
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SOLDIERS OF FORTUNE

A Just Cause Universe Novel

IAN THOMAS HEALY

Copyright 2020 Ian Thomas Healy

Published by Local Hero Press

Smashwords Edition

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

This book, its contents, and its characters are the sole property of its author. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without written, express permission from the author. To do so without permission is punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Cover art by Nathaniel Dickson

Book design by Local Hero Press, LLC

Books From Local Hero Press

The Just Cause Universe

Just Cause

The Archmage

Day of the Destroyer

Deep Six

Jackrabbit

Champion

Castles

The Lion and the Five Deadly Serpents

Tusks

The Neighborhood Watch

Jackrabbit: Big in Japan

Arena 

Hero Academy

The Path

Cinco de Mayo

Search and Rescue

Rooftops

Plague 

Soldiers of Fortune

JCU Compendium

Destroyer of Earth

Flint and Steel

The Club 

Jackrabbit: Rinse and Repeat

Posse

Extinction Event

Rain Must Fall

Pariah of Verigo Novels

Pariah’s Moon

Pariah’s War

Three Flavors of Tacos Trilogy

The Guitarist

Making the Cut

The Scene Stealers

Other Novels

Assassin

Blood on the Ice

Funeral Games

Hope and Undead Elvis

Horde

Roast Wyvern (and Other Recipes)

Starf*cker

The Oilman’s Daughter

Troubleshooters

Collections

Airship Lies

High Contrast

Muddy Creek Tales

The Good Fight

Caped

Nonfiction

Action! Writing Better Action Using Cinematic Techniques

All titles and more available wherever books and ebooks are sold.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Author Notes


[image: ]




The ‘90s were a crazy time, as I recall.

It’s now thirty years since I graduated from high school, and the past has become a generalized haze with notable high and low points. The decade of grunge brought about a number of changes in my life. Friendships began, friendships ended. I went to college. I worked a series of unfulfilling jobs. I got married. My first child was born. The internet exploded.

In general, the Nineties were a time of transition, as the world began to take its first steps into cooperation and communication instead of conflict. People of my generation (Generation X, in case you’re a Boomer or a Millennial and didn’t know we existed), occupied a vast landscape of confusion and uncertainty. We became Content Creators in the form of angry, dirty music wrapped in flannel and bearing a squalling guitar.

Action movies really hit their stride in the ‘90s. Keanu Reeves transformed from a teenage stoner to the hero of Speed, The Matrix, and Point Break. Chow Yun Fat introduced us to Hard Boiled and The Replacement Killers. Arnold Schwarzenegger brought us True Lies and Terminator 2. Bruce Willis gave us another Die Hard and a ridiculous sci-fi extravaganza in The Fifth Element. Women became heroes as well, with Linda Hamilton, also in Terminator 2, and Geena Davis in The Long Kiss Goodnight.

I loved these movies. Action films from this era were less about CG effects and more about spectacle, with many practical effects and choreography. The ‘90s also brought an era of ultra-violent, nihilistic characters in comics, drawn in over-the-top styles. Giant guns. Swords. Pouches (so many pouches!). This was the look of comics in the ‘90s, wrapped up in collectible, chromium covers.

I wanted to recreate that feel in this book, and thus bring you this tale of Jingshen, aka the Chinatown Ghost, a three-hundred-year-old warrior who just can’t stop fighting. Like every good action hero, he’s going to take his lumps and keep coming back for more.

* * *
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As always, I have a list of people without whom this book would never have come to pass. As a good portion of this book was written during the COVID-19 pandemic, my team has been smaller and tighter than ever. Ira did a bang-up job with editing and proofreading. Nathaniel brought me a superb cover. My friend AJ, who is somewhat obsessed with the Just Cause Universe, kept my toes to the fire on getting this book finished so he can read it.

I’m especially grateful to my family for giving me time and space to write when we’re all crammed into the same tiny house to avoid catching the plague. And last, thank you to all my fans around the world who inspire me to tell new stories. Stay safe!

-Ian Thomas Healy

May, 2020
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September, 1993

Los Angeles, California

It was a beautiful late summer night in the Los Angeles Basin—at least, Jingshen thought it probably was as he roared up the highway on the Harley-Davidson. He’d always associated beautiful nights with clear, starlit skies, neither of which were applicable to the City of Angels. Once, the air hadn’t been congested with smog, trapping and reflecting a million lights back upon the city’s denizens. Once, he remembered, he’d stood atop one of the San Gabriel Mountains to look out across the valley in the light of a full moon, and even though he knew there were campfires far below, the brilliance of the heavens drowned them out in a symphony of starlight.

That had been a long time ago, before cities, before railroads, before the omnipresent constellation of brake lights forcing him to bypass them by swinging the big bike into the breakdown lane. The exit ramp was mercifully free of backed-up traffic, for no commuter in their right mind would risk the crime-ridden neighborhood below. The only kinds of people who sought it out were those for whom the lure of dark business was greater than the fear for personal safety.

People like Jingshen.

The smog seemed to have settled onto everything along the road, giving parked cars, storefronts, and people loitering under streetlights a dingy grittiness that might not wash off even with a fire hose. The Harley’s engine thrummed. Exhaust echoed off the glass panes of bodegas, video stores, and taquerías. The blatting report made hookers and dealers look up from their business before returning to the transactions at hand. Jingshen kept his eyes forward. He didn’t care what anyone else on the streets was doing. A brief thump of bass overpowered his bike’s engine as a primer-brown Buick rolled the other way down the street on tiny gold-spoke wheels, leaving a cloud of blue oil smoke tinged with marijuana in its wake.

Jingshen made a right turn, barely nudging the bike’s throttle, and cruised away from the main strip along a narrow boulevard with fenced-off yards and shuttered storefronts decorated with decades of graffiti. The streetlights were sporadically placed, isolated pools of light along the otherwise darkened street. The people he saw here were more furtive, stepping into shadows at his approach. Still, he kept his eyes forward. Nothing here was his business, except in the bar with the blue and red neon sign at the end of the block. It was called Johnny Danger’s, except the er’s was burned out, naming the establishment Johnny Dang. A couple other bikes and a half dozen beater cars were parked haphazardly along the front of the bar. Several Latino toughs smoked out front, wearing bandannas over their shaved heads and showing off their tattoos.

Their conversation died as they watched Jingshen roll up to the bar and swing the bike around to back it into the last spot. He ignored them as he switched off the ignition and lowered the kickstand.

The whispers began, behind his back. Some of them were in Spanish, which he spoke fluently after a decade-long mercenary stint in northern Mexico. He heard the men joking about his size and the size of the bike, and about the two sticks sitting in sheaths across his back, strapped over the dusty leather jacket. He unhooked the clasp on the bike’s saddlebag and withdrew a battered black fedora he’d taken a liking to in Chicago. When he set it upon his head and straightened the brim, the men behind him laughed, as if it were the funniest thing they’d seen in days. He swung his leg over the bike and found a tall Hispanic man with a goatee and a teardrop tattoo by his left eye confronting him.

“Yo, what’s the deal, Homes? You steal that fuckin’ bike or what?”

“No. Excuse me.” Jingshen kept his voice quiet and sidestepped the tall man.

The man trotted back to stand before him once again. “Hey, Homes, I was talkin’ to you. Where’d you get the bike?”

“Look at him, Timo, he’s Asian. Maybe he don’t understand you so good,” one of the other men catcalled, eliciting laughter from the group.

“Lemme try again,” said the man called Timo. He grinned, showing a gold tooth, and spoke in slow, exaggerated English. “I said . . . where’d . . . you . . . get . . . the . . . bike?” He pointed at Jingshen then at the motorcycle and then made a “vroom vroom” sound that made the others burst out in giggles.

“I bought it. Excuse me,” Jingshen said.

“Oh, you bought it. Well excuse me, Mr. Rich Fucking Asian. So sorry to be in your way and all.” Timo made no move to get out of Jingshen’s way. “So since it’s yours, maybe you’ll sell it to me, Homes. I always wanted a Harley. And it looks like it’s way too big for your tiny little ass.”

“It is not for sale,” Jingshen said. He raised his head enough for Timo to see his face in the light from the bar’s neon sign.

Timo blinked as he took in the network of fine white scars crisscrossing his face. “Goddamn, Homes, the fuck happened to you?”

It was a question that had no simple answer, and Jingshen was in no mood to tell stories. “Excuse me. I will not ask again.” He stepped to the side and Timo made his mistake, reaching out to grab Jingshen by the shoulder.

Jingshen reached up and locked Timo’s wrist by twisting it up and outside. Timo’s bravado vanished and he yelped as Jingshen forced him to his knees by the simple efficacy of a painful joint lock. He made a halfhearted attempt to punch at Jingshen with his other hand, but another twist of the wrist and the blow stopped before crossing half the distance between them. Tears of pain ran over the tattooed tear.

“One more move and I break it,” Jingshen said softly.

“Hey . . . hey, man . . . oh, shit . . . I didn’t mean nothin’.”

“I know you didn’t.” Jingshen heard someone else approaching. Without releasing Timo’s wrist, he pulled a knife from its sheath in the small of his back and hurled it. The Damascus steel blade bit into the soft asphalt in front of the other man’s feet.

“Oh, shit!” the man cried. “What the hell, man?”

“Tell them to back off,” Jingshen said to Timo.

“Back off, you fuckers!” Timo cried. “He’s gonna break my fuckin’ arm.”

“He threw a goddamn knife at me!” the other man shouted, hand straying toward the small of his back where he undoubtedly had a weapon.

“I threw it near you. The next one will be at you.” Jingshen pulled his backup knife from his ankle sheath.

“Goddammit, back off already!” Timo shouted.

“Okay, okay,” said the other man, and the others grumbled and cursed under their breaths.

Jingshen released Timo. “Make sure they leave the bike alone.”

Timo winced, rubbing his wrist. “Hey, how come I’m in charge of it? It’s your goddamn bike, Homes!”

Jingshen straightened his hat and said nothing, but he took a single step toward Timo.

Timo blanched, his skin going a sickly yellow under the red and blue of the neon glow. “Yeah, okay, nobody touches the goddamn bike. Shit.”

Jingshen walked to where the knife stuck out of the pavement. The group of men tensed, hands reaching beneath shirts and into pockets. Then he stepped over it, leaving it where it stuck as a reminder, and entered Johnny Danger’s.

Over the course of his life, Jingshen had spent time in thousands of taverns. Perhaps tens of thousands. None of them stood out in his mind, for he’d never visited any frequently enough to become a habit. But certain things never changed, transcending years and cultures and continents. He’d never been in Johnny Danger’s before, but of course, he recognized it.

A long bar spread along one wall with a pair of disheveled but bright-eyed bartenders slung pitchers of beer as fast as the raucous crowd could down them, and still found time to mix drinks for their more discerning patrons. Most of those in the bar were shouting at the TVs mounted high in the corners, showing a heavyweight boxing match. The shouting ringside announcers competed with Los Lobos blasting from the jukebox at the end of the bar. A couple working girls negotiated terms with their johns. A heavyset man with greasy hair and a stained t-shirt swayed into Jingshen on his way to the door. “S-sorry, man,” he slurred, and patted Jingshen by way of apology.

A chorus of yells came from the boxing fans as one of the fighters delivered a solid blow that rocked his opponent back. Jingshen didn’t know who either of the boxers were, and didn’t care. He dug in the pocket of his jeans for his marker from the Source, a white plastic token the size and shape of a credit card with a stylized S printed in red on one side and a magnetic strip on the other. He shouldered up to the bar. One of the women behind it, bosoms barely contained in her blue button-down top, set a paper napkin in front of him. “What’ll it be, señor?” She had a fine sheen of sweat on her forehead.

Jingshen slid his token across the bar to her, along with a twenty dollar bill. She tucked the cash into her bra without missing a beat, then spun around to swipe the token through an innocuous box on the back counter. A green light illuminated atop it. If his token had been bad, the red light would have lit instead. In that case, the bartender certainly had orders to kill him where he stood.

“Members Only door, past the restrooms. I’ll buzz you in,” the bartender said. She handed Jingshen’s card back with a tight smile.

“Hey, how about some service here?” A man in mechanic’s coveralls banged his fist on the bar.

“Talk to the hand, asshole. Wait your turn.” The bartender held up her palm toward the impatient customer while nodding Jingshen in the direction of the door toward the restrooms.

“Thank you,” Jingshen said. He shouldered past a man holding a low conversation on the bar’s pay phone and went into the hall. The wall across from the men’s room door had a round crater in it, about the size and height to suggest someone had been thrown headfirst into it. A single bare overhead bulb lit the hall in a sickly yellow. Someone was being noisily sick in the women’s room. A camera was mounted over the Members Only door at the end of the hall. Jingshen stared up at it until the door lock buzzed and he let himself through.

Dark business, as always.

* * *
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The Members Only room wasn’t much more than a glorified storage room. Shelves along one wall held various cleaning supplies and stacks of cheap disposable coasters. Stacks of kegs filled the corners, along with crates of mismatched bottles of tequila, gin, and rum. A round table dominated the center of the room, marked with cigarette burns and ring-shaped stains from the bottoms of glasses and bottles.

Three other people waited in the room, two of whom Jingshen recognized. The huge man with arms bulging out of his Soundgarden t-shirt was a brutal combat monster known in the industry as Rook. His dirty blonde hair stuck up and out on top, as if he’d stuck his finger in a socket and waited. His stubbly face seemed to be all chin. He would have been good-looking if not for the perpetual sneer wrinkling his nose. “Well, I’ll be. You’re a hella long way from Chinatown, Ghost.”

“A job’s a job, dear brother,” said the woman lounging beside Rook. She wore too much eye makeup and her platinum hair was plaited into two long braids with silver ribbons wound through them. She raised a glass to her lips, marking it with lip-prints from her crimson lipstick. Her movements flowed with a lithe, inhuman grace. “We can’t be the only ones with expensive tastes.”

Jingshen nodded at them. “Rook. Bishop. Small world.”

Rook pressed his thumbnail against the cap of a bottle and popped the piece across the room before raising it to his lips. “What’s it been, Ghost, three years? Miami, wasn’t it?”

Bishop smiled and arched her back, thrusting her small breasts forward in a provocative gesture. “Oh, it was definitely Miami. I heard you got blown up in that boat.”

Jingshen shrugged. “I got better.”

“No hard feelings? It was just business,” Bishop said, preening for his benefit.

Rook snickered. “Yeah, wasn’t like we were making cheddar on you.”

“What is this, Mercenaries Reunion Week?” asked the third man. “You guys got unfinished business to take care of? Because I’ll wait.” He examined a bottle of Boone’s Farm wine before setting it back in its crate. He had the sort of face that would be instantly forgettable seconds after looking at it.

“Nah, we’re cool,” Rook said. “Past is the past.”

“Who’re you, anyway?” the third man asked. “He called you Ghost. Don’t think I’ve heard of you.”

Bishop gave the man a radiant, predatory smile. “You’ve never heard of the Ghost? He’s a legend. Real O.G. Damn near impossible to kill. God knows, enough people have tried.”

“I have been lucky,” Jingshen said, feeling his cheeks grow hot. He didn’t like talking about himself, and liked other people talking about him even less. “I know the siblings here and what they do. Who are you?”

“Nobody Special,” said the man. “Shapeshifting’s my game. Any idea what’s the gig?”

Jingshen shook his head. “As Bishop said, a job is just a job.”

“I heard you just did a job up in Sacramento,” Rook said, like he was driving splinters under fingernails. “Heard it didn’t go so smooth.”

Jingshen shrugged again. The truth was that the Sacramento job had gone poorly. A couple people died who weren’t supposed to, and someone who was supposed to wind up in the ground was now in the Federal Witness Protection Program. That hadn’t been a Source job. If it had been, he would have been blacklisted. The Source had a reputation to maintain, and it wouldn’t accept failure.

It was the sort of thing that left him questioning why he was doing work-for-hire at all. It wasn’t like he needed the money; he was a wise and patient investor, and lived modestly within his means. He could have done any of a thousand jobs to keep himself busy, but making war was simple, and he was good at it. He’d spent much of his life in one military or another, often fighting for leaders he didn’t respect and causes he detested. At least when one was a soldier of fortune, one could pick and choose one’s battles.

“We just came in from Laredo,” Bishop said, finishing her drink. “Shot a man there just to watch him die.”

“Like the song?” Nobody Special asked.

“No, I actually did that. Gut shot.” Bishop grinned. “It took him hours.”

Jingshen grimaced beneath his fedora. With Rook and Bishop involved, the job would be . . . messy.

“So, uh, anybody know about this job?” Nobody Special asked into the silence after Bishop’s admission.

Rook shrugged. “Who cares? We’re here, so wetwork’s involved.” He cracked his knuckles. “That’s our specialty.”

Bishop laughed, although Jingshen wasn’t sure if it was at her brother’s bloodthirstiness or the idea of getting to spill a little blood herself.

The door buzzed and someone unlatched it. Jingshen moved out of the way quickly and dropped into one of the chairs around the table. A slender Japanese woman entered, leaning on a silver-headed ebony cane. She wore a suit that would have seemed out of place in an establishment like Johnny Danger’s if she didn’t carry the attitude of being in charge no matter where she was. The suit was all black with a dove-gray button down blouse beneath it. The only splash of color came from a golden silk scarf loosely knotted about her throat. Jingshen guessed she might be forty, still carrying her youthful beauty and majesty.

“Please be seated,” she said in a rough voice. As she moved to the head of the table, her scarf dislodged just enough for Jingshen to see the end of a ragged scar along her throat. Despite her quiet demeanor, Jingshen could see the secret she hid in her movements. Whatever else she might have been, she was a killer.

Nobody Special sat beside Jingshen and clasped his hands atop the table. The woman stared pointedly at Bishop until she sighed and slid off the table to sit next to her brother. She grinned and held out her hands as if to grant permission to continue.

“My name is Kobura. I represent a group of interested investors who are financing this operation. A research firm called DuraGen is transferring an asset from a peripheral group to their main facility. You are being employed to intercept that asset at the transfer and deliver it undamaged to me. You will be paid in full at the successful delivery of said asset. If you fail to do so, or the asset is harmed in any way, your retainer is forfeit. The investors may then choose to recoup their losses with your suffering. You may opt at this time to back out with no penalties and a simple return of the retainer. Do any of you wish to do so?”

Nobody Special shifted in his seat and for a moment, Jingshen thought perhaps he was going to take Kobura up on her offer to leave. Instead, he merely crossed his legs and smiled. Rook and Bishop glared across the table at Jingshen but he returned an emotionless stare back at them. “I think we’re all good to continue,” Bishop said.

Kobura laid out a straightforward plan, based upon intelligence she’d received from a mole within the DuraGen organization. The team would intercept the asset, which Jingshen figured was a person, at the transfer location. It was a basic smash-and-grab operation, with Rook and Bishop handling the smash and Jingshen and Nobody Special on grab duty. Once they secured the asset, they would meet at either the first prearranged time and location or, if they couldn’t get there in time, the second. The asset would be handed over to Kobura, the team would get paid upon delivery, and that would constitute the completion of their contract.

“Piece of cake,” Rook said with a chuckle. “Why the hell you need four of us? Me and Bishop could handle this on our own.”

“Bishop and I,” Bishop said, correcting her brother’s poor grammar.

Rook’s brow furrowed. “What the hell you talking about? You’re Bishop.”

“And that is why there are four of us,” Nobody Special said.

“You looking to get your ass beat, shapeshifter?” Rook flexed, making throbbing veins stand out on his bare arms.

“Oh, snap,” Bishop said. “Take a chill pill, brother. I still want to get paid today.”

“My bad,” Nobody Special said, raising his hands in supplication. “I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

Kobura waited until the three finished their squabbling. Jingshen watched her, noting her indulgence and patience, both rare traits. He didn’t remember everyone he’d met in his life—a practical impossibility over more than three centuries—but he was certain he’d never forget Kobura. She met his gaze with an unreadable expression of her own. He wondered what secrets it held. When the interruption finished, she set a briefcase upon the table and unsnapped the clasps. The mercenaries grew silent as she removed four neat stacks of cash, bound with paper ribbons, and set them before her on the table. “Ten percent retainer’s fee,” Kobura said.

Each stack had a business card atop it with an unidentified phone number. Jingshen looked at the number, committed it to memory, and then handed the card back to Kobura. The others did the same. She followed up the cash with four clipboards, each bearing a Source contract. One contract went to each of the mercenaries for their review.

Jingshen flipped through his, checking the boilerplate and scanning for any unexpected clauses. He’d seen hundreds of Source contracts since the organization’s inception after World War II. Very little had changed in fifty years.

Kobura held out bloodspikes to Bishop and Nobody Special. A bloodspike was a fancy name for a spring-loaded needle. It would pierce the pads of their thumbs so they could sign the contracts in blood. Jingshen knew the documents were treated with a special chemical that would instantly set and preserve blood. He also knew a bloodspike wouldn’t work upon Rook, whose resistance to harm was in direct proportion to the force exerted upon him until exhaustion made him vulnerable. It also wouldn’t work on Jingshen, who would heal from such a small injury almost instantly, before he could set his blood to the contract.

“Not really playing to the room, are you, Kobura?” Bishop said. “Not everybody can bleed on command.”

Kobura’s face remained impassive. “Let us say I am gauging your ability to improvise in the face of the unexpected. After all, it is well-documented that no battle plan survives contact with the enemy.”

Rook grinned. “I came prepared,” he said, and drew a wicked-looking knife from his belt. It had a swirling pattern within the metal, suggesting it was made from Damascus steel. Jingshen nodded his approval; he’d owned several Damascus steel blades over his life, and every one had been an exceptional weapon. The big man made a slice along the side of his thumb and squeezed it so blood welled onto his pad. Then he pressed it upon the contract, creating a small puff of mist as the chemical-laden paper instantly preserved the blood. Bishop and Nobody Special used their bloodspikes to accomplish the same task.

Jingshen removed a cigar cutter from his pocket. He, too, had come prepared. While the others watched with a mixture of sick fascination and disgust, he stuck the end of his pinky into the cutter and snipped it off.

“Du-u-ude . . .” Nobody Special sat down suddenly, as if his legs had just failed.

Before the wound could heal, Jingshen rubbed the stump of his fingertip against his thumb, painting it with his own blood. He pressed the thumb to the page and watched the tiny curlicue of mist rise into the air.

“Goddamn, Ghost, doesn’t that hurt?” Bishop asked.

“Yes.” Jingshen watched as the flesh reformed at the end of his finger, pink and new like a baby’s. Wounds hurt; they always had. He’d just grown used to the pain over the centuries. The piece of his flesh he’d snipped off rapidly decomposed into dust.

Kobura retrieved the four clipboards and tucked them into her briefcase. “I thank you,” she said in her soft, hoarse tone. “I shall meet you at the rendezvous point. Deliver the asset to me and you shall receive the balance of your payment at that time.” She spun on her heel, briefcase in one hand and cane in the other. Instead of shuffling her items to free up one hand to open the door, she stepped into the shadow of the room’s corner and was gone as if she’d never been there.

Rook jumped to his feet. “Holy shit!”

Bishop punched him in the arm. “Dumbass. You’d think you never saw a parahuman before.”

Rook rubbed his arm. “No, it just surprised me. She’s so . . . old.”

Jingshen snorted in spite of himself. Rook really had no idea.

“What, old people can’t be parahumans?” Nobody Special asked as he sucked on his thumb where he’d pierced it for his blood signature.

“I assure you they can,” Jingshen said.
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September, 1993

Los Angeles, California

The mercenaries emerged from Johnny Danger’s, walking single file like the Beatles crossing Abbey Road. That would have made Jingshen barefoot Paul McCartney. Rook, leading the others, stopped as he saw Jingshen’s knife sticking out of the pavement. “What the shit is this?”

“That’s mine,” Jingshen said. “I must have . . . dropped it.”

“You always drop stuff this hard?” Rook bent to pry the knife from the asphalt. He brushed crumbs off the blade, looked at it for a moment in the sulfurous glow of the streetlight, then handed it to Jingshen.

Jingshen shrugged. “It was careless of me.”

“We brought our van,” Bishop said. “You boys riding with us?”

Nobody Special nodded. “I came by cab.”

“How about you, Chinatown?”

Jingshen didn’t answer Bishop immediately. He looked toward his bike, expecting it to be gone, or tipped over, or otherwise defaced. Instead, Timo stood in front of it, arms crossed and head lowered with his eyes shadowed. The other men paid him no attention, carrying on with the same jocularity and machismo they’d displayed upon Jingshen’s arrival.

Jingshen walked toward him with an unhurried, nonthreatening pace.

“Hey! Hey, Chinatown, you coming or what?” Bishop called.

Jingshen turned his head slightly. “In a minute.”

Timo stiffened as Jingshen approached. “Hey, Homes. I done stood watch here. Didn’t nobody mess with your ride. See?” He stood aside so Jingshen would have a clear view of the bike. The larger man dropped his voice to a whisper. “Please don’t fuck me up again in front of my boys, Homes. They ain’t never gonna let that go.”

“Hold out your hand.” Jingshen reached into his pocket. Timo’s eyes widened and his muscles tensed as if he were expecting a knife to get flung into his belly. Instead, Jingshen withdrew the bike’s key and dropped it into Timo’s palm. “Keep it.”

“Huh?” Timo looked down at the key in his hand, then back up to Jingshen’s face, shadowed beneath the brim of his hat.

“You said you always wanted one.” Jingshen turned away and walked toward the van where Bishop was impatiently drumming her fingers on the steering wheel.

“Wait a minute, Homes. Are you giving it to me? Seriously?” Timo called after him.

“You just give that asshole a Harley?” Rook hung his head out the passenger window. “I ought to kill his ass just on general principles.”

“Leave it. I don’t need the bike.” Jingshen gave Rook a tight smile. “Because you have a van.”

Rook slapped the door, denting it. “Goddamn right we do.”

“Can we please get going?” Bishop said. “We’re on a tight schedule and I want to scope out the transfer point before the place gets crowded.”

The van peeled out of the parking lot, leaving behind a group of confused vatos and one proud new owner of a Harley Davidson.

* * *
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The transfer location, as Kobura had defined it, was a nameless factory fallen victim to the recession of the past couple years. Southern California’s loss was the underworld’s gain, as abandoned industrial and commercial facilities made excellent locations for transacting business on the wrong side of the law. Bishop parked the van behind an adjacent building and the four mercenaries geared up for the action to come.

Rook and Bishop both wore suits heavy on the black leather and burnished armor plate over the most vulnerable areas. Straps covered with myriad pouches crossed their chests, waists, and thighs. Bishop kept a pistol strapped to one leg, but her weapon of choice was a naginata taller than she was. Essentially a serrated sword blade atop a six-foot staff, the weapon crackled with electricity when she triggered a thumb switch.

“Dope weapon,” Nobody Special said as he shrugged into a shoulder holster and checked the clip of his pistol.

“Damn skippy.” Bishop deactivated the arcing blade and looked at her brother. “You think you brought enough?”

Rook looked down at himself, with pistols strapped to each leg, under each arm, and a bandoleer of clips running down from one shoulder and grenades down the other. In his arms, he cradled a rifle that looked more like an antitank gun. Jingshen imagined it must have weighed a couple hundred pounds easy, but Rook handled it like it wasn’t any more massive than a toy. “What, you think I should have brought Bertha?”

“No, you shouldn’t have brought fucking Bertha,” Bishop said with a snort. “We’d need a bigger van. Who names a gun Bertha?”

“The Germans did,” Jingshen said.

Rook pointed at Jingshen as if to illustrate his point. “Exactly. The krauts did. Seriously, you think I might need her? What kind of firepower you think these DuraGen losers are carrying?”

Bishop snorted. “Whatever it is, I’m pretty sure we can handle it. You, me, and your goddamn howitzer.”

Nobody Special asked, “How long do we have?”

“Why, you got a date, pretty boy?” Rook sneered.

Nobody Special’s face and clothing flowed like claymation, rearranging him to mirror Rook’s appearance. “No. I find them distracting when I’m trying to look more like a specific asshole.”

Rook recoiled from the unexpected change, while Bishop burst out laughing.

Nobody Special had perfectly matched Rook’s face, body, and armor. He leered at Rook.

“Take that shit off,” Bishop said, wiping her eyes. “It’s bad enough to have one dumbass brother.”

Nobody Special transformed again before their eyes, becoming a slender young black man with a short fade hairstyle.

“That is . . . fascinating,” Jingshen said. “You can change your skin tone and mass? And . . . clothing?”

“Skin and hair tone, body shape, yeah. Can’t change my mass. When I’m bigger, I’m lighter. Skinny cuss like this, I’m dense. As far as clothing goes, well, I can’t change that. Only myself.”

“Wait, are you naked?” Bishop was aghast.

Nobody Special looked at his hands and smiled. “This kid was working at the sandwich shop where I got lunch. He had a good look, so I took it. Brushed his hand when he gave me change and he went into my bank.”

“Forever?” Jingshen asked.

“Nah. Once I change out of this form, I’ll lose it unless I touch him again. Don’t worry, I can’t do you again unless I touch you, Rook.” He held up a hand. “High five me?”

“Fuck you.” Rook stepped back, clearly uncomfortable with the shapeshifter’s ability.

“All right, boys. Quit playing with your dicks and let’s get to work. I have a watch, and it says DuraGen should be here in twenty minutes.” Bishop looked around the abandoned factory floor, rife with broken crates and tanks of some kind of sludge that Jingshen thought was probably toxic. “Looks like a great place for a party. Rook and I will get their attention once they show the asset. We’ll keep DuraGen’s goons occupied while the two of you retrieve the asset and stash it in the van.” She grinned a predatory smile. “I would not recommend leaving without us.”

* * *
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“So how about the psycho twins, huh?” Nobody Special asked as he quietly tapped his fingers on the railing. He and Jingshen waited on a catwalk overlooking the main floor. Some enterprising crime lord with a technical bent had spliced into a utility trunk somewhere nearby, allowing a few of the building’s interior lights to function. Most of them were down on the main floor, so Jingshen and Nobody Special were safely hidden in the shadows overhead. “Seems like the Source must really be scraping the bottom to dig up that trash.”

“They hired you, did they not?” Jingshen wished Nobody Special would stop talking. Inane chatter prior to action was an indicator of someone unsure of himself. He’d seen it a thousand times in his life. Men who were all talk had an unfortunate tendency to get those around them killed. It was less of a concern for Jingshen than for most, but he preferred a more professional attitude.

Nobody Special didn’t bite Jingshen’s hook. “You fighting types always think with your fists first. You think you can only solve a problem by punching it until it curls up and dies. Well, there are other ways to win. It takes brains, dude. With a power like mine, you got to be quick on your feet. I’ve talked my way into more places I wasn’t supposed to be than I can count.”

Jingshen sighed. There would be no peace so long as Nobody Special was by his side. If they didn’t have a contract to work together, he might have swept the other man’s legs from under him and tossed him from the catwalk. That would have not only rendered his contract null and void, it would have earned him a black chip from the Source. It would have painted a target on his back. Assassins would find it difficult to collect upon that chip, but the Source had resources to rival the world’s most powerful governments. If there was a parahuman somewhere in the world who could cash in Jingshen’s chip, the Source would find them.

“What’s your gig anyway, man? I saw you grow back your finger so you heal quick. Twins said you’re hard to kill. What else can you do?”

“Be quiet when required,” Jingshen said, hearing the sound of an approaching engine.

“What’s that supposed to—oh shit!” Nobody Special said the last in a whisper as the loading ramp door opened, long-disused bearings squealing in protest. The rising door revealed a black step-van with no windows in the cargo area. A man hopped back into the driver’s seat from the door controls and guided the van into the warehouse. He swung it around in a semicircle so it was pointing back at the open door. Jingshen noted how low the van rode on its suspension and suspected it was armored.

The engine shut down and the back doors opened to release four men in gray jumpsuits with SWAT-style tactical armor vests and headsets. They spread out into a standard cover pattern to maximize their fields of fire without needing to fire toward each other.

Jingshen took note of their Israeli-made submachine guns with their extra-long clips. The guards wouldn’t be shy about spending ammunition if called upon to do so. Their vests would give them a false sense of security that could be exploited. Their smug expressions told him they were already confident in the success of their task.

Nobody Special leaned over, perhaps to whisper something to Jingshen, but with a simple economy of motion, Jingshen placed his finger against Nobody Special’s lips. He wondered briefly if that meant Nobody Special would be able to mimic him at some point in the future, but then returned his attention to the tableau unfolding below them.

The van’s driver didn’t leave his seat, and although Jingshen couldn’t see, he suspected there was someone in the passenger seat as well. That meant six opponents before the peripheral team arrived from DuraGen. If they had a similar security setup, the mercenaries would be solidly outnumbered by a factor of three.

Rook and Bishop should have plenty of playmates, Jingshen thought, and a wry smile crossed his lips. He knew the kind of music they preferred to dance to, and the building might very well not be standing by the time the song finished.

The guards stiffened to high alert as a late-model sedan rolled into the warehouse and stopped several yards away from the van. The driver shut it off and stepped clear. He wore an off-the-rack business suit and yellow-tinted glasses. He had a plastic ID badge clipped to his jacket and immediately went over to the nearest security guard. Three more men exited the sedan, one more in a nearly identical business suit and the other two wearing lab coats.

The security guard checked the driver’s ID badge and apparently liked what he saw, for he pursed his lips into a cab-calling whistle. “It’s all good,” he called. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Open it up,” called the driver.

One of the lab-coated men reached down under the sedan’s steering wheel to pop the trunk release. The click of the latch was loud in the silent warehouse and the trunk lid raised on its own. The sedan faced toward where Jingshen and Nobody Special watched, so neither could see what was in the trunk.

“Cute guns,” said Rook as he stepped out from behind a shipping crate with his antitank gun lowered. “But size matters.”
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Los Angeles, California

Despite their apparent overconfidence, the DuraGen security guards were good. Three out of the four immediately opened fire at Rook. The fourth didn’t have a chance because Rook fired his antitank gun and the shell blew the guard into stew.

“Holy shit!” Nobody Special gasped.

Bullets ricocheted off Rook’s armor and resistant skin. He laughed as the guards emptied their clips at him. “Kinda tickles!” he crowed.

A crackling wedge of energy punched through a guard’s torso as Bishop appeared behind him. She raised him up on her naginata, then flung him away like a jai alai player hurling a ball with a cesta. His smoldering torso added the sweet stink of charred flesh to the reek of gun smoke.

“Go, go, go!” one of the two remaining guards shouted, and the suits and lab coats ran for the sedan.

Jingshen leaped off the catwalk. He rolled with the impact but a twenty-five foot drop was still a twenty-five foot drop, and both his legs shattered on the concrete floor. It wasn’t the worst pain he’d felt, but it still hurt and he wound up on his back, staring up into the overhead lights. Rook fired his cannon again, taking down another security guard. Blood sprayed through the air, crimson mist floating like clouds in front of the sun.

“Ow! Son of a bitch!” Bishop’s naginata went flying as a bullet struck the blade and she lost her grip on it. She pulled her pistol and put a bullet between the fourth guard’s eyes.

Jingshen rolled onto his stomach, breathing hard with the effort, and started dragging himself toward the sedan as the engine roared. His leg bones were already knitting back together and with every inch he advanced he gained a little more mobility. He didn’t worry about them healing crooked; his body knew its proper shape and would continue repairing itself until it was achieved.

“Stop them, Rook,” Bishop shouted. “And don’t damage the goddamn package!”

Rook put a shell into the sedan’s engine compartment, sending shrapnel in all directions, cutting Jingshen’s face. The suits and lab coat guys spilled out of the ruined car, pistols out and firing with more enthusiasm than aim.

The van driver floored the accelerator and made for the exit. Bishop sprang at the door, trying to grab hold, but her fingers slipped. “Shit!”

Jingshen pulled his legs up beneath him, feeling the last bones work themselves back to whole. He pulled the sticks from his back and took down one of the suits with precise blows delivered to kidney, collar bone, and temple. He spun into a leg sweep and knocked one of the lab coat men off his feet. His legs didn’t hurt at all as he sprang into the air, one leg raised high. He dropped a solid axe kick onto the lab coat’s rib cage, breaking everything from sternum to spine.

Rook pointed his cannon at the van and pulled the trigger but nothing happened. He looked stupidly down at his gun while Bishop screamed at him. A sound that began as a soft pop and ended with breaking glass made the van’s steering wobble and it bumped against the edge of the exit door. The horn made a discordant drone and the engine stalled.

Almost as an afterthought, Bishop shot the last suit and lab coat guy while Rook was still trying to un-jam his gun.

Jingshen looked up toward the catwalks and saw a dark-skinned figure in the shadows, holstering his pistol. He nodded toward Nobody Special and wiped away the shrapnel his skin had pushed out of his face. The tiny pieces of metal tinkled against the concrete floor, almost inaudible over the persistent blare of the step-van’s horn.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SOLRIERS
FOR Iil\‘l:.

.Qg\'

\ &ﬁm






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





