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DEDICATION

 

To Kim Williams, the lady I have been searching for my whole life. Thank god, she finally found me.


 

 

 

 

SHADOWBOXER: noun, antiquarian twentieth-century military slang referring to deadly combat with an unknown or highly elusive enemy. WorldWide Word Watch, 2058 update.

 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

02:50  AM Eastern Standard, 13 June 2058 

Biscayne Bay, Miami, at the extreme 

northern territory of the Caribbean League

 

A trembling hand broke through the full moon, sending ripples of dancing silver across the water’s oily surface. Steadily, a human hand rose from the polluted Biscayne Bay to grasp hold of a rusty iron cleat attached to the old weathered wood of the oceanside dock.

Painfully levering himself onto the splintery planks, BlackJack Terhune barely managed to roll over away from the ragged oak edge. With a groan, he peeled the scuba mask off his sweating face. Alive. He was still alive! Unlike everybody else on the hellish run. Fragging drek, it had been like walking naked into a meat grinder. Worse. 

He cast the mask aside, and heard it splash back into the stinking brine. Then he began to perform a combat ritual over his military jumpsuit, hands red from the toxic chemicals in the sea. Boot knife gone, Belgium 9 derringer gone, the big Ares Predator gone—when had THAT happened?—ammo clips long emptied, night goggles burned out by that fragging Shatogunda mage, and the Narcoject pistol used to jimmy open an elevator shaft door. 

Nothing remained of the equipment so carefully gathered in his years on the street. Even Laura’s precious Fuchi cyberdeck had been sacrificed as a simple bludgeon over that ork guard’s head. The dumb frag probably never expected any decker to be that desperate. Who would? Laura herself had seemed surprised when she did it. Wham! Chips and blood flew everywhere as the merc went down for the count. Then BlackJack and the deckless decker made it out of the hellhole to reach the safety of the waiting helo and away they soared, secure and safe.

 Safe, secure. Choking on a bitter laugh, he lay back weakly on the ancient wood of the dock, drinking in lungfuls of night air. The cold water ran rivulets off his bodysuit, the armor plating covering his vital kill zones now badly dented. 

Safe. Ha. They’d been anything but freaking safe. Pure pluperfect hell, it had been. Who knew a purely local corporation like Shatogunda would have surface-to-air missile capabilities? His team’s helo was blown out from under them even before they could make visual contact with their offshore boat. He and Laura had spotted the fiery dart streaking toward the helo, and jumped just in time. Big George didn’t. 

 Underwater, they dropped everything they could and started swimming for the seawall to reach the open ocean beyond. They were only meters away, they could see it, hear the waves breaking over the coral, when the pack of chipped sharks was suddenly around them, circling closer and closer. Blackjack hadn’t even known a fish-microchip interface was possible! 

 Neither had Laura Redbird, gauging from her blood-curdling scream as they took her down. If he could’ve done anything to save her, he would have, even if it meant his own life. But when four great whites each grab a limb and start playing tug-o-war, the victim’s already dead. All he could do was use it as a distraction while he crawled over the ragged, razor-sharp coral of the reef and escape into Biscayne Bay, where the sharks couldn’t physically follow.

 Chipped sharks. What psycho would want to chip sharks! Drek, and that was only one of the many things wrong with this run. One of the thousands. The glint of searchlights off the chrome-plated jack in her temple was the last he saw of Laura. Blind rage almost made him strike back at the man-eaters, but with only bare hands as a weapon and ork and norm guards on the way in paramilitary hovercraft bristling with automatic weapons, brutal logic overcame his fury. BlackJack reluctantly used her flesh to buy him time to escape.

 Used the flesh of a lover one last time. He felt dirty inside as if he’d been drinking chem slime in the sea. What he wouldn’t give for a DocWagon team to come and fly him away to some warm clean hospital full of people anxious to make him stop hurting. Or a friendly shaman to sing a healing song over him. Arctic. Yeah, and if wishes were drek the sewers would be heaven. Stop ya whining, chummer. Still work to do. This run wasn’t over yet. No, not quite yet. One more thing to do.

 When some of his strength returned, BlackJack forced open the velcro of the bodysuit and began to peel it off. The ballistic material stuck to him in several places and had to be painfully pulled free. His body was a mass of bruises and bleeding cuts already starting to swell in spots. No chance of infection after the sea water got in, but poisoning was a fair bet. He’d already applied a slap patch to the throbbing bullet hole in his shoulder, but the polluted Atlantic had weakened the adhesive and it was starting to come away. Diluted, the metaphamines that had kept him awake and able to swim against the fragging current were finally wearing off. Only pure raw adrenaline was keeping him awake now. “And hate, let’s not forget hate,” he told himself bitterly.

 Wearing only briefs, BlackJack struggled to his sore feet and staggered toward the small blue light that had been his goal for the past four hours as he’d followed the seawall to the south. Faintly illuminated by the tiny indigo bulb set in the wall above it was the warehouse’s riveted steel door. So stained and marred from the constant acid rains this year that the ancient sign reading “Honest Bob’s Boat Rentals” was almost obliterated. But the palm scanner recognized his handprint and the massive portal swung open silently. He and the others would have rendezvoused here if any of them had made it.

 Stumbling as he stepped into the darkness, BlackJack pushed the huge door shut behind him and the internal lights came on automatically with blinding force. Momentarily stunned, he stood there blinking against the harsh intrusion. If there was going to be a doublecross, this was the perfect spot. A pimple-faced ganger with a two-nuyen zipgun could take him now. Not that he’d be good for much. He was so fragged to drek that even the organleggers probably wouldn’t want him.

 Tense ticks passed in dripping silence. As his vision slowly returned, he looked around the shoreline warehouse stuffed to the ceiling with marine equipment: bales of nets, bundles of oars, canvas net, sleeved props, and similar equipment. Tools designed a thousand years ago, but as viable today as ever. Equipment so basic it couldn’t be improved. No matter what the techies said, ya can’t improve a nail with a microchip. End of discussion.

 A slim path wound through the towering jumbles of marine equipment. Exhausted, BlackJack lurched from crate to crate, trying to keep one hand on the dank plastic boxes for support. Finally he reached a huge pile of plastene bags that sat pooled in the harsh light of an EverBright in an open area of the warehouse. A momentary flicker told him that even the independent power packs of those supposedly eternal light bulbs could weaken with age.

Clumsily, BlackJack dug into the packs, tossing aside unneeded civilian clothes for dead friends until he found the medical supplies he was looking for. He awkwardly used his left hand to rig a sling for his right arm, then began to bite off strips of adhesive to tape his busted ribs. Try as they might, those hellhounds hadn’t been able to use their flame breath to hurt his team through the protection song of their shaman, Iron Jimmy, and as the beasts charged closer, his Ares Predator had made short work of them. But the bodies of the dead hounds had continued on through the air by sheer inertia, slamming into them like sledgehammers. BlackJack heard Jimmy’s neck snap before he went down under the onslaught. 

 With his chest now bound tight, the agony of breathing lessened to mere discomfort. He pawed deeper into the bag and found a fresh trauma patch, which he slapped onto his bullet wound, plus a few stim patches he applied to undamaged areas on his arms. He inhaled sharply as the organic plastic sterilized and sealed the huge hole, the taste of olives filling his mouth as the DMSO rushed healants through his body. 

There was only one more thing to find now, and then he spied the small black box prominently marked with a red cross. He held it in his hand and checked to see what the Pocket Doc was set for. Damn things only held six ampoules of anything—ya had to load ‘em for what you thought would go wrong. Imperfect—but they were a lot more versatile than simple medkits because the things could make their own limited medical decisions. A readout on the side displayed painkillers, stims, antibacs, antitox, and some other stuff he had trouble focusing his eyes to read. 

BlackJack clumsily activated the computerized physician and held it to his side. The robotic device hummed in consultation as it ascertained his condition, then began a long series of hisses, pumping god-knows-what into his system. Finally, the Doc went quiet and he tossed the precious device away, too tired to care. It crashed in the shadows, breaking apart and spilling out its electronic guts. 

 Soon, a tingling wave of relief washed over him and he felt his head miraculously clear. Back on line. Now he was looking in one of the other equipment bags for a spare gun, and he found a couple of amber bottles instead. No surprise, considering how much Big George had loved his booze. No drugs or chips for him. Here’s to you, George! Blackjack tried not to think about all he and the elf had been through, and that now he’d never see Big George again

Blackjack pulled one of the bottles out, startled to see that it wasn’t cheap synathol, but honest-to-frag, scotch. Something called Irish Mist, with a dated label, import seal, and everything! Not caring where the gift came from, he worked off the twist cap with his teeth, and generously poured the single malt down his throat. The chill left his stomach and he was just starting to feel almost human again when a figure stepped from the shadows. It was only partially visible beyond the circle of light, and all he could make out clearly were the shoes and a hand-held case of some sort.

 “Konnichiwa, BlackJack,” said his visitor, bowing slightly from the waist as she set down the expensive leather briefcase. “I have the rest of your payment here, as requested. A genuine certified credstick.” There was a brief flash of white teeth edged with crimson lipstick in the dimness beyond. “Where is my merchandise, please?”

 “F-frag you, Mr. Johnson,” Blackjack coughed. He took another swig off the bottle and  slumped against a barrel of engine lubricant. He’d been feeling better only moments before. Why was he now so tired again all of a sudden?

 The Mr. Johnson stepped closer, her body in the light, but not her face. “What do you mean? Didn’t you get the prototype?”

 “Drek no.”

 An icy pause. “And why not?” she demanded, her voice not truly hostile, but close enough.

 “Because your fragging canisters of nerve gas didn’t kill the guards!” BlackJack screamed. “That’s why!” He licked his lips. He tasted something foul...was it from the DMSO or the whiskey?

 “And?” asked the woman calmly. She was the fixer who’d set them up on this shadowrun against Shatogunda. BlackJack had never worked with her before, and now he knew why.

 “And?” he roared, casting the bottle aside. He was having trouble marshalling his thoughts for some reason. “And? Ya muck-sucking null. And they had more mercs than you said they would! They had different weapons, too, and hellhounds—not just dogs. There was even UCAS military support, for drek’s sake! Plus, some unkillable ork goombah with a slapgun showed up from nowhere and shot the living bloody drek out of my whole fragging team!”

 “Most unfortunate,” acknowledged the Mr. Johnson solemnly.

 “Unfortunate, yeah,” growled BlackJack, cradling his aching ribcage. “I lost five of my people before we even reached the main building, then the guards hit us from every side. Tox, they were everywhere! Then some fragging chipped sharks took down my best decker, and if the damn tide hadn’t been coming in, they’da got me too.”

 Making a soft consoling sound, the woman rested one shoe on a small crate of engine parts. Her long skirt parted at the action, exposing a lot of well-tanned, nylon-smooth thigh and more. “Yes, I had counted on the evening tide. But only in an emergency. I gather this was.”

 His mind fogging, BlackJack hawked to clear his throat, and spit whiskey-flavored blood on the floor. “Damn straight it was!”

 A manicured hand barely managed to cover a yawn. “Indeed. Sounds like Shatogunda security did a most thorough job.”

 “A thorough job?” snarled BlackJack, feeling the blood throb in his neck. “Listen, Johnson, those Shatogunda mercs did us up a royal treat!”

 “Yes,” she demurred softly. “Dunkelzahn must have trained them well.”

 He felt his heart stop. “The dragon? We went up against dragon-trained guards?”  Before the Johnson could speak, the awful truth hit him like a one-two punch. “Holy drek, this was one of his corps then? Motherfragger! Even dead, the dragon can still frag with you.”

 “Such language. Now, really...” the woman said.

 Furious, Blackjack grabbed hold of a boarding pike lying against a nearby plastic crate and pulled himself erect. His limbs felt like lead weights were attached. Why was he so sleepy? Something was wrong, but his anger somehow gave him the strength to speak. 

“T-this run was a dry hump from the word go! Not only didn’t we have accurate intelligence, almost everything you told us was just wrong enough that once we got started, there was nowhere to go but forward, and that direction got us promptly blown to pieces! It was almost as if we were supposed to fail!”

 He bent over double with a coughing spell and for the first time, the woman known as Mr. Johnson smiled, her teeth gleaming like an animal’s in the darkness.

 “That’s right,” she said softly. “You most definitely were not supposed to succeed.” She watched him carefully, smiling to herself. “Nor were you supposed to return, moron,” she added, reaching behind her back.

 As comprehension dawned, Blackjack balled a fist, and three carbide spikes slid out of his knuckles to gleam in the light of the Everbrights like new sin. The next instant he lunged for her slim figure, which was growing ever dimmer in his sight. A series of soft chugs stopped him, the pencil-thin flames from the silenced Heckler & Koch automatic tracking his riddled body to the floor.

 “And my name actually is Johnson,” said Erika Johnson as she continued to empty all eighteen of the pistol’s caseless rounds into the still form. “Amusing, neh?”  The only reply was a low, moist gargling noise almost too soft to hear.

 Returning her weapon to the holster behind her back, Erika calmly went to the dock outside and found the remains of the wet suit. The mask was nowhere to be found. An inconvenience, at most. She folded the garment neatly into a square and placed the suit inside her empty attaché case. Going back inside, she stripped the wet shorts off the corpse and dressed the bloody body in a grease-stained worksuit taken from a wall locker. The pockets already contained assorted personal items, some illegal simsense chips, and a deluxe, three-ring, executive credstick with over ten thousand registered Caribbean League dollars. She smiled, thinking how on the street the tourists and merchants called them doubloons, looking for some kind of thrill of the forbidden, but this had come straight off her expense account. 

She’d had carte blanche for this exercise, as befitting an executive of her high rank. Only Hakutsu Hotosama himself and that gaijin James Harvin were over her in the hierarchy of the Gunderson Corporation. And soon that would change too. Oh, yes, very soon.

 Johnson pulled a pair of medical gloves from her belt pouch and donned them, whistling a tune as she skillfully used a surgical probe to remove all of the bullets from the dead man. She deposited the bloody lumps of metal into a small plastic container, which she sealed and placed inside her coat. Then she took a different spent round from another container and inserted it into the still warm wound. There, one left for Lone Star to find. If the incompetent fools could, that is. 

 Dragging the corpse over to the small machine shop in the corner of the warehouse, she carefully positioned the man under a shelf deliberately overloaded with tools. A gentle tap with a broom handle made the previously weakened support collapse, and with a mighty crash the heavy shelf smashed the runner’s once-handsome features into an unrecognizable mess. Perfect. Erika stayed for a minute to look at the disfigured corpse, feeling oddly excited, but then turned and walked away, dropping the telltale broom alongside the mess.

 She checked her own expensive clothes for splatters, then left the warehouse and went into the front office. There, she used a pair of tweezers to remove a macroplas business card from a glassine envelope. It bore the name of a rival warehouse firm presently at street war with this one. As if these small-timers even understood what the word meant. All business was war. These single-owner operations merely argued and squabbled like petulant children. Gingerly she placed the card in the middle of a small puddle of water directly under a leaking water cooler. 

 Then she moved swiftly into the hallway and opened a panel in the wall, with a simple yank tearing loose a wire to deactivate the old-style thermal fire alarm. She thanked the gods the owners had yet to spend any serious nuyen on updating the system. Chipped sensors were a lot more difficult to beat than this prehistoric piece of street drek. As she strode for the front door, Johnson pulled a cigar from the pocket of the livid security guard sitting limply in a chair behind an armor-plated desk. A swollen tongue protruded out of the dead woman’s mouth, her neck dark purple where the garrote bit deep into the flesh. Her machine pistol was still tucked uselessly in its belt holster.

 Puffing the imitation Havana cigar into life, Erika made a disgusted face as she set the smoking leaves halfway into a puddle of paint thinner on the linoleum floor. A trail of the clear liquid reached across the room and under the door of a utility closet jammed full of rusty paint cans and oily rags. All lovingly stacked in a nice pyramid just for tonight.

 As the glowing tip inched downward toward the fire trail, Erika patiently reviewed everything she’d done so far. Satisfied that all was well, she departed, locking the front door behind her and sliding the access card back inside through a crack in the plastic window pane. 

A nondescript Chrysler Nissan Caravaner was waiting at the curb. She climbed in, and immediately the windows mirrored for privacy. That wasn’t a standard feature for this make and model, but she didn’t think anyone was watching. The green paint job was badly scratched, the simwood panels peeling with the typical rust spots of a car that spent a lot of time near saltwater and wasn’t washed regularly. Nobody in his right mind would bother to steal the molding tires off the wretched piece of Detroit drek. 

 She put the multiple security systems into passive mode, then touched the ignition. The onboard computer accepted her fingerprint, and with a gentle purr the oversized 400 horsepower motor was activated. Soft halogen headlights flared on, and the powerful car effortlessly pulled smoothly away from the curb and tooled off silently into the darkness. Only its bullet-proof tires sighed on the old macadam street.


 

 

 

 

Make Your Own Justice


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Pain.

Agony filled her world, a swirling burning universe of searing sizzling pain beyond imagination. Millennia slowly passed with glacier speed, and the agony faded to mere throbbing in her arms and left leg. As the overload of physical sensation receded, Laura Redbird felt the world return about her as if the stygian fog surrounding her body was being gradually dissipated by a warm and gentle sun.

She was on a table...no, the beach? Her meat body was sprawled on the sand, the taste of sea salt in her mouth, her clothes in horrible bloody tatters and every limb beating with blood as if they were living balloons ready to pop. Her wristwatch seemed an excruciating band of thorns encircling her wrist. But each thundering heartbeat seemed less terrible than the one before. A ragged cough tore at her throat, and she rallied enough strength to turn her head and vomit brine forever. Could a human hold that much water inside her lungs, and still live? Must be. She was here and kicking. But where was here?

Memories returned like an explosion, and she suddenly jerked upright, screaming and flailing with her baby-weak arms at the great white sharks as they chewed at her helpless body. White-hot pain beyond bearing, beyond the range of the human mind to encompass, had seized her as the Biscayne waters roiled red with her blood and she was pulled from the sweet cool air and into the cold salt depths by the monsters. Then came a heart-wrenching memory of BlackJack swimming away from her, and anger flashed at his betrayal. He left her to die!

Then her fury faded as logic told her that, no, he’d left her when she was already dead. Beyond saving. Her heart ached at the sadness on his face as he turned to swim away from her savaged corpse. And that was the word, wasn’t it, chummer? Corpse. Stiff. Fish food du jour. She’d been chewed to chum. Or rather so freaking fragging near death that she now knew what hell itself was like. It stank of despair and helplessness. 

Laura trembled slightly in the chemical wafting of the shoreline breeze and glanced around. She was on a remarkably clean area of white sand, on a pristine stretch of beach near the industrial sections of northern Miami—a beach otherwise covered with rotting seaweed, rusty cans, broken glass, spent shell casings, and the limp latex remains of safe sex. From the number of same, there were a lot of happy chummers tonight.

Gingerly reaching up to brush the wet hair from her face, Laura felt strength returning to her arms and then paused in wonder. She could see that her tattoos were gone. Well, most of them. The go-gang insignia from her juvie days as a go-fer for the Slammers had vanished from her right bicep. And the fake yakuza designs on one entire thigh were simply not there. Now, how the drek was that possible? They’d been done by a self-taught ork artist in the Seattle sprawl, and Laura sure as drek remembered the needle full of ink going in thousands of times to permeate her skin. The yakuza stuff had been a work of art that fooled her assigned prey long enough for her to blow their nasty operation to drek. Afterward, the tats were much too lovely, and potentially useful, to be removed by lasers or acid. However, like all art, it was never fun in the forging. Where the hell were her shoes?

“Healed flesh is always cleansed,” said the empty air before her in a vaguely familiar voice. As Laura recoiled, a shimmering vision of ethereal beauty swirled into being above the cresting waves hitting the shore. A male with long flowing hair and a full figure, no, a woman of ageless loveliness and indeterminate race supported by flowing mana rippling with every color of the spectrum. Not norm, or elf, or any metahuan race Laura could identify. And that made the identification all the easier.

“Savoriano,” she muttered and bowed the best she could make her weak body do while sitting in the sand.

The astral vision hovering before her smiled at the attempt, and a wave of warmth took the chill from Laura’s bones and the last of the pain from her tender flesh.

“I greet you, Laura Redbird,” the vision said.

The decker almost fell down again trying to get to her naked feet, but she finally managed. The two looked at each other for a few minutes. Or hours. Time was difficult to measure in the presence of the astral being. How long had it been since Laura had last seen the spirit in that top-secret lab of fragging Fuchi Industrial Electronics? Sealed and trapped behind wards while a team of dumbhoop scientists attempted yet again to fuse magic and technology by linking the spirit into a mainframe computer composed more of runes than chips and wires. Didn’t work, of course. Never would. But the megacorps just wouldn’t stop trying. Everybody knew magic and the Matrix didn’t mix. Those brainiacs were dumber than dirt.

“I told you that someday I would repay the great debt I owe for all that you and your associates did for me that bloody night,” said Savoriano, her words echoing slightly above the muted sea. Laura heaved a sigh, feeling better and better by the second. Yes, that had been the worst run of her life until tonight. And the financial repercussions of the matter were still, even years later, shaking the higher echelons of the megacorp world back in Japan. It was reason numero uno why she and BlackJack had come to Miami, here in the Caribbean League. Even the long arm of a megacorp like Fuchi sometimes found it hard to find a wedge into this association of local governments, pirates, cartels, corporations, and anyone else who happened to own land—mostly islands—in this part of the world. Everyone with the least bit of power always seemed to be struggling for power over everyone else, and the only thing they all seemed to agree on was hatred of Aztlan.

“We did what seemed right,” Laura demurred, not wanting to take credit for some selfless noble action. The deed had taken only a moment and seemed a good idea at the time. The enemy of my enemy and all that good ‘ol drek.

“You did it alone,” beamed the spirit—literally, almost blindingly so. Gulls near the shoals shrieked in response and flew away with more loud screams of annoyance. “And so I have watched for these many years to find a way, any chance to return the great releasing.”

Ah, her stomach went icy even as Laura felt a flush spread over her face. “The sharks.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact. Brought back from the dead? Re-assembled like a model car? Holy drek.

“Dead is dead, beyond even my abilities,” answered the fading being. “But wounds can be healed, no matter how terrible, as long as the holy meat and the precious spark of life still remains.”

“Wounds?” barked the bedraggled decker, in sudden fury. “Those fragging goldfish ate my legs!”

“Your flesh was shredded, but not removed,” whispered Savoriano, the ocean vista behind her slightly visible through her form. The mana was as bright as ever, but the shape inside was dissolving. “Energy is matter, even as mana is life. You have been healed. Now I am free even of you, blessed liberator.”

The light brightened, and the spirit was gone. The nimbus of magical energy hung empty in the air. Sea spray from the waves passed through the glow unhindered, wetting Laura’s face.

“Farewell, my friend,”  whispered the winds even as the light dimmed with the coming of the dawn. Alone on her clean patch of sand, Laura Redbird opened and closed her perfect hands, watching the scarless fingers flex and move as if she really was a newborn discovering for the first time what those things were at the end of her wrists. Torn into soyburger and then healed by an act of kindness inspired by something that had happened over a decade ago. Life was too strange for words. 

Waves crested over her bare feet, bringing back the chill and a metacrab the size of a salaryman’s hat scuttling out of the froth to see if she was alive or dead. Blasted tide was coming in. The pale orange crustacean snapped its twin claws about in the air, its bulbous eyes supported on ridiculous bouncy stalks. It was a silly-looking thing, and fooled a lot of newbies. Its claws could cut steel, its mouth chewed concrete, and they liked to eat the damnedest odd things. And once they got hold of you, you either blew their heads off or died. They never let go. Only good point was that the crabs seemed to be especially fond of devil rats, which bought them a lot of goodwill from the locals.

Kicking at the ten-legger, which sent it scuttling off to find easier prey, Laura turned from her birthing spot and began to stride across the beach. Out here, beyond the great adamantine ferrocrete barrier that separated the luxury resorts from the public beach, the local prison didn’t use prisoners to hand-clean the sand every night so that the tourists had a nice place to lay down their fat bodies and get tan in the free sun. The only fragging thing free in this town. The locals could fend for their own amid the corporate filth. Off in the distance, she could see the shining towers of downtown rising high above the rainbow neon ribbon of the monorail that encircled Miami proper. 

Reaching a battered wooden ramp that led to the boardwalk next to the elevated road, Laura started climbing. Reaching the boardwalk, she headed southward for downtown and the nearest cab stand. First things first. She had to get to the rendezvous point at the old warehouse and locate BlackJack. Wouldn’t he be surprised to see her!

 

 

 

Dawn was tinting the horizon pink as Erika Johnson drove the Caravaner along the Miami canal toward downtown. She maintained the speed limit religiously, despite the many blast craters and pot holes. Just as she rounded a curve near the desalinization plant, a barricade of overturned cars momentarily slowed her, the hungry gang awakening to the possibility of fresh meat. 

Calmly, almost amused, Erika radically shifted gears and wheeled into an alley. Garbage, both human and food, lined the passageway as one of those groups frantically jumped out of her way. A single shot hit the rear of the Carvaner and musically ricocheted off the military armor plating hidden by the artistically bad paint job. No further rounds came her way, the locals merely shouting their displeasure at the unseen driver’s rank callousness.

Rejoining traffic heading to the west, she rode along with all the other various vehicles—limos, sports coupes, rusted wrecks looking like her own, and lots of remote-controlled semis, some with, but most without, their lights on. This was supposedly an industrial section of town, but from the reports she’d seen the prime activity here was smuggling. Several go-gangs of norms and trolls roared by on their gleaming bikes, talismans and scalps flailing in the wind. 

Streetlights lined the road, the twenty-meter posts topped with wire-reinforced quartz lenses that offered only feeble illumination down from the sheer distance so necessary to keep the locals from shooting out the lights. The weak glare was tinted gray by the inner-city smog and general miasma of the decaying streets. The pink of the dawn was slowly turning yellowish when all of the streetlamps winked out, officially heralding the city’s declaration that day was here. They were wrong as usual. Or maybe just saving a few kilowatts, cheap bastards.

Standing forgotten on debris-piled corners was the occasional Lone Star callbox, the panic button showing only as dangling wires. Nobody here wanted the law; it only got in the way of making a few nuyen. And justice, like everything else in the Awakened world of returned magic, was something you made yourself or did without.

Turning onto a side street, Erika now headed south, deeper into the heart of the urban sprawl. Every window was barred or boarded. Tattooed joyboys and garish slotmachine girls called out for anybody’s trade at this hour, while grim people in ballistic dusters and metahumans of assorted types in steel-studded leather coats jostled for supremacy on the littered sidewalks. Simsense parlors and the mandatory rock bars sprouted every few meters, each louder than the one before, or so it seemed to her disgust. Graffiti tried its best to hide the filth on the walls of the buildings and few stores. 

The Miami sprawl embraced much of what used to be the Million Dollar Mile along the Gold Coast, going in all the way to Coral Gables. But times changed, as they always do, and now the majestic hotels were half-empty, become hives of chippers and organleggers. Ratnests for gutterkin, squatters, and gangers who preyed upon those too hopeless or too weak from hunger to fight back effectively.

The Overtown DMZ, home of the desperate and doomed. This place should be burned to the ground, Erika Johnson thought for the thousandth time. Painful memories of her own childhood in such a demilitarized zone flashed momentarily, but she forcibly shoved them back down among the rest of her scarred youth. She was out now and never going back. Except for work, of course. Here, where the law was afraid to tread, a sharp operator could make a fortune and eventually retire someplace clean. If there was someplace clean anymore. Outside of the corporate enclaves.

Westside blackness marked the middle of the next block, where a series of street lamps were out. As the Caravaner neared, the lamps burst into life, sending dozens of denizens scurrying toward less prominent locations of visibility. Rolling the Carvaner onto the broken curb, Johnson drove straight for the closed doors of a garage. The louvered portal opened before her and shut immediately after, so fast not even an elf with wired reflexes could have followed her. A few ticks later, a sleek black Mitsubishi Jaguar rolled out the other side of the garage onto the next street over. At the wheel a raven-haired woman sporting a blue silk Majeure scarf gunned her vehicle and screeched with smoking tires off for uptown proper, classic Queen blaring from the sixteen tandem speakers.

Reaching 95, Johnson was klicks away, tooling for Opa-Locka, when an explosion tinted the horizon and orange flames tongued the night sky. A glance at her digital. Exactly on schedule. Everything was going fine tonight. This had been the third attempted raid by her shadowrunner teams on the Miami complexes of the Shatogunda Corporation and was the last needed. The first infiltration had occurred via the Matrix and had sent Shatogunda troops scurrying to protect three locations: a downtown office on East Fifty-seventh Street, an underground laboratory in the swamp, and one shoreside warehouse. The second had been a magical penetration by a shaman, which sent the Shatogunda wagemages rushing to protect four radically different locations, two of them repeats from the first time. Tonight’s physical sortie relied heavily on armed guards to rush and protect five points—only one of them a repeat from the other raids. Done and done. Now she knew where the main datastore for Shatogunda was located, and she could use that information in any of a hundred different ways that would all result in her acquiring a lot of nuyen. And power. Always more power.

Sirens from firefighters foolish enough, or brave enough, to challenge the sprawl, screamed in the distance when the thundering music abruptly stopped as the telecom system of the car bleeped for her attention. She stared in mild curiosity at the communications unit below her automatically paused chip-player. At this hour?  Pressing a button gave her a garbled read-out of the caller’s number on a small liquid crystal display. It was from the executive offices of the Gunderson Corporation. At this hour? Keying the access code, Erika activated the speaker unit. 

“Johnson here,” she said, lighting a cigarette with one hand while steering through the thickening traffic with the other.

“James Harvin,” replied the unseen caller.

Erika stared at her descrambler, the monitor verifying that this was her boss and not a VR simulation. It was fairly rare tech, but Erika herself used just such a simulation when working on her own side deals. When using her VR simulation with callers, she looked and sounded like a grizzled old norm who looked and talked straight off the street.

“Sir!” she said. “What a pleasant surprise. How may I assist you this evening?”“What I need from you is important,” he said, “And confidential.”

“Of course,” Erika said. She was ambitious, but not glitched. Gunderson Corporation owned Miami, and as far as Erika Johnson was concerned, that meant they owned her too. James Harvin was Gunderson’s CEO.

 “Good,” said Harvin. “I always count on you, Erika.”

She stubbed out her cigarette. It wasn’t like him to beat around the bush like this. “Let me ask you something, Erika,” he said finally. “How much do you know about a place, or a person, called IronHell?”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Only an hour after opening this morning, the mixed crowd of laughing locals at Walt’s Crypt were thick as fleas on a dead gutterpunk, moving irregularly over the smooth ice of the oval rink, going round and round. Sitting comfy in his office, Adam Two Bears watched the patrons on the other side of the huge Armorlite bulletproof window struggle to stay upright, while kids over at the counter happily munched on ice cream cones dished out by his nephew and niece, and a score of oldsters just sat on benches sucking up the AC and luxuriating. It was going to be another blistering day in Miami, and that meant lots of biz.

What a gold mine this place was, Two Bears complimented himself proudly. Walt’s Crypt had started as a dodge to hide his income as a fixer and from doing the occasional shadowrun here in Miami, but the damn thing took off and now was so profitable that Two Bears hadn’t personally done a run for years. Last one was against the Brick Boys, a neighborhood gang who thought they could claim his place as private turf. But Two Bears wanted Walt’s Crypt as strictly neutral territory, and after he did some corrective knee surgery on several of the Bricks with his fave sledgehammer, the go-gang saw the wisdom of his position and all had been arctic since. He and the bloody five-kilogram sledge were a tough combination to reason with. Or escape from. The stainless steel lady had never failed him yet as a precise negotiating tool.

“Well, chummer?” prompted the Johnson, his gruff visage filling the old telecom sitting on the corner of his macroplas desk. The screen was angled so that any callers only saw Two Bears sitting before the smooth blank wall behind him, not the rink beyond the office window. “Do you know anything about it, or not?”

“Iron hell?” repeated Adam Two Bears, scratching his head. Self-consciously, he patted his thinning hair back into place trying to hide his growing bald spot. 

The grizzled norm on the telecom screen scowled impatiently. “It’s one word. IronHell.”

Big smegging deal. Okay, IronHell. Kicking back in his battered easy chair, Adam Two Bears tugged on the gold stud in his earlobe as an aid to thought. Not expecting any business calls today, he was in casual attire with only a light armored vest underneath and a legal Narcoject pistol holstered at his hip. Not his best togs, but thankfully, not his worst either. Good thing he’d decided to help Louie fix the public lav tomorrow and not today. Chewing a lip, Two Bears shook his head. “No. Sorry. Don’t know the guy.”

“I expected as much,” grumbled the norm, looking regretful.

“So, do you want me to find the chummer and haul him in?” asked Two Bears. Then he sat upright. “I don’t do wetwork. Not my cuppa.”

The old guy on the telecom accepted that with a Japper bow. “Termination is not necessary or required, my friend. Simply find out who, or what it is. And where it is. Then report to me. Any further actions will be based upon your initial report.”

“Price.” Two Bears didn’t phrase it as a question.

“Eighty-thousand nuyen. Half now, half upon completion. Satisfactory?”

Mentally, Two Bears whistled. Not bad. “Sounds good, my man. By when?”

“Asap.”

Oh, in a rush, eh? “As-soon-as-possible costs extra, Mr. Johnson.”

There wasn’t a flicker or a pause, as if his caller was expecting a little bargaining. It didn’t matter what the cobber looked like, Two Bears knew there were VR programs to make a man look like a woman over a telecom, turn an elf into a dwarf, or even a motherfragging dragon into a mermaid. Hard as it was to believe that anybody could be as handsome as a dwarf! And by the way this Johnson was throwing nuyen around, he figured there was probably a corp involved.

“One hundred and twenty then,” said the Mr. Johnson. “But no more.”

Inspecting his fingernails for a tick, Two Bears managed to conceal his elation with a poker face honed by years of pretending his four aces and a bullet were complete drek. One hundred twenty kay? Oh, momma!

“Accepted,” he said. “Scheduled reports?”

“Call when you have something.” Or don’t report at all, was the implied message. And that was chill with Two Bears. Nothing he hated worse than offering a customer a fistful of nothing. 

“How can I get in touch?” he asked.

A number scrolled along the bottom of the telecom screen. “Got that logged?” 

That particular circuit was out of order on the old telecom, had been for months, so Two Bears just nodded yes while constantly repeating the number to himself.

“Goodbye then,” said Johnson. “I expect to hear from you soon.”

Looking stoic, Two Bears nodded and bowed formally, and as soon as the screen was clear, he hurriedly jotted the telecom code down in his pocket secretary. Then he leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling and ruminating. Hmm, IronHell. Could be anything, the name of a ship, the tag of some street samurai, the title of a bookchip, model of a European car—hell, where to start? Hey, amigo, he told himself. The best place is always to start simple.

Pressing a button on his desk, Two Bears heard his words echo over the soft jazz playing for the skaters. “Louie to the office, please. Louie to the office.”

Moments later, an old dwarf poked his lumpy head through the door. His distorted features were more lumpy than even dwarfs thought attractive. With shoulders like a troll and fists large as anvils, Louie had been a former heavyweight champ until losing four matches in a row via brutal knockouts. Maybe the bouts were fixed, maybe not. Two Bears had never been able to find out one way or the other. So now Louie was retired and sometimes didn’t show for work because he plain forgot where the place was. Two Bears tolerated such lapses from Blue Lou the Miami Mauler even though he wasn’t a relative, because the guy was such a hard worker when he eventually got here. Besides, the kids loved to hear his tales of the ring. Most of them true.

“Somet’ing wrong, boss?” mumbled the champ. He didn’t appear frightened or nervous. Just curious.

A smile. “Nah, nothing like that, Lou. Just a question.”

“Sure, Mr. Two Bears. What?”

“You ever hear of something, or some guy, named Ironhell?”

Rheumy eyes blinked in confusion, old synapses firing wildly to access biological data banks battered and abused. “That da southpaw from Hialeah?”

Two Bears forced a cough to hide his laugh. “Don’t think it’s a boxer, killer.”

Grimacing from the effort, Louie’s face brightened. “Oh, yeah. I scan it now. Dat’s a secret pirate base ‘n da Caribbean! My gramma useta tell us stories about it.”

Oh, for the love of drek. The old guy was off on another magical mystery tour again. Pirates were the bane of Miami’s existence, preying on both tourist and merchant craft. But what would Louie, much less his grandmother, know about them? “Great! Thanks, Louie. Go grab a soykaf and take ten.”

“Tanks, boss!” he gushed and closed the door.

Pirates? Gimmeabreak. Two Bears shook his head as he wracked his brains. Where to try next? Bad Billie? Nah, the mage was out of town on family biz. Some tragedy in what was left of Chicago. And Dogface was on a run until further notice. Maybe BlackJack. The norm owed him a favor or three. He punched the runner’s code into the telecom, but all he got was a recorded message that BlackJack was gone fishing and would return in a few days. So, he was on a run, too, eh? Local biz was booming. 

Blast, who else then? Unfortunately, nobody came to mind. The only other thing he could think of was a long shot. But what the frag, he had to start somewhere, didn’t he?  He tapped in a code and the screensaver changed to a view of a sick-looking norm wearing a stiff suit, ridiculous pince nez glasses from before the Before balanced on the end of his nose, and the haggard expression worn by all city employees. It was probably issued weekly along with their measly stipend and crappy parking spots.

“Public library,” sniffed the norm, forcing a polite smile. He applied a handkerchief to his nose and did a good imitation of an elephant. “How may I help you?” he continued, stuffing the nasal rag into his pocket.

The sight was disgusting, but Two Bears stayed chill. “O-hio, sir. Sorry to see you’re under the weather. I’m trying to track down a mention of the name, or place, don’t know which for sure....IronHell?”

A quizzical expression. “From Dante’s Inferno?”

“Dunno, chummer. You tell me.”

The librarian gave a silent sigh and started typing on a keyboard off screen. “Checking, sir. Just a moment, please, sir.” It took longer than a few moments, and the results were all negative. Apparently the word couldn’t be found in something called Don Tay’s Inferno or any other famous books involving hell.

“Metallurgy?” guessed Two Bears, taking a shot in the wild dark.

Blinking and sniffling, the librarian accepted the odious task. “Certainly, sir.” After another longer wait, the clerk returned with equal negative results. Nothing in basic metallurgy, history of, modern advances in, biographies of people involved in, Mrs. Brown’s Dictionary of Industrial Scientific Slang—contemporary and antiquarian editions.

There was such a thing? Two Bears made a mental note to get a copy of the chip. Might be handy in dealing with corps to parlay in their own lingo. 

“Can I be of any further help?” sniffled the man wearily.

If you’d been of help, then I’d be gone, hoophead. “Yes, please. Would you be so kind as to transfer me to the reference department?”

A cough and a sneeze. “Certainly, sir. Just a moment please.”

“Reference department, Ms. Sour speaking. “

Two Bears perked up at her appearance. The image shown was anything but sour, and he leered at the tasty lady dwarf displayed on his telecom screen. A little gray at the temples meant nothing with sparkling eyes like those. Bodies got old, but never the eyes. Faintly, she reminded him of Melinda, and that thought cooled his ardor instantly.

“Buenos días, señorita,”  he said, trying to please. “I am seeking any data on the word, name, or phrase IronHell. Can you assist me, please?”

“Certainly,” she replied warmly, smiling shyly in return. “One moment.” She too put him on hold, but was back almost immediately. 

“Sorry, sir,” she reported. “I tried a global search on the library master grid, the public net, and worldwide Matrix, even used the 9.5 Hunter program, but can find no mention of the word anywhere. I do apologize.”

He chewed that over for a tick. Hey, if it was easy, then the Johnson wouldn’t have hired him in the first place.

“Is there anything else, sir?”

Unable to come up with another suggestion, Two Bears thanked her profusely to earn a few brownie points for when he asked her out later, then killed the telecom. Blast. No go, not on the public net, at least. The private grids, of course, might be a totally different story. But that meant he was going to have to use his street sources, which would cut his monstrous profit margin to merely tremendous, but that was his cross to bear.

A flurry of movement on the other side of the office window caught his attention, and Two Bears swiveled about in his chair just in time to watch Louie teach a fine-wire expert that picking pockets in The Crypt was a motherfragging bad idea. It was over and done with in ticks, and the skating continued unabated over the red spot on the ice with only minor slippage.

Back to biz. IronHell, what could it be? Might be the street name of a professional merc, or maybe even that of a Mafia or yakuza hitman. That he would never trace, unless he could by some miracle find a decker who could get past the lethal black IC protecting the datastores of either Lone Star or Atlantic Security. Between them they handled all the municipal and corporate security in the sprawl. 

This was going to be a tough run. He was going to need someone laser-hot. Twist from Seattle—no, he didn’t deck anymore for some reason. Maybe Shadowman, Leo the Lizard, or, no, that new kid, Sister Wizard from Orlando. For a newbie, the elf had quite a solid rep in the shadows. She also cost more than god on overtime. His profit was getting slashed like a loanshark’s throat. Drek.

The decision made, Two Bears locked his desk, paused to grab a hat, sighed, rammed the hat on his head and headed for the exit. ‘kay, he’d track down Sister Wiz  and see what the private grids might have to say about IronHell. Two Bears knew he couldn’t use the office telecom. Too risky. Better to make the call from a mall, or on the streets. Stay mobile. Much more difficult to trace him, just in case anyone wanted to try. A distinct possibility since somebody was always after somebody’s hoop in this rocking burg. Blood feuds seemed more popular than Urban Brawl. Hey, welcome to Blue City, chummer, please try not to bleed on the carpet as we steal your teeth.

 

 

 

Thumbs stepped off the rattletrap Miami city gov bus and stood on the cracked sidewalk of SW Fourteenth Street, the sizzling sun baking down on the top of his tattooed bald head. The sounds and smells of home turf enveloped him like a soothing balm. Sixty back-breaking days in the dank hell of the Fort Lauderdale Citadel making one big one out of little ones for Resisting Arrest made an inner-city troll long for the hot open streets again. It was fragging wonderful to be back. Right where he belonged, on Slammer turf.

At the corner, a stoplight loudly changed, and a trio of bikini-clad blonde bikers frantically peddled through the honking traffic, all trying to reach the ocean alive. A remote-controlled truck rumbled by with no driver or markings. It didn’t need one since trucks like these usually carried machine parts or tox chems for dumping into the swamps up north. Could be anything. Two orks, probably a married couple, were screaming at each other in some foreign language. Wafting steam carried the overly spicy aroma of soydog from a cart operated by a blind norm, her snarling hellhound keeping away fast fingers and fake credsticks at the same time. Sunlight glittered off the ancient three brass balls of a pawnshop that dealt in everything and anything that could fit through the black steel doorway. Resting against the rough louvered trunk of a palm tree, a leggy slot-machine girl in a stained white sailor suit yawned widely, trying to stay awake at the ungodly hour of noon. A snoring Japper toff—in a fragging tuxedo of all things!—was lying atop the rusted wreck of a wheelless Jackrabbit in the middle of a weed-filled lot. The drunk was getting expertly stripped by a bunch of troll kids, while amused passersby stopped to make wagers on whether he’d wake up before they finished the job. Odds were running six to two in favor.

Pausing to buy a dog with the works and wolf it down, Thumbs chuckled at the sight. They’d get no real money for the clothing, but it was good practice for them. Best schooling a young troll could get these days. This was his third stop on the way to his doss in Riverside. The first had been to recover some credsticks stashed moments before the Lone Stars nabbed him. Wonder of wonders, the sticks were still there waiting for him. Next had been to turn the stolen nuyen into untraceable Carib League dollars and there too he encountered good fortune. 

Now Thumbs was prowling the main drag of Overtown, checking the scene and looking for any chummer who might want a bit of R&R with the happy pack in his vest pocket. The drug/chip combo, which tripled the simsense experience of Better Than Life chips but didn’t burn out your brain like 2XS, was a real find—too good to sell since Thumbs was flash at the moment. And the original elf owner wasn’t in any condition to complain. The nullhead organleggers had sliced and bagged all the good vitals from the corporate pixie, but not gone through his pockets. Incredibly stupid. Staggeringly dumb. No, this special treat was being saved purely for the family of his go-gang. But if Thumbs didn’t locate some warm bodies soon, it was going to be just him and the lovely ladies in his head for the rest of the day. Not a bad proposition, at that. Thumbs had a secret taste for the group thing.

Briefly, the moving shadow of a sports car swept along the busy broiling street like a dagger-shaped cloud. Thumbs snorted in contempt. Fragging tourists getting a 45kph look-see at the amusing local inhabitants. Most of the crumbling buildings in this part of the sprawl were only shells, burned-out ruins from that fiery night in Miami three years ago. The Night of Law, the gov called it. But that wasn’t what they called it on the street. Fragging cops had come out shooting with everything they had. And not too many people had dared bother a tourist ever since. Much less eat one, the way the Morlocks had. 
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