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Description :

Prsentation de I'diteurBONUS: This edition contains excerpts from Harry Connolly's Game of Cages and
Twenty Palaces.Ray Lilly isliving on borrowed time. Hes the driver for Annalise Powliss, a high-ranking
member of the Twenty Palace Society, a group of sorcerers devoted to hunting down and executing rogue
magicians. But because Ray betrayed her once, Annalise islooking for an excuse to kill himor let someone
else do the job. Unfortunately for both of them, Annalises next mission goes wrong, leaving her critically
injured. With the little magic he controls, Ray must complete her assignment alone. Not only does he have to
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stop a sorcerer whos sacrificing dozens of innocent lives in exchange for supernatural power, he must
findand destroythe source of that inhuman magic.ExtraitChapter Onelt felt good to sit behind the wheel
again, even thewheel of a battered Dodge Sprinter. Even with this passengerbeside me.The van rumbled like
agarbage truck, handled like arefrigerator box, and needed a full minute to reach highwayspeeds. Id driven
better, but Im a guy who has totake what | can get while Im still alive to get it.The passenger beside me was
Annalise Powliss. Shestood about five foot nothing, was as thin as a mop handle,and was covered with
tattoos from the neck down.Her hair was the same dark red as the circled Fs | used toget on my book reports,
and she wore it cropped close toher scalp. It was an ugly cut, but she never seemed to carehow she looked. |
suspected she cut it herself.She was my boss, and she had been forbidden to killme, although thats what she
most wanted to do.Where are we going? | asked for the fourth time.She didnt answer. She wasnt talking to
me except totell me where to drive. To be honest, | didnt blame her.She had good reason to hate me.At the
moment, though, she and | had ajob to do andall | knew about it was this. Annalise was on her way tokill
someone. Maybe several someones. | was supposedto help.Because she wouldnt talk to me, | was not
entirely clearwho had ordered her not to kill me or why they wouldbother. | was just the driver, and | didnt
even know wherewe were going.Quarter tank, | said as we approached a gas station.| hated to drive on less
than a half tank of gas, but so farthe boss had refused to let me fill up. Since she had themoney, the title, and
the physical strength to tear my armoff, she made the decisions.She glanced down at the scrap of wood in
her handunpainted and unfinished except for the twisted nonsenseshape made of several colors on one side
and said nothing.l stifled my irritation and drove past the pumps.We were westbound somewhere on the
Olympic Peninsula. There were no other cars on the road. The streetswere slick with misting rain, and the sky
was growingdark as eve ning approached. After my yearsin SouthernCalifornia, Id forgotten how long it
could take for nightto fall in this part of the world.The road was one of those rural highways with onelanein
each direction and a speed limit of fifty- five. | wasstaying below the limit because the van, with its
baldingtires, whining brakes, and load of equipment in the back,wasnt equipped for the twists and turns of
backwoodsdriving.l was enjoying the drive anyway. | had akey to thedoor and | could see the sky. It felt
good to be afree managain.Up ahead, | saw a big cedar right up close to the road.Annalise was not wearing
her seat belt. | was wearingmine. The speedometer on the Sprinter shuddered at thefifty- miles- per-hour
mark. All | had to do was swerve. Sheand her little scrap of lumber would fly through the windshieldand
slam against the tree, while | would be safe inthe arms of the shoulder harness and air bag.l didnt try it. It
wasnt just the motorcycle Annalisekept on flimsy mounts in the cargo area behind me. Intruth, | doubted that
slamming face- first into a tree trunkwould do more than muss her thrift- shop clothes. Andpiss her off. Shed
survived worse. 1d seen it.| was pretty sure Annalise wasnt a human being. Shehad been, once, | thought, but
| wasnt sure what she wasnow.A Volvo station wagon with luggage strapped to theroof drove eastbound
toward us. Asit passed, the paintedscrap wood in Annalises hand flashed like a camera flashbulb. The design
painted on the face of the wood began totwist like a nest full of snakes.Annalise lunged toward me. Turn
around! she yelled.She had a high, funny voice more suited to a cartoonsquirrel than a grown woman. Turn
around and followthat station wagon!l was aready doing it. | hit the brakes and twisted thewheel, letting the
clumsy van fishtail as much as | dared.l heard crashing noises from behind me as Annalisesthings toppled
over. We cameto arest, and | threw it inreverse.Lets go! Goddammit, hurry up!Keep your shirt on.l backed
up onto the shoulder, swung the wheel allthe way around, and stomped on the gas. We crept afterthe station
wagon.Goddammit, Ray, Annalise growled. She was veryclose to my ear, and | could hear the hate in her
voice.lf you let them get away, Im going to tear you apart.Oh yeah? Who are you going to find who can
reachthe gas pedal ? | said. My voice betrayed too much fear.When Annalise threatened to tear someone
apart, shemeant it literally. Thisisyour broken- down van. If wedont catch them, you can blame yourself for
not buyingbetter wheels.She settled back into her seat and glared through thewindshield at the empty road
ahead.| forced myself to smile at her. Isnt this nice? Ourfirst job together and were getting along so well. It
wasstupid and dangerous to taunt her, but | was afraid ofher and | hated to show my fear.She ignored me, for
which | was secretly grateful.We picked up speed, rounding curves and topping hillsthe van could barely
handle. Night was coming and theforest around us was filling with shadows. | switched onthe headlights, but
Annalise snarled at meto turn themoff.A red light flashed from between the trees on the right.l slowed.
Annalise started to protest, but | shushed her.She didnt look pleased about that.\We came to a break in the
forest agravel parking lotwith arow of abandoned wooden stalls at the back. Itlooked like it had once been a
roadside farmers stand. The station wagon was parked at the far end, red brakelights glowing.l parked a
couple of car lengths away from the vehicleand jumped from the van as quickly as | could. Annalisewas a



little faster. She walked toward them, holding thefist- sized scrap of wood in her hand like a Geiger
counter.The design on it writhed wildly; something about the caror the peoplein it was setting it off.All the
wagons side doors stood open. A man andwoman had their head and shoulders in the back doors,and they
were working frantically at something. | checkedtheir stuff. Among the things strapped to their roof was
avacuum cleaner in aclear plastic trash bag beaded withrain. These people werent on a camping trip. They
wereskipping town.All | could see of the man was a pair of extra- wideDockers and the pale skin that peeked
above his saggingwaistband. Office worker, | thought. He must haveheard us approach, but he didnt turn to
look at us. Washe completely engrossed, or did he have aweak survivalinstinct? Out of unshakable habit,
my next thought was:Victim.No, no. | pushed the thought away. That was not partof my life anymore.From
what | could see through the car windows, thewoman was aso wider than strictly necessary and al sodressed
for casual day at the office. They continued tostruggle with something in the backseat.| felt a pressure
against my chest, just below my rightcollarbone. Strange. | tried to ignore it and said, Doyou folks need any
hel p?The woman glanced up, noticing us for the first time.She had aterrified look on her face, but | knew it
hadnothing to do with Annalise or me. Her husband glancedback as he came out of the backseat. His glasses
weresmeary from the drizzle. No, he said too quickly.Were fine. The pressure against my chest
increased.Then their little boy climbed out of the car.He was a good- looking kid, maybe eight or nine
yearsold, although Im no judge. His hair stuck up in the back,and he had scrapes on both elbows. | feel
funny, Dad,he said. He laid his hands on his chest and pressed. | feel squishy.Flames erupted around his
head.| felt light- headed suddenly, and the pressure againstmy chest vanished. Before | could think about it, |
rantoward them, stripping off my jacket.The woman screamed. The flames around the boyshead spread
downward past his crotch. In an instant, hiswhole body was ablaze. The father fumbled for a jacket draped
over the driversseat. | heard Annalises footsteps behind me.Wow! the boy said. It doesnt hurt, Daddy. It
doesnthurt at all.The father lunged at his boy with the jacket, knockinghim to the gravel, then beating at the
flames. | got therea half second later and slapped my jacket over the boysface and head.Rain steamed off the
burning body. Beside me, the fathermade a noise like a strangled dog. | tried not to thinkabout that. | tried
not to notice the black scorch markswhere the flames touched the ground. I tried not to thinkabout what was
happening. | just worked at the flames. Islapped at them, smothered them, wrapped them in myjacket.It was
no good. Thefire flared up and my jacket eruptedin flames. | threw it aside and started to drag my shirt
overmy head.The kid laughed as though we were tickling him. Thenhis skin turned silver- gray and his
whole head cameapart. The flames roared. A wave of heat forced me back. Thefather rolled back onto his
padded behind, almost bowlingover his wife as she rushed around the car toward us.| let my backward
momentum roll me onto my feet.Annalise stood nearby. She had unbuttoned the firemansjacket she aways
wore, revealing colored ribbonsalligator- clipped to her clothes. She pulled a green onefree. The small sigil
drawn on the bottom glowed withsilvery light.l turned back to the family. The boys head, arms, andchest
had come apart and been transformed into a massof fat, wriggling, silver- gray worms, each about the size
ofmy pinkie. Then his stomach came apart, then his hips.It happened so fast | had no chance to think about
it. | sawthe worms twisting themselves against the packed gravel trying to burrow into the earth. They
swarmed over oneanother, heading west. Everything they touched turnedblack with scorched, greasy soot.|
felt atightnessin my throat that might have been the urge to vomit, but there was nothing to bring up. |
wascompletely hollow inside.The father struggled to his feet, and his wife tried tomove around him to her
son. The expression on her facetold me she already knew the truth, already knew herson was gone, but she
could no more stay away fromhis disintegrating body than she could leap up into theclouds.| tackled them.
My shoulder sank into the fathersbroad, soft belly, and | grabbed the mother around thewaist. With al my
strength, | pushed them away fromthe car.l didnt look back at Annalise. | didnt haveto. | knewvery well
what those green ribbons did and how littleshe cared about collateral damage. The father and mother
stumbled backward and fell overeach other, hitting the gravel hard. | landed on their legs.| heard a whoosh
of fire behind me. Annalises green ribbonhad hit itstarget. | glanced back and saw flames, greenones this
time, roar up around the wriggling mass that hadonce been a boys body. Where the flames touched them,the
gray worms burst apart.The sphere of green fire expanded. | pulled in my legs,trying to get away, but | was
too late. The cold green firewashed over me.l sucked in alungful of air to scream my life away. Itwas too
soon. Too soon. | looked down at my legs, expectingthem to burn away to blackened, smoking bones.It didnt
happen. There was no pain, no damage to mylegs, nothing. My clothes didnt even burn. | felt nothingmore
than a dlight pressure below my collarbone aplace the flames did not even reach.The flames receded. | was
undamaged. So were theparents. | had pushed them out of range just in time.The worms had not fared so



well. There was nothingleft of them but gray slime.Holy God, the mother said, her voice thin andstrained.
Her face was slack and her eyes were glassy. If |hadnt pushed her away, she would have been killed
alongwith her son another person struck down for no otherreason than she was next to someone Annalise
wanted tokill.Annalise took another ribbon from beneath her jacket. This one was blue. | had no idea what
the blue ones did,but | knew it wouldnt be good.Before she could use it, a force passed through me. Itwasnt a
physical push. It struck my mind, my consciousness,what ever you want to call it, and it felt as though Iwas
standing in heavy surf. It aimost toppled me.At the same moment, | felt atwinge high on the rightside of my
chest again.Annalise staggered and winced; her blue ribbon fellfrom her hand. She felt it, too. The mother
and fatherdidnt stagger. Their expressions went blank.Then it was gone.The couple stood and began to
straighten their clothes.Y ou didnt have to knock me over, the man said. | wasonly trying to help.What2We
pulled over to help oh, forget it. He slapped atthe dust on his pants.His wife clutched at his shirt and looked
at me worriedly.Douglas, letsjust go.They started walking toward the car, glancing back atme asif | wasa
stray dog that might bite. They did not look the least bit upset by what had justhappened to their son.After
they got into their car and slammed the doors,Douglas started the engine. His wife leaned into the
backseatand fussed with a baby sleeping in an infant seat. Ihadnt noticed the baby until then. Douglas turned
on themusic. Bobby McFerrin. Gravel crunched under the tires as they began to drive away, as though they
were leavingbehind nothing more important than some old fast- foodwrappers.Annalise charged past me,
lowered her shoulder, andslammed into the cars front panel, just above the wheel .Her legs pumped. The
fender crumpled and the car dlidsideways like a tackling dummy until it tipped into a ditch.She stood and
straightened her jacket, a scowl onher delicate little face. | had seen her strength before, ofcourse. She could
have flipped the car onto its roof ortorn the door off and pinched off Douglass head. | assumedthe only
reason she hadnt done either was thatshe hadnt finished with them yet.Revue de presseChild of Fireis
excellent reading: atruly dark and sinister world, delicious tension and suspense, violence so gritty you'll get
something in your eye just reading it, and a gorgeously flawed protagonist. Take this one to the checkout
counter. Seriously.Jim Butcher, author of the Dresden Files'Ray Lilly is one of the most interesting
characters I've read lately, and Harry Connolly's vision is amazing. | can hardly wait for the next one.” --
Charlaine Harris, author of the Sookie Stackhouse series Cinematic and vivid, with a provocative glimpse
into alarger world. Wheres the next one?Terry Rossi0, screenwriter, Pirates of the Caribbean trilogy Classic
dark noir, fresh ideas, and good old-fashioned storytelling.John Levitt, author of Dog Days Redemption
comes wrapped in a package of mystery and horror that hammers home the old saying Dont do the crime if
you cant do the time. . . and even then youd better check the yellow pages for one bad-ass exterminator
first. Rob Thurman, author of Nightlife A fine novel with some genuinely creepy moments. | enjoyed it
immensely and hope well see more of Ray Lilly.Lawrence Watt-Evans, author of the Obsidian Chronicles



