looking to be one of
the rare nice days in Tacoma this time of year. The sun
was just coming up, coloring the faint dusting of clouds
with bright pinks and yellows, just beginning to dry up
the few puddles that still remained fr om | ast
rain.

Behind the row of tiny cinder -block houses, a black
cat poked around in a dumpster looking for breakfast.
The dumpster was, as usual, overflowingi it served the
entire row, which at one point many years ago had been
the components of an old-fashioned motel with individual
self-contained units, but it had been converted sometime
during the early part of the century into rental housing.
Some of the unitsii the ones on the endsi even had small
one-car garages now. The character ofthe place was
somewhat rundown, but mostly respectable; it was the
sort of place where the neighbors left each other alone,
although it was hard to determine whether that was out
of fear of what they might find out or out of a sense of
propriety. Perhaps it was a bit of both. Either way, most of
the residents liked it that way. Even better was the fact
that the landlord left you alone as well, as long as you
paid your rent on time and
no time in the memory of any of the curr ent residents had
he ever shown any interest in what they were doing
inside their units. Of course, that meant that they were
pretty much on their own for repairs as well, but nobody
minded that too much. It was a small price to pay for
being left alone and not having the rent jacked up every
year.

The cat looked up as the sound of soft quick footfalls
caught its ears, rising over the background noise of traffic
on the street a short distance away. It stiffened a moment,
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standing very still until it saw th e figure round the corner,
then returned to its business.
get any closer, it wasndt worr
The man responsible for the sounds that had
momentarily disturbed the cat slowed from his quick jog
as he approached the houses. Ocelt was barely breathing
hard after his morning run. He
exercise, but just a half an hour or so of the feeling of the
wind on his face and the ease of his muscles doing what
they were made to do. He had always been a physical
person , someone who didndt i ke
enjoyed the nearly effortless sensation of movement, of
accomplishment, of the knowledge that his body was in
top condition and would do without question nearly
everything he asked of it. It was one of the few things
anymore that truly made him feel alive.
He stopped for a moment at the entrance to the row of
houses, looking down the long entryway that was half -
driveway, half -street as he ran his towel across his face.
Hed®6d scarcely br ookiegrThatwaswale at t
right, t hough: | ater on today
wor kout inside, and hedd be
Wrapping the towel back around his neck, he continued
down the road toward his house. It was one of the few
that had a garagei hehadbeen |l ucky to find
here several years already and had no particular desire to
move. The place was small, but it had everything he
needed and nothing he didndt.
traveled: light.
Ocelot paused again at his door, fishing in the pocket
of his sweatpants for the magl
from the outside, but the door to his place was a lot more
secure than those of at least the majority of the other
houses around the area. For that matter, so were all the
windows . He might not have been a
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(then again, nobodywas as paranoid as 0
nonetheless did the best he could to make sure nobody
uninvited found their way into his home without a whole
lot of effort.

His hand closed around the key after briefly touching
the small, cylindrical form of his monowhip. He always
felt a little vulnerable when he went out running because

it wasndét practical to wear hi
his speed and his skill with the tiny but deadly weapon,
he wasnot too worried. Mo st 0

had already marked him as someone not to mess with,
and he usually heard from somebody if there was anyone
new and unfamiliar in the area. He had long ago deemed
it an acceptable risk.

Opening the door, he glanced quickly around inside
before entering, a habit he had picked up so long ago that
he didnot r e mokt doinge it. Everytténg, as
usual, looked fine. There was little in the place that you
coul dnodt see ffir bach threeh momsd @o r
bedroom, which he had transformed into a workout
room; a main area that contained a tiny kitchenette, a
dining table, a bed, a couch, and two chairs; and a
bathroom which was reachable from both the main room
and the bedroom. Ocelot closed the door behind him and,
after glancing into the bath and the workout room to
make sure nobody was lurking, he peeled off his slightly
sweaty T-shirt and tossed it on the floor in a growing pile
of laundry next to the bed and flopped into one of the
chairs with a sigh. Then he kicked off his shoes, got up
again and headed for the kitchen, where he pulled a beer
out of the nearly empty refrigerator. Returning to the
chair, he dropped back into it and clicked on the trid unit.
For about ten minutes he drank beer and stared half-
seeingly at the sports news channel.
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I't had been al most a week si
Joe had left to go their various betweenrr un way s . 6 H
had gone first, eager to get out of Seattle for awhile and
return home to his manor house in England and his life of
|l ei sur e. Ocel ot coul dndt real |l
finally gotten his mind aroun
runs these days mainly for the mental stimulation and
satisfaction of curiosity, but it was still damn nice to have
a place like that to go home and decompress for awhile
when it was over.
Joe and O6Wraith had | eft t h
heading off into the hills somewhere, the latter taking off
on his bike and pointed east.
where they wenashkhndj het dasgnbhe
when he took off for parts unknown. It was just one of
those unwritten things: no matter how close a friend
somebody was in the shadows, y
l'i ke that. I f they volunteere
had, then that was different. Otherwise you kept your
curiosity to yourself. All Ocelot knew about where
OWraith went was that it was s
Ocelot sighed, finishing off the last of the beer and
tossing the can at the trash receptacle (which was
currently the bag his latest pair of new athletic shoes had
come in). He wondered, as he occasionally did lately,
what Kestrel was doing these days, and as usual the
thought made him somewhat morose.
His mind drifted back to that night two months ago
when she had invited him over and broken the news to
him that Gabriel was back in town after his month -long
absence and that she was going to leave with him for
awhile. When hedd asked where
tol d him s hei ththi Gabridéltwanted tovget
away from Seattle and see the world for awhile, he had
invited her to go with him, a
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asked her how long they would be gone, and again she
had been forced to tell him (a bit reluctantly) that she
di dnot know t d¢uld depemd dn iGabriel. Hd t
had wished her luckfi what else could he do?i and she
had kissed him goodbye. Neither of them had suggested
the possibility that he might stay the night. That had been
the last he had seen of her for two months, except for a
couple of postcards he had received: one from Cameroon
and one from Scotland. The last had been more than two
weeks ago. He had tried to call her once, about a week
after she had left, but the message had come back that her
phone was in an area not covered by theservice. Knowing
how few of those were left in the world, Ocelot hoped she
knew what she was doing and left it at that. If she wanted
to come back, she woul d.
exactly togetheranymore, were they?

He remained in essentially the same position for about
the next hour, letting his mind continue to drift, not really
thinking or paying attention to anything in particular. It
felt good to relaxfi or the closest he ever got to relaxing, at
least. His gaze flitted over the impressive array of
weapons he had hanging from every wall, lingering the
longest on the two newest additions to his collection: a
manriki-gusari from Japan and a dahdau from China. He
had been meaning to get in some practice with those for
awhile now, but the run they ha d been on, especially with
the travel involved, had made that difficult. Now that the
run was over and his time was his own again, there was

no reason why he coul dndt get

would incorporate the manriki-gusari into his workout
later today.

The sports channel had switched to live coverage of a
golf tournament, so he flipped over to regular news. The
talking heads were discussing a new trid movie that was
coming out next week. Heodd
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nothing was on during the d ay. Clicking off the trid unit,
he dragged himself out of the chair and headed in the
general direction of the shower.

The phone rang.

Ocelot stopped and looked at it for a moment,
wondering who would be calling him this time of day.

Probably anothertele mar ket er . He picked
There was silence on the other end.
Ocel ot frowned. O0ls somebody
More silence.
He shrugged, dropping the phone back into its cradle.
Probably just some wrong numbe

He continued into the bathroom and started up the
shower without bothering to close the door.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Ocelot spent
about three hours in the mid -afternoon at his workout,
running through katas practicing both armed and
unarmed combat techniques, reinforcing the moves his
muscles knew without his mind
about them. The last hour of the workout was spent with
the manriki-gusari and that was the hardest part because it
was an unfamiliar weapon. Ocelot prided himself on
knowing how to use just about every type of hand
weapon that had ever been made, which meant that
l earning this new one wasnot
been had he been less skilled. Themanriki-gusariwas very
much like nunchaky but with enough subtle differences
that he knew it would be awhile before he would take this
one out anywhere where his |
depend on his ability to use it as second nature. Every
weapon, even different individuals of the same type, had
a character all its own. Learning that character, becoming
intimately familiar with every nuance of weight, balance,
strikefi t h a't was the secret to bei
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l evel of expertise. Even the
practicing during the run had resulted in a slight but
noticeable decrease in his skill level. He knew it would
take him a few days of workouts like this to hone his
abilities back to their top form.
At the end of the workout, he was drenched. His
dusty-blond hair, tied back with a le ather thong into a
long ponytail, was darkened by sweat until it looked
almost brown; his light tank top stuck to his chest and
back. He was satisfied. Now that was a proper workout.
He carefully wiped off the weapons he had used and
hung them back in their spots on the walls (the weapons
always came first, and were always taken care of before
he attended to his own comfort) and then headed off to
take another shower.
When he emerged feeling human again, he realized
that he hadndt mad eforthegvenipgar t i c
He dropped down into his chair, clicking the trid back on
and mentally going over his o
kind of guy. The closest he gc
attend such things for some run or another was a few
small, smoky blues clubs scattered around greater Seattle.
But even those didnot sound |
tonight . Normally when he didn
do he might head down to the Wharf Rat and try to scare
up a fight or two, or else call up one of his favorite
purveyors of commercial affection and set up an
eveningfds entertainment. Oddl vy
at the moment. He sighed, wishing for the first time this
week that his t eammat es hadnoio
would have been nice to call up 6 Hawk f or a b
O6Wraith or Joe for some sparrtri
The phone rang.
He reached over, stretching
Silence.
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He glared at the phone, remembering the incident
earlier in the day. He occasionally got wrong numbers,
butrarelytwoin one ddyf &lHengebodyds t
something, willya?d

Silence...

...and then...

...a sound.

A soft, scratching sound, barely louder than and
almost indistinguishable from the slight hiss in the line.

l nexplicably, Ocel ot 6 xgkenhear t
OWho the hell is that?06 he dem

But there was no response, except that the scratching
sound changed, just a bit. It was hard to tell how, though.

It just...changed.

Ocel otdés hand tightened arou
knuckles gr ew whSayt somethiog, damn yau! he
yelled. When there was still no response, he slammed the
phone down with a loud clatter. He continued to stare at
it, eyes wide, breath coming in short sharp gasps, for
several minutes.

It did not ring again.

Gradually, after several more minutes, he relaxed,
settling back down in his chair. He glanced at the now -
silent phone, allowing the tension to drain out of his
muscles, his heartbeat to slow back down to normal, his
breath to resume its usual rate. In the background the trid
unit droned on, the talking heads, unnoticed, relating the
dayos football scores. He rea
shapped on the overhead light, bathing the room in its
gentle illumination.

Suddenly he felt foolish.

He looked at the phone again, laughing under his
breath, softly, self-consciously. What the hell had that
been about?
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The phone had rung. He had
been no one there. |t woh s n Ot
occurrence. Why had it freaked him out so?

He let out his breath slowly, running a hand back

through his hairr. Maybe youdre just tire
bodyds way to tell you itds ti
Yeah. That sounded good. Sleep. Tomorrow was
anot her day. Hedd have anoth
mayber un some errands. Hel |, ma \

about picking up a little solo work while the rest of the
guys were gone. Easy stuff: a little bodyguarding, a
courier run maybef nothing too dangerous. Just
something to get him out of the house for awhile.

That decided, he hauled himself out of the chair,
checked all the locks on the doors, stripped down to his
shorts and climbed into his unmade bed. Before he turned
the light off, he took one last look at the phone.

It was silent, just as he expected it b be.

He was awakened the next morning by the sound of a
knock on the door.

His eyes flew open, his body immediately stiffening.
His mind, instantly aware that something had happened
but not aware of what it was, fought to make sense of
whatever stimulus had caused it to be in that state. He sat
up, listening.

The knock repeated.

He stared hard at the door and then leaped out of the
bed in one smooth motion, landing cat-soft on the balls of
his feet. He crossed the distance in two long strides,
moving to one side of the door as he glanced at the
monitor for the security camera he had set up to cover the
area.

The tiny screen showed only an empty entryway.
There was no one there.
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Ocelot let out his breath, only then realizing that he
had been holding it. People at the door were rarer by an
order of magnitude than wrong numbers on the phone.
Aside from the guys on the team, Kestrel, and
occasionally a pizza delivery guy, nobody came to visit.
Ther e was nd tto-doan salesmdnsh@gprgoing on
anymore these daysi it was too dangerous for the
salespeople to risk themselves by solicting unfamiliar
customers. Even the pizza guys usually wore armor.

Moving slowly and deliberately, he slid sideways
until he was directly in front of the door and peered out
through the peephole, taking care not to make any noise
that might be heard on the other side. The door was
armored, but even the best ar
every attack. His muscles were tensed, a thin sheen of
sweat beginning to form on his skin.

Nothing.

The street looked as it always did this time of the
morning: gray and di ngy in the overcast haze, with no
signs of life except a delivery truck chugging by and Old
Lady Yazstrcymski walking her Rottweiler, Fluffy, across
the way.

Ocelot gritted his teeth. This was getting ridiculous.
He snapped up his armored coat from where he 6 d t os s
it over a chair, shrugged into it, and grabbed the nearest
firearm i it happened to be his Defiance T-250 shotgun.
With the Defiance held at the ready, he undid the locks on
the door and flung it open, shoving the barrel of the gun
out first and then following it, looking up, down, left and

right.
Still nothing.
ol d Lady Yazstrcymski di dnd

elderly ork had seen stranger behaviors from some of the
residents around here, and everybody knew you minded
your own business if you want ed to stay healthy.
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Ocelot remained outside for another several minutes,
investigating the area around the front of the house
including the roof. He switched on the thermographic
vision in his cybereyes in case the unseen visitor had left
any kind of heat-t r ai | s, but there were
muttered under his breath as he finally gave up and went
back inside. He stowed the Defiance back in its place and
tossed the coat back over the chair. Maybe thereh a d n § t
been anyone there.

But that di dredtsemalHe dalnyheard
The first one might have been just a dream, but the second
one had been clear as day.Somebodyad been out there.

He regretted not asking Mrs.
anyone, but she was surely | ot
her later if he saw her.

Still keyed up, he dropped into his chair, his
imagination working overtime. This incident was giving
him uncomfortable reminders of another odd series of
events that had occurred at his place a few months agadi
the eventsthathadled up t o the teamds f
Gabrields brother Stefan. Oc el
little nervously, remembering how the weapons hanging
on his walls had been moved around, even the ones inside
his locked safefionl y they hadn@a@ltbeenr e al
an illusion perpetrated by a powerful dragon to lure his
equally powerful brother into a confrontation. It had
worked, but not before a lot of trouble had been caused
for all concerned.

Ocelot shook his head in frustration. This coul dnodt
have been Stefan. For one thing, Stefan was dead. For
another, the dragon had, prior to his untimely and
unfortunate demise, experienced a change of heart that
even Ocelot, the ultimate skeptic when it came to that
particular dragon, had accepted as genuine.

Soif not Stefan, then who?
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oOYoulre beind an idiot, dt Ocel
was just kids. Or somebody th
happens.
oOMaybe | oughtta get outta h
again speaking aloud. He considered. The idea was 0 t a
bad one at that. Maybe he could head down to CalFree for
a month or so, visit with Sensei, maybe get in some
workouts with somebody whose skill level was higher
than his. At least it would be a change of pace. It was
certainly better than sitting her e in his shorts, staring at
the four walls, and waiting for his mind (or whatever the
hell else it was) to play tricks on him.
He had started to get up out of the chair when the
phone rang again.
Let the machine get,ihe told himself angrily. If this is
another wrong number, |l et ©&6em
But he was already moving toward it. With a
combination of reluctance and a strange nearcompulsion,
he picked it up and held it to
The gentle scratching noises started right away this
ti me . Ocel otds eyes widened, h
rate, and his heart began to pound in his chest. His grip
tightened on the phone. He wanted to put it down, but he
couldnoét do it. His brain woul
muscles allowing him to let go. Shaking, he stood rooted
to the spot as the soft, strange noises continued, never
rising far enough above the slight level of static in the line
to be recognizable.

He wasnodt aware of how | ong
there until the eerie transfixed feeling left him i along
with the scratching sounds, al

fact consciously. The phone receiver slipped from his
hand and clattered to the floor. He blinked a few times,
looking around the room, shaking his head to clear it. As
the haze lifted he was beginning to realize what was

DARK REFLECTION | 137



wrong, and it spurred him to action. He was surprised he
hadno6ét figured it out a | ong
after all.

| have to get out of here. Now.

Moving in a daze, he hurried around the small house ,
wadding up clothes and shoving them into his motorcycle

bags.Theydére coming. They know wl
me that by the calls, by the knock on the door. That was just the
warning. Theydll be here soon.

His movements were haphazard but efficient as he
gathered up the things he needed. When he finished with
the clothes he stowed his monowhip, ninja sword, stun
baton, and tonfa in their customary spots, taking care to
keep them well hidden and well padded. Without
bothering to shower he pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, then
slipped into his armored bike jacket and leather boots. All
the time he was doing this his gaze was roaming
nervously around the house, as if he expected someone to
be sneaking in through a window. No one did, but that
didndét stop him from | ooking a
Briefly the thought entered his mind that he should
call someonefi Harry, maybe, or one of his teammatesfi
and let them know what was going on. If he was in
danger, perhaps they were too. But no sooner had the
thought touched his mind that something within him
violently opposed it. Noiy ou dondt know ho\
out about you. The guys might have told them. If they did, then
youdre in more danger if you |
go. Get out. Now.
He checked the locks on the front door and the
windows just to make sure; they were still secure. Then,
slinging his bags over his shoulder, he exited through the
door to the garage. Behind him, the phone, still off the
hook, called out its electronic protest unheard.
Go.
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Less than ten minutes later he was on the road, and
not a moment too soon. As he had closed the garage door
behind him and double -checked it to verify that it was
locked, he had noticed Old Lady Yazstrcymski and Fluffy
standing outside her house a few doors down, talking to a
man holding the | eash of a br
recognize the man or the dog,
the garage on his Aurora, both he and the old lady had
looked over at him. Too late the voice in his head told him

triumphantly. Youdr e both too | ate. Yc
outta hereHe roared off into the morning traffic with a
guick final gl ance back over

looking at him anymore; they appeared to have gone back
to their conversation. But Ocelot knew better.

I't wasndt until he had broke
and settled into a fast, comfortable cruising pace on I-5
that he remembered t hat hedd
portable phone, but in retrospect he determined that had
probably been a good decision. He had already decided
that he wasndt going to call 3
he actually got therefi too much chance that someone
undesirable might overhear and be waiting for him when
he arrived, or worse yet, do something to Sensei to get to
himifia nd he didnot w a rhim. Ifathey o n e
coul dndt reach him, maybe they
him. He hoped that was the case.

He kept a close eye on the traffic around him as he
rode. This time of the morning it had been quite heavy
through Seattle, but once he got out of town it lightened
up considerably. Not too many people traveling south in

the middle of the week. Go o d . You can make
following you.As he passed each car he glanced acrosat
t he driver. Mo st of them he

majority of the later -model vehicles had one-way glass all
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around; when he encountered this he sped up until he
was past the offending vehicl e
about the crawling sensation on the back of his neck and
hisback t hey dr e Wsothethed higgbesirte ignore
it and get as far ahead of traffic as he could.
A few miles north of the Tir Tairngire border, he
stopped to gas up the bike and get something to eat. He
bought extrafood and st owed it i n hic
want to have to stop any longer than he had to in the Tir.
He knew from experience that if you went straight
through and stayedonl|-5 t hey di dndét usual
but if you pulled off very far you increased y our chances
of getting hassled by the humorless elven authorities.
Especially if you werenot t al
ears. Humans they tolerated, mostly, if they minded their
own business and didnodot stick
His fake IDs and a good-sized contribution to the
welfare of the border guards got him across the
checkpoint as it always had before, with the
understanding that he was simply passing through on his
way to visit San Francisco and did not intend to remain
within the Tir borders any longer than absolutely
necessary. He knew he would be watched and his
progress tracked, but oddl y t
bother him. He was reasonably sure that the Tir
authorities had more important things to do than to be in
with them so unless they reported him to the wrong
people, he felt as safe as it was possible to feel (which still
wasndt very) within the border
He rode straight through as promised, maintaining a
speed a bit on the high side of legal and stopping only
twice for gas and rest breaks. Thee were a few gas
stations located directly off the highway that catered to
those doing exactly what he was doing; they were usually
staffed by non-elves, as if the elven population of the Tir
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had better uses of their time than to deal with the riff -raff
trying to get to Cal Free. That was fine with Ocelot. He

didnoét talk to anyone and they

It took him about seven hours to reach the Cal Free
border, and by that point his mind and his body were
thoroughly road -tired. The check to getout of the Tir was
considerably less stringent than the one to getin (meaning
that the bribe was not as
at the border. By the time he made it through, all he could
think of was getting off the road for awhile and getting
some sleep. From many previous trips down he knew
there was a small cluster of motels north of Redding that

l ar g

di dnot ask too many questions
headed. He di dmdttseemed a tbad idea, st o
though he wasndtibdle was gmait t e

enough to know that he was too tired to go on. The last
thing he needed was to doze off on the bike and wind up
plastered across the front end of a northbound semi. Nofi
sleep, as illadvised as it was, was still a better idea than
the alternative.

By the time he reached Redding and checked into one
of the grungy motels (this one was his favorite fi it was a
single story, so he could bring his bike into the room with
hi m) he stildl had time to
sunrise, when he planned to leave. He quickly made a
circuit around the room, checking for obvious bugs,
broken locks on windows or door, and intruders hiding
under the bed, in the closet, or inside the bathroom. With
his thermographic vision he verified that there were no
heat spots indicating invisible lurkers. Satisfied, he parked
his bike inside the room in front of the door. If anyone
was going to break in during the night, they were in for a
surprise. The Franchi-SPAS he brought over to the bed,
where he leaned it against the nightstand, loaded and
ready. He rummaged around i
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found the food hedd put there
that, along with the beer heod
in the Tir, back to the bed. Kicking off his boots he sat

down on the bed, propped the pillows against the wall,

and switched on the battered trid unit to drown out the

sounds of the people in the room next door (who sounded

both drunk and very amorous). The trid only got four
channels clearly and there was nothing good on any of

them, but it was better than listening to the bump and

grind going on on the other side of the wall. It was just as

well anyway, because even with all the distractions he

was asleep twenty minutes after he finished eating. The

trid and the neighbors dr oned on but he no longer heard

either of them.

He didndt sl eep very well. |
rest were spent thrashing around, haunted by dreams that
he coul dnot remember but t ha

someone in very deep trouble begging for rescue, and his

own inability to do anything to help. By the time he
awakened he couldnot recall a
dream except that it had disturbed him. He sat up,

noticing that he had thrashed the sheets clear from their
moorings and had them wadded up at the foot of the bed

at his feet. It wasnot sunri s
experience that he wasnodt goi |l
sleep that night; he might as well get an early start on the

day. Moving in a slight daze, he gathered his things
together and began re-stowing them on the bike. Behind

him, the trideo (which he hadn
before) was playing an infomercial that had something to

do with improving your car en:
magnets. Ocelot ignored it as he finished arranging his

bags.
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He was just about to open the door and push the bike

out into the darkness when the
Ocel ot froze. ONo. .. 06 They s ai
canodt have foundi me here. Not

He turned back toward the door, fumbling with the
knob, trying to ignore the buzz. It rang several more times
before his shaking hands were able to work the door and
shove it open.

Barely getting the bike turned and pointed in the right
direction, he threw his leg over it and fired it u p, roaring
of f just as the sunds first fz¢
in the sky. As he disappeared into the distance, the door
swung lazily on its off -kilter hinges. The sound of the
phone, which was not ringing, echoed in his ears and his
mind long afte r it would have been possible to hear it if it
had been.

He didnét stop again until h
over to Highway 80 toward San
idea of stopping in the Central Valley even for a short
time, but at least he was human and therefore only looked
upon with the suspicion of locals for a newcomer, not
with the hostility of racist h
of their metatype. The junction where he stopped catered
to travelers anyway, which meant that the most virulent
oftheraci sm wasnot fi and even al #sn c e
wor st it wasnot anywherefi near
Oroville area, which he avoided like the plague. The
whole concept usually bothered him, but not today fi he
was far too high on unease and adrenaline to think about
anything but getting where he was going. He wolfed
down a quick early lunch, gassed up the bike, and soon he
was back underway, heading west on 80.

The fact that he had done this many times before
allowed the whole operation to be completed smoothly, a
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fact for which he was grateful. He was having a hard time
concentratingfi his mind was full of weird formless fears
and coul dndt seem to settle on
it was a good thing that he had the routine down and
could practically perform i t in his sleep. West 80 to the
Richmond-San Rafael Bridge, south on 101 across the
Golden Gate, and use his forged work ID to get past the
Japanese guards on the other side. He was a bit worried
about getting the guns through, but he had lucked out
this time: he was heading in with the rest of the morning
work rush. The fact that he was human meant that he got
to slip through with a nod from one of the guards after
having his card examined, while the troll and ork behind
him were stopped for questioning. Agai n he didno
the racism, but this time he was guiltily grateful that it
had worked in his favor.
From that point, it was simply a matter of riding
carefully and cautiously (so as not to attract the attention
of the authoritiesyonwdjointhe dnodt
first place, and even less kindly on troublemaking gaijin)
unt il he arrived at Sensei 6s h
En route, though, he realized two things: first, he was
hungry, and second, he still had not told Sensei that he
was coming. It would be rude of him to simply show up
on her doorstep, even though he knew she would
welcome him as she always did with no questions. No,
hedd stop somewhere first and
better that way.
He was passing thr adashehkd s he
this thought, which was fortuitous. The area was still set
up for tourists; that meant it would be fairly easy for him
to lose himself for half an hour or so among the crowds.
There was a little bar and grill nearby called the Grotto
t h a td béertd a few times before; five minutes later he
had his bike parked out back and he was seated in the
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back near a window where he could keep an eye on it. A
beer and a sandwich would improve his outlook, he
hoped.

Sitting there gave him a little time to think, for the first
time since he had left. Despite the length of the trip he
hadnoét really done mufchhe 6tdh ijnuksi
set his mind on the kind of hum it needed to do that kind
of mileage in such a short time. Now, though, as he
settled back and sipped his beer, his mind began to relax a
bit.

What was going on, anyway? Why had he run away
so fast? What was he runningfromEven now he w
sure, but the thought gave him formless, uneasy distress. |
should call t hwer @rug,s .afirBd meh ey Gl

A buzzing began in the back of his head, blocking out
the thought. He shook his head back and forth quickly,
his long ponytail whipping around behind him. Closing
his eyes, he put his hands over his face and tried to
remember what he had been thinking.

0Sir?o6

Ocelot looked up. A woman stood there in front of
him. She wore jeans, a blue shirt, and a nenonsense
canvas apron. She carried a plate with a large, steaming
sandwich and a pile of potato chips. His waitress. He
nodded as she %t down the plate in front of him.
oUh. . . thanks. 6

Is she looking at me? Why is she looking at me like that?

The waitress, oblivious to his thoughts, smiled and
turned away, moving back inside. Ocelot watched her go.
As she disappeared into the crowd his gaze fell on two
humans seated at a table a few meters away. They were
both men, both dressed in the suits of middle managers.
One of the men, dark-haired and middle -aged, happened
to be looking at Ocelot just as he was looking at the two of
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them. The man nodded politely and returned his attention

to the conversation he had been having with his friend.
Ocelot stiffened. From somewhere deep in his mind

the thought came, almost as if it was coming from

someone elseTheydre in on it too. T
They know where | am.
Al l right. Stay calm. They c¢

He looked down at the sandwich, then back at the two
men. They were ignoring him now, thoroughly absorbed

in their own business.That 6s just a ffiront .
theydre probably reporting in.
to do it subtly. [ S run t he
think | dondét know.

Again he looked down at the sandwich. It had just
arrived fi if he left now without touching it that would be
very suspicious. Theyo6d certa
before he made it out the door
to eat at least some of it before he left. Picking it up, he
took a bite; his mouth was dry and the thing tasted like
wet rubber between two slices of cardboard. He fought to
slow his breathing, to get his heartbeat back down to
normal levels. Focusing on the old-fashioned black and
white framed fishing photos hanging on the wall next to
his table, he took another bite and then another, washing
them down with beer that now tasted more like weak acid
than refreshing beverage. From the corner of his eye he
sneaked another glance at the men: their food had arrived
and they were both laughing. Th ey 8 r er egaedtyt.i nTgh e
happy theydve found me. Theydl
for bringing me in.

Suddenly he had an idea. It was a long shotf if they
caught on, he might be trappedi but if it worked, he
might be able to get out without being seen. Checking to
be sure the two men werendt
enough money (he always carried paper money in
addition to his credsticks i easier and less traceable) to
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cover the cost of the meal and tip, and slid it under the

plate with just enough sticking out so the busperson

would see it. Then, deliberately leaving the rest of the

sandwich untouched, he stood, glanced around for a

moment as if looking for something in particular, then

nodded in satisfaction and headed for the doorway

mar ked oO0Restr odyhkmnew wheréliewas the e a

look around was for the benefit of his observers, who still

didndét seem to be paying any a
Once he was out of sight, he hurried down the

hallway, passing the two marked restroom doors, and

slipped in through the d oor to the kitchen. He had noticed

earlier that there was a way outside from the kitchen, and

the door had been propped open to let in some fresh air.

At the time hedd parked there

back having a smoke, but they were gone now. Not quite

believing his good fortune, he moved silently through the

short distance to the exit door and made his escape,

grinning. By t he time they realize

l ong gonel! Maybe 10611 finally
As he roared off down the Embarcadero, another less

happy thought supplanted thatone: Shi t . . . i f they

I candt go to Sensei. Dondt wa
This was bad. The buzzing was starting in his head

agai n. He «c oul diméknewdhatdfre dida | | h

she would want to help. An ex -shadowrunner herself, the
Japanese ork now ran a successful dojo and still
maintained contacts with her former team, but Ocelot
knew that whatever this was, it was not only not her
problem, but might prove actively dangerous to her and
her friends. He couldndt do th
on his own here, and he knew it.

He stopped at a red light, lanesplitting up to the front
as he assessed hi s options.
Seattléi too many people knew how to find him t here. He
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coul dndt stay here, not i ke
and without Sensei, he had nowhere to stay and no real
reason to be here. But if not, therfi

The guy in the next car was
even looked in that direction, but he knew it .

His eyes darted sideways.

He was right.

It was a late-model Ford Americar. The man was its
only occupant. The window was rolled down and the guy
was smoking. His eyes glowed red. He smiled.

Shit!

The light changed and Ocelot was off like a shot,
flying across the intersection and turning on a side street
before any of the cars could even get started.

I cand6t stay herdé&. Gotta go.

But where? Where could he go?

He forced himself to slow down, to merge with traffic,
not to draw attentio n to himself. That would be the worst
thing he could do right now. Just blend in and
think...think...

His mind raced over the possible alternatives. NAN?
No, he coul dimét dgodn®herheave t
paperwork, faked or otherwise, and the Native Amer ican
border guardsd sense of humor
nonexistence. Aztlan?Dondét be an idiot. T
frying pan and into the fireThe Big Sur coast? Maybe, but
the combination of unfamiliarity and lack of large cities
made him reluctant. He was a city kid, and if he wanted
to get lost somewhere, that somewhere had better have
more concrete than trees if he was going to survive.

Los Angeles.

The second it popped into his head he knew that was
the answer. L.A. was big, it was urban, it was variedii and
it had an enormous population of SINless individuals like
himself.
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And best of all, nobody down there knew him.

He <coul dndt put anyone at r

endanger him by talking to the wrong people.

He pulled back out onto Embarcadero and headed for
the freeway, trying to ignore the couple on the corner who
were both watching him.

I 61 1 be |l ong gone before

The trip down to Los Angeles took him about six
hours, including two very short breaks for rest and water.
Now that he had made up his mind, he wanted to get
there as fast as possible. He took Highway 101; he would
have preferred 5 because it was in the middle of nowhere
and it would have been less likely that someone woul d

hassle him, but that meant cutting back across from San

t he:

Francisco and he didndét want t

Like the Tir, getting out of San Fran was easier than
getting in. The trip was uneventful except for a few times
when he was convinced he was being followed and had to
speed up to triple digits to get away from his would -be
pursuers. They never followed him that fast fi he figured
they had instructions to keep him in sight but to be subtle
about it. There was nothing at all subtle about a minivan
doing 110 down 101.

It was late afternoon when he cruised at last into the
Los Angeles sprawl and he was dog-tired. The lack of rest
last night was beginning to catch up with him, especially
after having been hunched in essentially the same
position for several hours in a row. The Aurora was a
good bikefi fast, flickable and mostly reliable i but it was

by no means a bike for long-distance touring. Shoulda

brought the Triumphhe thought, picturing the dark green
sport-tourer Winterhawk had given him a couple of years
ago. But it was too late for that kind of decision now, and

besi des, he didnot want t he mas
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The thought that 6 Hawk mi ght
anyway using magic gave him a brief moment of panic,
but he put it aside. There was nothing he could do about
it and i f 6Hawk came after hi
was all there was to it. Same for any of the rest of the
guys. It was probably they who had ratted on him in the
first placefi the reason why he had to run like this.
The reasonwhy he had to hide.

He spent the next hour cruising around the freeways,
trying to decide where to go. He had only been to Los
Angeles a couple of times, and only briefly. Still, a city
was a city, at least to someone who had spent as long in
the shadows as Ocelot had. Instinctively he avoided
anyplace that looked too clean, to pretty, too well -ordered
(corpers, cops, rich faaty; he also avoided places that
looked too rundown and blasted out (even with his
unfamiliarity with L.A. he had heard some of the nastier
rumors about places like El Infierno and Coast Town).
Instead, after struggling with the freeway system for
another hour, he opted to pull off at Harbor. The edges of
the place, at Il east from his v
look too bad. After he settled in, he would go looking for
the shadow community. There always was one, and if you
knew the right things to say and had the right balance on
your credstick, they could help you with just about
everything.

Just have t o maokkiegfarthemeT htaht edyso |
gonna be hard

The buzzing in the back of his head had been
increasing its intensity over
able to ignore itAi mostly, at leastii while he was riding.
When he became convinced that one of the cars was
following him or watching him, it was a fairly easy
proposition to speed up and get out of their way. The
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Aurora was narrow and Ocelot was a good enough rider
(not to mention a crazy enough rider) that lanesplitting
between traffic going freeway speed on a five-lane
highway was not something he feared. At least not
enough not to do it to get away from his pursuers. So far
none of themhad chased him on their own motorcycles,
but he knew he had to get off the road and hole up
somewhere before they figured it out. Their reach was
long and their agents many. That had already been
proven to him numerous times over the course of the trip.
He took the next exit and rode at random for the next
half-hour, relying on his instincts to keep him away from
trouble spots. He wasndét quite sure wh
that it was somewhere in the Harbor district; the
buildings around here were mostly industrial and
depressing, the people wary and watchful. Ocelot
recognized the familiar gang markings spray -painted on
the sides of some of the buildings, fences, and other
l andmar ks ; he didnot know the
but their marks were unmistakable to someone who had
spent the largest part of his youth in the culture. Maybe |
can make a deal with the local gang to keegyarout fothem.
He shook his head as the buzzing increased.Maybe the
ganig@wththem.Candt trust anyone. I
It was starting to get dark. It took him awhile to find a
pl ace to stay,; accommodati ons
around here. He almost missed the tiny motel (it looked
like one of those chain places that had lost its franchise
and gone independent) because its main sign had been
shot to pieces and taped up with duct tape. The
OVACANCYS6 sign hung askewefrom
slightly longer than the other. Ocelot pulled in and,
keeping his bike in sight, made arrangements for a room
on the first floor. As he had hoped and expected, it was a
cashronly, no-questions-asked kind of place. He filled out
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the required form with a fake name and address, and the
clerk didndt even | ook twice a
the small hole in the bulletproof glass surrounding his

work area.

Ocel ot didndt bother to fire
way to the room; instead he wheeled it silently through
the parking lot, noting the chunked and potholed asphalt
and the generally ratty appearance of the few cars in
residence. Across the lot, two teenagers in leather jackets,
both orks, lounged by the obviously nonfunctional ice
machine, checking out both Ocelot and his bike. They
di dndt appr obammm Not agdind Nog this soon!

How do they know?

He jammed the key into the
shoved the door open, pushing the bike inside. The room
was small and dingy, with a single ugly lamp on the
nightstand for illumination, a bed with a stained spread,
and one rickety chair. On the small dresser was something
Ocel ot hadnot seen in year s:
television. He wondered idly if it worked as he put the
bike on its stand and then did his usual security check of
the room.

He couldn6ét stay | ong, he kn
him again. He didnot know how
hadnot even known himself wh e
until a few minutes before he arrived. How could th ey
know? Were they following him
do anything about that except to keep running. But what
if there was another way? What if fi

His gaze fell on the Aurora.

Of course.

They must have bugged it somehow. They must have
planted some kind of tracking device so they could follow
him.
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He grinned self-consciously, feeling like an idiot. Why
hadnot he figured that out a
slipping. But now he knew, so he could do something
about it. He could find it and get rid of it, and then they
woul dndt be able to find him a
again, of course, but Los Angeles was huge. There were
plenty of places to lose himself.

The buzzing in his head seemed pleased.

Forgetting about everything else, Ocelot sat down on
the floor and began doing a visual inspection of the
Aurora, starting with the front fender, working his way
up the forks to the instrument cluster, around the tank,
over the seat, under the back fender.

Nothing.

He increased the level of his scrutiny, peering at the
engine (careful not to touch it it was still quite hot from
the trip, clicking sporadically as it cooled), getting down
on his back to look underneath, checking the wheels,
inside the exhaust pipefi

Still nothing.

He sighed, sitting back and running a hand through
his hair. This was going to be tougher than he thought. It
made sense, thoughithey woul dndt have
somewhere obvious. They knew how suspicious he was;
once he started looking, he would find it in no time if
t heyod put reiedsy. Noptheg mustehave hidden

it wel |, someti me when he wa
sneaked into his garage?
|t di dnot matter now. What ev

had done it and now it was up to him to undo it. Grimly

he removed the Aur ooutattiessmall e a't
toolkit nestled there. He was glad he had replaced some

of the stock tools with better and more useful onesfi he

was going to need them.
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He thought about turning the television on to see
what kind of flatscreen drivel was still broadcast over the
ancient medium, but then decided not to. He needed to be
able to hear if anyone was sneaking up on him outside the
room. He wouldndt give them th

They had indeed been thorough. An hour and a half
later he stared at the bike: peces of it lay all over the floor,
but he was still no closer to finding the elusive bug. He
had taken off the tank and the fenders, removed the seat,
removed the back wheel and inspected the brake
assembly, checked the battery, examined the shock
absorber, pulled the cylinder heads and checked under
the valve coversinot hi ng. 0 Wh ésriet 2?6 hehe
muttered under his breath, eyeing the rest of the engine.

Did he dare try to tear that down? It would take most of

the night to do it and get it back togeth er again, and even

i f he had the time he was cer
right tools in his little travel toolkit.

The bags. Hed6d go through tF
even checked them yet. I f he
hedd do t he enwenmhe hatd a dnance to w,
pick up the right tool s. Mayb
thatdéd | et him rent some space
that was it.

He snatched up the tankbag and the tailbag from
where hedd tossed them on the
atime, and upended them on the floor. Methodically but
with a certain mania, he rifled through the contents,
checking each article of clothing for unexpected items in
the pockets or small devices sewn into the linings. When
he failed to find anything in th e clothes, he stripped down
his guns and checked them as v
take as long as the bike had, because it was one he
performed often. But despite his care, he found nothing in
the guns, the clothes, or the bags.
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Tossing the stuff back on the bed, he sighed again and
dropped down next to it, eyein
doubt about it i he was going to have to tear it down and
check it before he could go on. He wouldf

He stopped, stiffened like a cat.

What was that?

Utterly silent, he listened.

Voices. Outside the window.

There were at least two of them, talking in hushed
tones. It sounded like one male and one female. He
coul dndét make out what they we
an urgency to their voices that chilled him.

T h ey 0 ring ovarrwhatito do with me. They found me
and theydre arguing over what

Feeling the bright edges of panic beginning to claw at
him, Ocelot darted his gaze around the room. His clothes
were tossed in a pile on the bed, his weapons next to
them. The bags were on the floor. It would only take a
couple of minutes to gather all of it up, but fi

The Aurora. He stared at it in panic. It was in pieces.

Even with the engine still mostly intact it would take him

more than an hour to get everything back together again.
Probably c¢closer to two. He di c
He di dnodt mimdeg &t atorve dwo hours, if they

were already on to him.

Breathing hard, he began pawing at the pile of clothes,
shoving them haphazardly into the tailbag. That bag had
a strap he could sling over his shoulder. The weapons
went in next, followed by another pile of clothes. He
could feel his heart pounding. The voices had stopped
now, but he knew they were still out there somewhere.

They knew they had him fi they could afford to wait.

When he had everything he could fit into the tailbag,
he shrugged into his | eather |
over his shoulder, and moved with silent care over to the
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roomds single window. Moving t
he peeked out , using -lightsand cybe
thermographic vision to verify that the mysterious visitors

were not currently i n Tsetgdot . B
Dondthcwanidtt af fordi to wait. Mus

He took one last reluctant glance over his shoulder at
the Aurora. Hedd had the bike
friend. It hurt him to leave it here in pieces for themto
find.

Savagely he forced himself to swing his head back
around. | t s j u.st Thaegyottvienyg bugged.
take it.Go. Go. Now!

He shoved the door open and hurried out, looking
back and forth as if expecting pursuers to be accosting
him from all sides.

There were none.

Good. They didndt expect you
you can.

He ran.

Time after that became a blur. As the buzzing in his
head grew progressively more insistent and harder for
him to ignore, he gradually lost track of everything fi
where he was, where he was going, what he wanted. He
ran until he coul dndt run any
tired, he found places to crawl into and sleep for awhile.
He knew he coul dndt shtteeywerany wh
on his tail, and the only way he could avoid them was to
stay away from them. That became the focus of his
existence. His shadow and gang-trained instincts | ed him
to hiding places, showed him how to steal food when he
needed it, taught him that most people would leave you
alone if you scared them. He was at the same time
frightened and frightening. He
his bag, but he had vague memories of having to leave it
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when he became convinced that they had once more
managed to sneak into his hiding place one night and
plant another of their invisible devices. He held on to the
weapons for awhile longer it a few days, perhapsii but the
Franchi-SPAS and the Manhunter disappeared first,
followed shortly afterward by the hand weapons.

He didndét know where he was

between running and wandering aimlessly, hiding and
snatching food where he could. He woke one morning
huddled behind a du mpster in a pile of cardboard boxes
and found blood on his cybersp
it had come from. As hard as he tried to remember, the
memory was not there. Should he be afraid or elated?
Had he killed one of them?Would they leave him alone
now? That thought had been quickly put to rest by the
man who had been watching him as he emerged from his
cocoon after spending about half an hour cleaning the
blood from his spur. His breath quickening, he ran again.
He had not stopped them He would never stop them
There were too many of them.

He took to prowling the streets by night because he
was afraid to sleep then. Better to be the predator than the
prey, at least some of the time. He was always cold now,
as he had lost his jacket: someone had grabbeé his arm
awhile ago and he had twisted around, screaming and
writhing out of the jacket until the attacker had nothing
but that.

They had tried the direct approach only a couple of
times, attacking him as he shuffled his way down the
street looking for his next meal and looking out for them
He didndt know how he had miss
in his face: a human and an ork dressed in gang colors,
yelling something about toll s
heard them. He didndét hear muc
could make it above the buzzing. He screamed something
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unintelligible at them and the next thing he knew his spur
was extended, its tip poking out through the back of the
human ganger. The kid hadnot e
his eyes bulged out and blood ran from his mouth and
down his shirt. The other one had run. Clever ruse they
had, disguising themselves as gangers, but he knew
better. After that he ran again until his lungs nearly burst
before crawling into another hiding place.

He was so hungry. The food
had barely been enough to sustain him, and waterfi water
was hard to come by in Los Angeles. It was even hard to
steal, because the people in this end of the plex only had a
few hours a day of running water and they guarded it
more jealously than any of their meager possessions,
including their food.

He got tired more quickly now A not only did he have
to avoid them but also the sporadic police patrols that
came through the areas. There
the ones that did come were not kind. He had watched
from his hiding place as the men in the big armored
vehicles had swept through, hurting people, carrying
them off. Were the cops in with thenf? It made sense. They
were probably paid off. Avoid them.

Just keep going. Keep running. Find food, find places to
hi de. They candt keep this wup
to move on to someone else. jiustihave to hold odit

They got him shortly after that, in Coast Town near
the walls of El I nfierno. He
except run, hide, steali the crowd had drawn him out
because he was starving and thought that a crowd so
large might have food. He moved among them, counting
on the anonymity of the crowd to conceal him, hoping
that their agents were not among this rag-tag group of
people who had gathered here for some unknown reason.
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He sniffed almost like an animal, searching for food and
water, muttering to himself about themand their agents.
He sensed that these were people like hinfi people who
were their preyfi and for a moment he felt comforted. He
would be safe among these people.

He was in the middle of it when the violence started.

He coul dndt make out the point
the group seemed to be protest
matter. Everything had gone wrong. Must get out!

In front of him, an ork man hit a human in the face
with a length of pipe; the human screamed and went
down, blood spraying from his nose and mouth. Three
more humans surged forward and brought the ork down,
beating him into submission with chains, pipes, and fists.

The orkds dcrtdamhjumiamé s , and
joined a growing cacophony erupting all around Ocelot.

He jammed his hands over his ears and bulled his way in

the other direction, trying to get out of the crowd, to run,

to hide.

A small troll stepped out in front of him, his
expression menacing, one of his huge hands wrapped
around an enormous club made from what looked like a
piece of telephone pole. He yelled something and swung
the club at Ocelot.

Even now, instinct was hard to deny fi especially
instinct that had beentr ai ned as [ ong as O
could run, he could hide, but he was not going to simply
roll over and die. Something deep within him could not A
would notii allow that to happen. He ducked under the
swing, his cyberspur sliding from its sheath like a sil ent
met al snake. ONo!!1' 6 he screal
and slipping the spur in through the soft place under his
ribs. Cruelly he wrenched it sideways and was rewarded
by a fountain of blood and the
club dropped to the ground, followed only a couple of
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seconds | ater by the troll him
it. He turned to run again.

This time he didndt get far.
itself, he had not noticed the arrival of the Citymaster,
accompanied by the blare of sirens and the sound of
chattering gunfire. As he finally made his way out of the
crowd and into the open, he was struck by something that
stung hard, then buzzed in his head even more loudly
than the subliminal sound that had been his constant
companion for as long as he could remember. His body
stiffened, he dropped to the ground, and everything went
mercifully black. His last thought as he went down was
that it had all been for nothing. Theyhad won.

Theyhad won...

When consciousness returned he was lying on
something that wasndt quite so
His head felt like it was full of cotton, which was muting
the buzzing somewhat. He blinked a couple of times and
then opened his eyes slowly.

He was in a cell; that much was apparent right away.

The not-hard, not-soft thing he was lying on was a cot
with a thin, stained, blue -and-white -striped mattress. The
floor was concrete with a drain; the only other furnishings
were a stainlesssteel sink and commode. Everything was
bolted down to the floor or the walls. There was a harsh
chemical tang to the air.

He realized that some of the smell was very close by.
Looking down (without lifting his head much fi he still
di dnot feel l'i ke a | ot of e x
dressed in blue work pants, light blue work shirt, and
black socks. The smell seemed to center around the
clothes and his body.

Testing himself to see how much effort he was capable
of, he tried to sit up. The foggy feeling was lifting slightly
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now. Except for a few muscle aches, he didn
different than he had before. He wondered how long he
had been here, and what they had done to him.
With his back pressed against the cold wall and his
feet hanging over the edge of the bed, he realized two
things simultaneously. The first was that his head felt
strangely light. A hand to it provided the reason: they had
chopped off his long hair, rather crudely from the feel of
it, fairly close to his head. The second realization was
worse: there was some kind of metal device dtached to
his arm, down near his wrist.
oOWouldnoét try anything if |
from the other side of the bar
and itdéll blow your arm off . |
happen. 6
Ocelot looked up through nar rowed eyes. A man
stood out there in the hallway fi human, uniformed. Cop.
0You understand?06 the man a
brisk, businesslike.
0Yeah. 6 His own voice soundeée
ears.
0Good. You know where you ar
He |l ooked ar oJuanidl.. ONvoewa hwhat
gonna do with me?d6 He knew it
them but he didndt care anymor e
oDondét get smart with me, ki
a |little colder. O0You ought to
luckyonesiyoudr e st idltl saalyi vieh.atCafnor
of your buddies out there. o
OAindét my buddies,d6 he said

The man shrugged. OWhatever.
Either way, you got popped with a Narcoject round when
you tried to run, SO how youdr

dCause youdOre gettind transfer

DARK REFLECTION | 161



while you were still out, but ié He spread his
gesture of apathy.
0Transferred?6

o0Yeah. You dondt think stree
stay in our first -class accommodations forever, do you?
This is just the holding cell

The Pit. o

0The Pit?6 Hedd never heard
good. Just the kind of place theywould put their enemies
before they...did whatever it is they had planned for them.
He looked at the man again; on second look his uniform
was wrong for a cop. Guard, maybe?

0Youbre gonna | ove it. TrusH
from the guard®dNowo we can do
way, the hard way, or the reallyhard way. The easy way is
that you get up like a good boy and come with me
without tryind any funny busin
can Narcoject you again. You might like that now, buty ou

aindt gonna | ike it when we (ge€
private <cells there, i f you g
wanta be out of it when you a

really hard way is that you try something funny on the
way outta hereandyouget bl own away so f &

know whatds hit you. That | ast
I woul dndét advise you try it.¢
0You scan, chummer ?96

Ocel ot glared at him and di di
The guard smil ed anywagou. 0 C
decided to see it my way. o6 He
two more guards fi a beefy human and a beefier ork, both
carrying assault riflesfi stepped out of the shadows
behind him. oLast warning, 6 th
something that opened the cell door with a snick It slid
open and the two other guards trained their guns on
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Ocel ot. o0Come on out, and put
you so | can cuff ©O6em. o6

Ocelot did as he was told. The buzzing in his head
had lifted somewhat now, and he could clearly see that
there was no point in making
him before he could get them all, and the satisfaction of
taking one or two of themd o wn wasndt worth
could wait.

The guard nodded approvingly as he snapped the

cuffsoverOcelotd s wr i sts. 0Good boy. ¢
and down. ol dondt know what 1
youiyoudre in too good a shape

were on the streets for long, especially with the cyber you
got in you. You musta pissed off the wrong peop le bad
huh?¢6

Ocel ot didndt answer. He f ol
to the guard. The ork and the human followed a few paces
behind them, guns still ready. Nobody was taking any
chances.

The processing out didnot t
probably part of the pl an : dondot keep the
standing around any longer than you have to. In less than
fifteen minutes Ocelot had been loaded into the back of a
heavily armored transport vehicle, with one of his ankles
put in a shackle bolted to the side of the truc kds st e
interior. There were two other prisoners in the truck along
with three guards; one of the prisoners was a big troll
who looked like he might cry at any moment, and the
other was a hulking human giving the hairy eyeball to
anyone who looked at him. The door slammed shut, there
was the sound of several locks being engaged, and then
the truck rumbled off.

The trip over was silent except for a few muffled
moans from the troll. Ocel ot
look any older than his friend ( exfriend, he reminded
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hi msel f) Joe when ijg @deenbgerr st
Wonder if they got him todHe also noticed that the human
prisoner was watching him A specifically the odd
mechanism attached to his wrist.

The truck continued on for about twenty minute s and
then ground to a stop. Ocelot had been listening, and had
heard the sound of several heavy gates slamming shut
behind them. Wherever they were, the security had to be

phenomenal.

One of the guards touched an earpiece he was
wearing, then nodded and r o s e . 00Okay. Every
seated until we come to a stop
ti me. You first,éd he said, p o
closest to the door. Then he p
and then you, o6 he finisheaend, n
0You do not move until you ar
di sobey you wi | be shot. Unde

Nobody answered, but the guard got the idea they
understood anyway. The door to the back opened,
revealing a squad of men wearing helmets and security
armor and holding more assault rifles. They arrayed
themselves around the opening and waited without
comment.

Ocel ot 0s guard nodded to hi
Ocelot complied he touched something on his belt and the
shackl e popped open. 0Out. Slo

Ocelot glared at him but again complied. He moved
carefully to compensate for the fact that his hands were
cuffed and coul dnot be wused f
down, two of the armored guards grabbed him by the
shoul ders and hustled him awa
what happened to the troll and the other human.

As they crossed an open area toward a featureless
building, Ocelot got an idea of what kind of place he had
gotten himself stuck in. High plascrete walls, probably a
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good six meters up, rose all around; up on top, shadowy
forms with rifles at ready patrolled between guard posts.
He could see the razor wire up there, and the poles that
undoubtedly had monowire strung between them to
further discourage escape attempts. There were several
more featureless buildings like the one to which they were
now headed; arranged in a rough circular pattern, each of
the buildings was about five stories tall. The open area
extended for about a hundred meters between the
buildings and the walls, and more armored personnel
patrolled here. Some of them had leashed creatures that
looked like large dogs. Hellhounds, Oc el ot &8s VOIi
experience told him.

Not a nice place at all.

The Pitds administrative ma
frightening efficiency. Ocelot was taken inside, searched
using mundane and magical means, and given another set
of clothes to replace the ones he was wearing. These were
similar but there was a large number stenciled in black
across the back and a smaller one across the front. A chip
was implanted under his skin at the base of his skullii a
further means of identification, he was told. A way for
them to track mehe knew. All of this was performed under
the watchful eyes of several armed guards. Nobody ever
asked him his name. He got the impression that nobody
cared.

As he listened to the snatches of conversation he was
able to pick up, Ocelot began to figure out what was
going on and why the excessive level of security was
being brought to bear. This particular building was
known informally asltgottiesvordtar dc
and the most dangerous offenders of a very bad and
dangerous lot. Anyone with offensive cyberware was sent
here, along with trolls, big orks and humans, and anyone
who had committed a particularly violent crime. Every
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face behind the desksand behind the guns here was cold,
closed, distant. Nobody wanted to be here, and that fact
did not by any means apply only to those on the wrong
side of the bars.

After he was processed, Ocelot was led down a
hallway and through several locked doors by two guards,
one of whom seemed to enjoy prodding him in the back
with the barrel of his gun. 0
the other one muttered as they passed through one more
door and it clanged shut behind them.

It was an apt description. The hall was wide and lined
on both sides with small cells. All around there was
yelling, screaming, and the sound of various things being
banged against metal bars. The yells all blended together
but Ocelot could occasionally pick out a few words: an
obscene suggestimm here, a bit of profanity there. As he
moved down the hallway flanked by the two guards the
yelling got worse. It appeared that the cells had been
designed for two occupants but most of them had three
and a few, four. Along with the bunk beds bolted to th e
walls there were mattresses tossed on the floor to
accommodat e t he extra bguest
appalling. Ocelot could hear the far-off sounds of more
yelling and screaming from yet more levels above and
below.

The guards stopped in front of one of the cells and

opened it. Olnside. 6

Ocelot looked into the cell. It was empty.

One guard grinned. oDonoét W
l onel y. Companyds comind soon
around facind this way. 6

Ocel ot took one | ast l oek at
as if trying to gauge whether he could take them down
before they got him. No . Not yet . Youdl |
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D o n 6 them wént If they kill you, they win With a glare he
stepped into the cell and turned as ordered.

While one guard covered him, the other unlocked the
cuffs. Then both backed off and slammed the door closed.
oOHave fun, o6 the first one <cal/l
the two departed, ignoring the catcalls and obscenities
being yelled at them from both sides of the hall.

Ocelot forced himself to tune out the noise and looked
around the cell. It looked very similar to the one he had
been in before except that this one was in worse shape.
The mattresses on the bunks (and the one on the floor)
were thinner and heavily stained; the walls had been
chipped and carved by so many hands that it was
impossible to read any of the inscriptions anymore, and
the sink was backed up, its drain full of a clump of matted
hair. He tried turning on the water and nothing
happenedf of course not. The prison, given its proximity
to El Infierno, was probably last on the water rotation and
only got running water for a couple of hours a day. This
time obviously wasndt part of

Ocelot sighed and vaulted up onto the top bunk,
whic h sagged a bit under his weight, and waited.

He didndt have to wait | ong.
just as the din was beginning to die down, the door at the
end of the hall opened again and he could hear the
footfalls of more people coming down his way. Heavy
footfalls.

He remained where he was and was surprised to see
the young troll who had been one of his fellow riders in
the back of the transport vehicle being given the same
rundown as he had gotten only a short time ago. The troll
stood silently, head bowed, throughout the lecture. There
were three guards this time, including one very large ork.
The two humans covered Ocelot while the ork shoved the
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troll inside and undid his cuffs. They slammed the door a
little too quickly and exited.

The troll remained where he was, his massive hands
gripping the bars. Ocelot watched him warily.

After a few minutes the troll turned and looked up at
Ocelot. His eyes were wide, frightened, almost childlike.
OHoi , 6 he said. His voice was
trolli even a femaldl whose voice wa s nal tleast
somewhat deep) but it too had a childlike quality to it.

Ocelot nodded.

OMy name®6s Tiny. o6 His 1lips
tusks in a nervous smile.A 0Wel
Norbert Evans. Buteverybody cal |l s me Tiny. 6

OWhatds your name?o6
Ocelot closed his eyes for a moment. It was hard for
him to trust anyonefi who knew who could be their
agents7i but this troll had been captured by themtoo. He
made a quick decision. 0Ocel ot
Tiny tited his head 1 odQ@ssWwhatds tha
He moved slowly over and sat down cross -legged on the
mattress on the floor, looking up at Ocelot like he was
waiting for a story.

ol tds. a kind of cat. 6

Tiny nodded solemnly. 00h. |
name was Bod s . But he ran away and

Ocel ot didndt answer .

Tiny didnot seem to mind. 0

here?d6 he asked.

0They were after me for a |
me . 0

00h. 6 The troll mull ed that
thenlookedup at him agai n. 0They t ¢
somebody was tryind to hurt my
6em. 6
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0That sucks, 6 Ocelot said. \Y
and trolls always got the short end of the stick, justice-

wi se. OWhatdd you do, hit him?
ol pdulHies head off. &6 Tinyods
tone. oMy friend and his mama
this guy was human t oo, 6cept
easy. O
Ocel ot |l ooked Tiny over. He

nor as wide, but he was still a troll and that meant big. He
had mostly Caucasian features but the creamy light
brown of his skin and his black hair spoke of some Latino
blood as well. He wore the same outfit Ocelot wore,
although with his size the numbers on the front of his
shirt were almostasbi g as the ones on O
face was wide and openfi not exactly friendly, but
definitely not the hooded, secretive look of the typical

street rat. oOYou...pulled his
Again Tiny nodded with the pursed -lipped
seriousness of a child recit ng hi s | essons. 1
real gr oss. But he was gonna
was gonna...do bad thingst o her . 6 He | ower ¢
when he said that, l'i ke he wa
talking about those kind of bad things Then he bowed his
head. 0 But then the cops c¢ame. Th
to run away, but they hit me w
I remember until I woke wup in

Ocelot took a deep breath. It was a very lucky thing
for Tiny that the cops hdnamdindt
there. 0Tough break, 6 he said
inwardly something was stirring: he liked this young troll.
The more they spoke, the more he became convinced that
he was not one ofthem

Tiny slowly got up. OHow 1| on
us here?6 he asked. o0DOG6you thi
me , and take me home from her e
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was gonna hurt her . Dondt t he
moved over to the sink and tried to turn it on, nodding
philosophically when nothing happened . o0No wat e
Maybe | ater, huh?¢

o0Yeah. Maybe | ater. 6 Ocel ot |

out on his uncomfortable bunk, looking up at the concrete
of the ceiling a meter or so above his head.

An hour or so passedd it was hard to tell just how
long it was because the cells had no windowsfi but it
seemed like about that long when the door opened again
for the third time. It was just like the others fi the screams,
yells, obscenities, followed by the arrival of the guards
with another prisoner. Four guards this time. Ocelot
sighed when he saw who the prisoner was. Should have
known It was the hulking, ill-t emper ed human
been the third occupant of the transport. The guards went
through their routine again with three remaining in the
hall and the fourth installin g the human in the cell. Ocelot
and Tiny watched from their respective vantage points as
the man grabbed the bars and tried to wrench them free.
When that failed, he joined in the clamor of profanity that
echoed around the halls. That lasted for several minutes
and then at last he wheeled around to face his cellmates.

OWhat t heyodl ook ianrée at 26 he yell

cut short, his muscles bulging under his prison uniform.
Tattoos peeked out from beneath his shirt-cuffs.

Ocelot glared right back. So the guards had decided to
put one of themright there in the cell with him. He was
tired of running. If they were stuck here, then so be it.

0OYou dondét have to yell, assho
The man stalked over and gl a
huh? Why don6t ya come down her

boy?6 He grinned nastily. 00Oh,
took yer toys away. I Kknow yol

shit without yer Oware. 6
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He didndét get much further b
out and connected with his jaw. He reeled back as an
audible thud echoed through the cell, and staggered into
Tinyds ar ms. Big troll hands
Tiny |l ooked down at him with w
do that, 6 h-eotsaid. mp O§authatnd . |
hi m. 6

The man glared up at Tinyfi it seemed like he only
had two expressions, the glare and the sneefi and started
to say something, but thought better of it. Instead he
grumbled something under his breath and tried to shake
|l oose of Tinyos helstdggeredioveryo | et
the lower bunk and rubbed his jaw.

Ocelot pulled his legs back up onto his bunk and
looked at Tiny. For the first time in at least three weeks, he
smiled.

Tiny smiled back and lowered himself back down to
his mattress. And thus the way of things within the cell
was established, at least for the next couple of hours.

Prison routine was as mechanical and indifferently
efficient as the processing procedure had beerii or it
would have been if the guards had been robots instead of
humans and metahumans with emotions, prejudices, and,
preconceptions. It became clear to Ocelot early on that the
guards came in two varieties:
be here and had been assigned to the Pit because of some
transgression or failure in their jo bs, and the ones who
liked being here just fine because it allowed them to give
free rein to their baser and more sadistic impulses with
relative 1impunity. The guards
anyone without clear provocation, but beyond that
anything went.

The prisoner so days wer e d
periods: from 22:00 until 06:00 the lights were turned out
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and they were expected to sleep and be relatively quiet. In
the morning around 10:00 there was a rotating hour-long
exercise period in the yard: each cell block got two such
periods a week, Ocelot found outfi the next one for his
block was scheduled for three days from now. Anyone

not on exercise remained in their cell for the morning.

There was no breakfast. Lunch was served at or around
noon, and was singularly unappetizing. Each prisoner got

a tray containing some kind of soy glop and a largish

paper cup of water. Ocelot learned quickly from the

prisoners across the hallway (they were the only ones he
could see besides his own cellmates) to hang on tothe
paper cup and use it when the water in the sink was
turned on. This happened at random intervals and it was

a high point of the day for the thirsty prisoners.

Showers were once a weekit hi s part of L
get enough water to justify wasting it on scum like the Pit
inmates. Other than that and the exercise period, the only
other time the prisoners were let out of their cells was for
nightly dinner, served at 18: (
appetizing than lunch, but at least it was outside the cell.

The parts of this that he di
first day, Ocelot found out secondhand by listening to
their newest roommate, whose name apparently was
Max, talking to another prisoner across the hall who
shared his proclivity for mayhem and his di slike of
metahumans. Max was in for multiple murder and was
quite proud of that fact. He spent the better part of the
day yelling conversation at his new friend, ignoring
Ocelot and Tiny.

For the most part the next couple of days passed in
the same way. Ocelot mostly kept to himself except when
Tiny wanted to talk; both of them avoided Max. Max, for
his part, seemed like he wantedto start something, but
even for someone as belligerent as he was, the prospect of
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tangling with a troll and a guy who was fast er than he
wasanda better fighter wasndt a
for rolling up his sleeves to show off his large collection of
obscene and grisly tattoos as a silent attempt at
intimidation. I't didndét wor k.
It was hot, it was dry, it was boring. Oce lot lay on his
bunk and listened to the near-constant murmur of voices,
a murmur which was occasionally broken up by a sudden
yell as someone got angry, then died down again. He
wondered if this was what they wanted: to simply
warehouse everyone here until they died of boredom or
dehydration or disease. Hedod c
two days and hedd already see
different armor that was completely enclosed, dragging
the body of one of the prisoners unceremoniously down
thehal. Agai n Maxd conver sadheihaln wi
buddy yielded an explanation: the guy had been sick for
quite awhile and had finally died last night for lack of
medi cal car e. Ma x & friend fi
probably be sent off to the morgue to be cremated that
same day. Tiny spent the rest of the morning moping
around the cell after this.
There had been thus far no opportunity to even think
about trying to get out. The only time they were let out of
their cells was during the dinner break, which was a lways
supervised by far too many guards carrying big guns and
wearing security armor. Ocelot heard some of the other
prisoners talking at the table about less obvious security
measures in force as well: at the first sign of any trouble
the control room could pump the mess hall full of
knockout gas and clean things up at their leisure; also, for
anyone who thought it would be a wiz idea to try to
waylay a guard and relieve him of his gun, it would be
smart to remember that all the guards carried signature
guns coded for them and them al
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work if somebody else picked them up. The old hands
told these stories in the tones of men who had long ago
resigned themselves to their fate.
Ocelot dejectedly picked at his food as he listened to
the stories. Theyhad done it this time. There was no way
he was going to get out of here.
OHey, 6 Tiny said from next t

finished his me al ; troll s di

humans, so he was al waysd ohtu?mgr
0 No. uck&dnandl so are you, and so is everyone

el se in this shithole. o

Tiny regarded him silently for a moment, then
nodded. 0Oh. 6 He paused, then

Ocel ot shook his head. 0Don i
Theywo n , thatds all hefbewni got a
thing we can do about it. o

Again Tiny nodded, picking |
OWedre not gonna get outta he
gonna see my mama again.o

Ocel ot | ooked wup at hi m. ol
way, Ti ny. 6 Hete, whiclo was still half fal, pl a
over toward the troll. OHere.

Tiny looked at the plate, then at Ocelot, then back at
the plate. He was having a hard time hiding the hope in

his eyes. 0O0You sure?é
0Take it. Betterhrtoman tl eotutti.nd
He didndt need a second invi
picking up the plastic spoon which was the only utensil
the prisoners were allowed an:t
I dm glad I got a friend in her
Ocel ot sighed. He whayththng gl a
right at t hat moment , but he
ruining the troll ds meal by te
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He got his first inkling that something was up at the
exercise period the next morning. The prisoners were
lined up and escorted out into the yard by a group of
armed and armored guards; Ocelot went along without
protest because it would be t|
see the sun and move around si

The prison yard was about thirty meters on a side,
bordered on two sides by the high plascrete outside walls
and on the other side by two of the buildings with a high,
razor- and monowired fence between them to prevent
anyone from making a break for it. In the center of the
yard was a concrete slab with ragged rubber mats and
battered weight equipment; the area around the slab was
hard-packed dirt with a few heavy stone benches
scattered around. There was nothing hospitable about it,
including the sky which was so choked with smog that
the sun was barely visible, but at least it was outside.

The guards stationed themselves around the
perimeter of the yard, guns out and held casually at the
ready. OAwright, 6 one of the
hour. When | blow the whistle you get back into
formation and get ready to go back in. Anybody who
di sobeys gets plugged. Got it?

Nobody bothered to answer. Instead, most of the
prisoners began to spread out. A group of orks
immediately took over the weights, while a few small
groups moved off near the walls to get a chance to talk to
people they didndt get the op]
day. Max and his friend took off toward one of the
benches and met up with another couple of humans.

0You wanna do that?6 Tiny a
toward the weights.

Ocel ot shook his head. 0Nah.
some. You go ahead if you want
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Tiny looked at him as if trying to decide if Ocelot was
trying to get rid of hi m, t he
either, but | saw another troll at dinner last night. Maybe
hewants to talk.©o

0Good idea. 6 Ocel ot clapped
moved off.

He didndt f efhotwlith as kdtle watenasi n g
hedd had and as |little efnergy
but just being out wal king in
freedom for granted before. Even on the streets with them
following him hedd been free t
Being confined in a tiny cell was approaching unbearable.

He was wondering if he could manage to kill himself
without Tiny finding out and stopping his a ttempt when
his gaze fell on two men over near one of the walls. They
were close together and talking in hushed voices; Ocelot
coul dndot hear what they were s
was a certain urgency about their words. He kept
walking, making the pre tense of ignoring them as he
moved on by, but watching them out of the corner of his
eye. There was something familiar about them. Something
in the way they carried themselves, the way they
movedi

Then it came to him.

He stopped and leaned back against he wall as if

resting, but he was doing an
recognized the men, but he hadrecognized their bearing,
because hedd seen it many ti me

theyhad taken their interest in him.

The men were shadowrunners.

Ocelot lowered his head, pretending to breathe hard
at his exertion, and strained his ears to hear what they
were saying. They were both human, about his agefi one
black and one white. Ocelot caught the telltale hint of
wires like his own in the fluid way the black ma n moved.

176 | R. L. KING



on dinneri gets inf signalfi 6 The whit e |
words were carried off by the wind and the sounds of the
other prisoners. Ocelot barely caught those small
snatches.

The black man didndt say an)y
Then he noticed Ocelot. Touchingthe whi t e manos
nodded in the other direction and the two of them moved
off quickly.

Ocelot watched them go, his mind spinning. Was
something going to happen? If so, what? What signal? He
resumed his brisk walk around the yard, glaring at
anyone who approached him with any challenge in his
eyes. He wasndét in any mood fo
think.

At the edge of the concrete slab, two prisoners had
gotten into an altercation over who would be next on the
bench press machine. They began shovingeach other,
yelling obscenities. Immediately the other prisoners
backed off. Tiny had found another friend, an ork, who
took the trollds arm and move
The next actions were swift and brutal. Two of the guards
swooped in and pulled pistols off their belts, each one
firing at one of the combatants. The two men dropped like
stones. After another moment more guards showed up
and dragged them off.

Ocelot drifted over toward Tiny and his friend.

0Shit...o6 he said under his br
The ork glared at Ocelot but Tiny shook his head.
0Zak, this is Ocelot. Heds my
Zakds demeanor changed i mme
said. 0OYou donot get in fight
your ass to the wall. Those gu

oDi d tlhheydbekm? 6 Ocel ot asked,
O0Nah, but they might as well
kinda DMSO cocktail with neuro -stunners in it. Frags up
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your brain, yoknow? Somet i me
someti mes you dondt. But they
contr ol the animals. 6 His tone w
Ocel ot di dnot get a chance t
moment a whistle sounded stridently across the yard.
00Okay asshol es, that ds ti me!
yell ed. o0Step it up!o
They were rounded up and taken back to their cells.
No one protestedfi after the incident in the yard, nobody
was feeling like messing with the guards. When the doors
slammed shut, Ocelot jumped back up on his bunk and
lay down. He was still thinking about what the two
shadowrunners had been talking about. He knew they
were on his block or they woul
but hedd never seen them befo
look for them at dinner. Maybe nothing would happen,
but if something did, he wanted to be aware of it.

For awhile he thought nothing would. The prisoners
were lined up and marched into the mess hall at the usual
time, seated at their usual places at the bolteddown metal
tables on bolted-down metal benches. Ocelot had gotten
his tray and sat down to eat (dinner tonigh t was soy glop
that tasted vaguely like chicken if you used your
imagination, a cup of water, and a blob of greenish stuff
that the long-t er m pri soner-lsendal Greae
which they thought was funny for some reason), looking
around for the two men hedd seen during t
period. He found them without too much trouble f they
were at the next table, across from each other, both on the
end of their respective benches. As Ocelot feigned being
very interested in his soy chickenish glop, he noticed that
the two of them both seemed to be doing the same thing
he was: being very watchful while pretending not to be.
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He smiled slightly to himself. Maybe he was right. Maybe
something wasgoing to happen.
But half an hour passed and nothing did. The meal

period was only an hour, and the

of that just getting their trays and getting settled at the

tabl es. There was no clock in

time sense told him that they probably only had fifteen or
twenty minutes left. He t ook a sip of water and glanced
over at Tiny, who was talking to Zak. Fifteen minutes
wasndt enofigh time to

The lights went out.

Chaos descended almost immediately. There were no
windows in the mess hall, so the place was cast into total
darkness. For a few seconds everyone remained still,
holding their breath, waiting. When it became clear that
no emergency lights were going to come on, the
pandemonium began.

The guards were yelling, but nobody was listening to
them. All around Ocelot bodies were moving , scrambling
over tables, shoving each other aside, whooping and
screaming. A couple of small shafts of light split the
darkness as two of the guards managed to locate their
flashlights, but in a room this size it barely made a
difference. Shots rang out for a moment, and then the
guards were overwhelmed by charging bodies and went
down. The feeble glows vanished.

Before the light disappeared Ocelot caught a glimpse
of the two shadowrunners from the next table: they were
already moving, heading for the door with a sense of
purpose none of the other prisoners were showing. He

\

dropped low and hurried in that direction as Ti ny 0 s
called out i n f e dat? Wherdndrenydu? h i m.
What 6s happening?6

0Come on, 6 he hissed. O0Fol I

out! o6 He kept moving without
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foll owed. He woul dndt mind the
mind getting him out of here t
sacrifice what he saw as his one chance.
Another shaft of light cut through the room for a
moment, long enough for Ocelot to see that the runners
had almost made it to the door. There were no guards
there, and the door, surprisingly enough, was swinging
open. Ocelot put on another burst of speed to get there
before they slipped through. A big body jumped in front
of him, and he sensed rather than saw the threat.
Throwing himself sideways, he lashed out with his foot
and was rewarded by a loud oof! followed by a string of
profanity. The figure dropped and he went on. Behind
him he could hear more gunfire, but it was tapering off
now. The guards® screams were
sound of Whtee erdisottgas® f ucki nd
OTurn it AAANUUUG@GHKHH! 6
0They got Centrmd! Ah, fuck,
Ocel ot didndt hear any mor e.
and felt someone elsdi someone bigh slip through
behind him. 0Tiny?déd His voice

oOYeah. Il &m here. Where we gol

He had to risk stopping for
get outta here. This is my on
wi t h me vy o listen ot it df gou ask questions |
gotta go without you. Scan?bé

Tiny noddedg.otoYdah,l Ilwanna (gE¢€

foll ow. 6
0Then come on.6 Without wa i

Ocelot hurried down the corridor. The emergency lights
were on here, but only about half -strength, giving the hall
an eerie and faint reddish glow that made the place look
even more hellish than usual. The runners were rounding
a corner. Ocelot followed them. From far off in the
distance he could hear the sound of alarms going off.
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Closer, running footsteps echoed in the concrete halls.
Doors slammed open and closed. What the hell was going
on?He kept running. He knew if he lost the others he was
hosed.

I might be hosed anyway. But at least this way | go down
fighting. Maybe | can take sometbém down with me

He skidded around a corner and nearly collided with
the two runners, who had stopped there. Tiny pulled up
short behind him.

Ocelot realized why they had stopped: two guards lay
dead at their feet and they were shrugging into the
guardsd armor at a high rate

glared at the two newcomers hel met in hand
hell are you following us? Hit
OWedre coming with you, 6 Ocel
oLi ke hell you are, o6 the wh

whole job is going to shit and you guys wanna tag
al ong?é
The black guy was looking back behind him as if

expecting more guards. 0Come ¢
or we ol | never make it. Loui ebd
in for another few minuftées. | f

A meaty hand | ocked dotsaysnd h
wedre Ocowitnh you, 6 Tiny said

comind. Or youdre not goind no
Ocelot looked at him in surprise, very glad now that

hedd trusted his instincts ant

heard the kid,dé6 he said. 0 We

Theyre everywh ere. We want out as much as you do. We

aindt gonna | et 6em have us ag
The black guy |l ooked at Tiny

and then at Kraft. 0l 6ve seen

got wires. And atroll i 6
Kraft nodded. oOYeah.planheditai nd
Maybe some extra muscle might
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00kay, youdre in,d6 the bl ack
this is Kraft. Our chummers outside set this up so they
could get us out of her e, but
own than we expected. We have about twenty minutes to
get out before our decker expects to get kicked out of the
system. So we have to move. 6

Ocel ot nodded. OYou got it
Letds go. 6

Kraft and Mi chael finished
armor . 0Cd mon. Stagt bevendhesrt

but we might be able to fool
another guard and get his stu
Tiny. 0Sorry, no troll guards.
0Thatds okay, 6 Tiny said. 0ol
Together they made their way slowly down the
hallway, listening to the far-off yells and gunfire and

al ar ms. The area where they we
we headed?6 Ocel ot whispered.
0Therebds a delivery dock not
the doors alll opened, shoul dno

there we gotta get over the wall somehow. Our decker
mi ght be able to help with tha
I't didndot seem | i keouaplariter ri b
Ocelot, but it was all they had. If it meant getting away
from themit was worth a shot.
As they neared an intersection, Kraft held up his
hand. In a moment, the sound of pounding feet could be
heard heading toward them, accompanied by yells of
excitement. Kraft pointed toward the intersection and
held up four fingers. A few seconds later four prisoners
came around the corner. They were spattered with blood
and one of them wore a guard:¢
were screaming and yelling in insane glee.
It took the four would -be escapees only a few seconds
to deal with them. Kraft turned out to be a physadfi one
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chop to the throat took down his opponent. Michael was a
more conventional wired fighter, much like Ocelot. The
two of them werendt far behind
a fist down on the fourth mano
survey their handiwork, though. Kraft pointed forward
and they kept going. oltds no
whi spereddé o00nly
There was a very loud, metallic thud ahead of them.
00h, shit...dé6 Kraft whdsper et
Michael muttered something under his br eath and
pounded his fist into the wall.
OWhat ?6 Ocel ot demanded, fig
|l ow. oOWeodreid&kl ose. What
0That was the big door bet w
Kraft said. To verify his words, he peered around the next
corner, thendépointed. 0See?
Ocelot looked, and so did Tiny. A huge, thick metal
door had come down and settled into place in what

l ooked I i ke a deep indentatio
mean?é
Mi chael hit the wall again.

he said. 0OThey omuet RHhegdget | |
pl ace down. 6

Ocelot stared at them.No . . . it coul dnot I
close..He ran over to the door and pounded on it, then
tried to Iift it with insane s

00sbat ... 6 Tinyodbehimddimt voice

OWwhat® He gl ared at the troll
Tiny shook his head. ONothini
Behind them, Michael and Kraft slumped against the

wall.
Their one chance, and they had blown it. Now they

were all stuck in here with the rest of the residents of Hel I.

DARK REFLECTION | 183



9.

Joe was only a day from having parted with the rest of
his team when the dreams started coming.

He had gone to bed very late that night after having
stayed up long past when he would have preferred to
crash in order to regale his fellow gang members with the
story of the Kenny Zane <conce
about it before because it was part of a run and therefore
confidential information, but now that the run was over
he didndt see any harm in givi
the concert itseff and what Zane was |
being center stage, having most of the younger guys and
even a few of the older ones clustered around him,
hanging on his every word. Joe was already something of
a celebrity in the gang due to his affiliations with t he
shadow community i nobody was supposed to know
officially that he was a shadowrunner, but unofficially it
was common knowledge among the gang, who lived in
such close quarters that it was difficult for them to keep
any secrets from each other. Even so, tle fact that one of
his jobs had given him an all-access pass to one of the
most sought-after shows to come to Seattle in year$i he
still had it, having asked if he could keep it after its
electronics had been disabledi had catapulted him upon
his return from minor celebrity to man of the hour.

As much as he enjoyed the attention, though, Joe was
tired. It had been a long grueling run and the Zane show
had been only the culmination of the whole thing.

Naturally he hadndt said anyt
Twyla EIl Il indel 6s involvement, a .
along with the rest of the team that he would not, but

Ti mot hy Carsonfés betrayal of k

Zane weighed heavily on his mind. He had been as
pleased as the others when Carson had gotten h$ just
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deserts. Now all he wanted to do was get away from here
for awhile and get some long-deserved rest.

0Thatds it, Il dm fragged, 6 he
gangers, rising from his chair. He picked up the plate next
to it, which had been filled almos t six inches high with a
late dinner of ribs, corn, and spiced potatoes, and made
his way across the room, forcing the gangers to scoot out
of the way or be stepped on.
guys. 6 On the way by he gl ar
younger trolls, who was holding a riotously -colored
synth-gui tar. OAnd keep that thin
it wakes me up youdre gonna b
Scan?6¢

o0Yeah, Joe. Sur e. Nul | per s
pulling the instrument protectively into hi s lap. He had
been quietly noodling Zane chord progressions as Joe had
been talking.

The kid didnot see Joeds gr
passed by, but someone else did. The big, bald troll who
had been leaning in the doorway waited until Joe was out
of the room, then followed him toward the stairs that led

to the sleeping areas. oStill
teased.

OHey, if you got it...6 Joe
stairs, turning back. He smil
Jake. 0

Jake nodded. Seveal years older than Joe, he was the
leader of the gang that inhabited this tumbledown former

apartment buil ding. OHad a I
wonderind when you were gonna
Joe shrugged. o0Ilt just didnéd
isnow. Webr e al l gonna take a mon:
nice. 6
0Yeah, 18l bet. You stickini
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0Dunno. Maybe for awhile. I ©
week or two. o6

The other troll nodded. o0Wel
ol ol |l shut these kids up so
tonight, but after that all be

oOFair enough. é Joe <chuckl ed,
shoulder with a force that would have broken human
bones. 0See ya tomorrow. O

Jake moved off back toward the main living area
while Joe continued upstairs. His room was on the top
floor of the three-story building, at the end of the hall. A
long time ago it had been a four-story building, but when
the gang had taken over it had done some renovations
that had resulted in the top -floor rooms being larger and
higher-ceilinged than the second or first-floor rooms.
Only those gangers at the top of the hierarchy got to have
their quarters up here, in rooms where they could stand
up without hunching.

Opening the door to his room (which was not
lockedii no one would dare enter without his permission)
Joe entered, closed the door behind him, and flopped
facedown on his big bed with a loud sigh. After a moment
he flipped over on his back and stared up at the rough
ceiling.

Life had certainly started getting weird lately, but it
finally looked as if maybe things were starting to settle
down. He wasndt entirely sure
the one hand, it was nice to have some time where he
didndét have to worry about thi
he didndét always mind the weir-r
stuff, after all, that had gained him his closer relationship
with Bear. | f he hadnodt me t t
party on the metaplanes a couple of years ago during the
whole Harlequin thing, he would doubtless still be casting
about looking for the meaning he had always known

186 | R. L. KING



existed in his 1life but coul d
saying that the tradeoff had been worth it would have
been a serious understatement.

His gaze traveled around the room, looking at the
Native American prints he had hung on the walls, the
woven rug on the floor next to the bed, the bag on the
chair that contained his pipe and his stash of peyote, and
finally at the spear that occupied a place of honor on a
stand in the opposite corner. As always when he looked at
it, he felt a sense of satisfaction, as if the two of them
belonged together. The spear was very old, but its
wooden shaft, carved flint head and feathered ornaments
had survived the passage of almost two hundred years
with surprising durability. Joe thought that this was
because, despite the fact that the spear was not magical,
its history gave it a power that other similar it ems might
not possess.

The spear had at one time belonged to the legendary
Sioux chief Sitting Bull, who
particular heroes. It had been given to him a couple of
years ago by an unlikely sourcefi Winterhawk i in
grati t ud e cortributions)tonard saving his life
when he had been gravely injured by a vampire sniper. Of
all the gifts the mage had carefully chosen for his friends
(6Wraith had r e gnmgpossibbedo-ob@in n e a
Barrett sniper rifle, wxplaic h 6 |
his ability to procure but which bore the mark of the
British military, while Ocelot had been given a two -part
gift consisting of a Triumph sport -touring motorcycle and
an antique blues guitar), the spear was undoubtedly the
one that was dearest toits new owner. Ever since he had
received it, Joe used it as an integral part of his ritual
attempts to contact Bearii.he He
had studied such rituals extensively but owing to his lack
of magical abilities, it was amazing that he succeeded at
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allii but the few times he did manage to make contact he

always felt that the power and emotion surrounding the

speards aura had aided him in
Joe smiled, closing his eyes and kicking his boots off;

they clunked loudly onto the floor bu t either there was no

one in the room below yet or else Grundy and Kurt, the

two young gangers who occupied

the nerve to complain about J

boots were forgotten as soon as they hit the floor. Joe

wiggled his toes and stretched out, propping up his head

with his crossed arms. A moment later he flicked on the

chip player next to the bed, called up one of his Native

American music chips, and set it on low volume. The soft

chanting, underscored with rhythmic drumb eats, filled

the room and put him at ease. As he drifted off to sleep,

he was smiling. Life was good.

He was standing in a forest. The trees grew thick and
tall here, their overhanging boughs interlocking high
above his head and filtering the sunlight do wn to a sickly
trickle; a luxuriant carpet of soft needles covered the
ground beneath his feet. In the distance, he could hear the
sound of a running stream. He held the Sitting Bull spear
gripped tightly in his left hand.

The place was familiar to him, but yet it was not. An
odd sense of heaviness pervaded his sensd% he could not
tell if it originated inside him or from the forest itself, but
it was as if the trees were leaning in, stifling him, trying to
block out the air and the sunlight. There was a slight chill
in the air, and the faintest of breezes.

He looked around. There was no visible path; the land
sloped upward in a barely perceptible incline, and around
him he saw nothing but the seemingly unending trees
spread out before him in all directions .
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