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	This book is dedicated to George Canfield.

	 

	You may be an asshole, but you’re our asshole!

	You’re never one to sugar coat.

	Because of that, we’re all better off having you in our lives.

	Even when I disagree with what you’re saying,

	I promise I’ll always make a point to listen.

	



	

Thank you for purchasing this book. Your support is what allows me to do what I love.

	 

	The Pandora Gambit is unlike any other book I’ve written. I can’t tell you how happy I am that so many people have enjoyed it.

	When I started writing this story, I was a little concerned it wouldn’t have the kind of following it deserves. It wasn’t a story issue. That flows nicely considering the style I decided to go with. It was more a concern that this isn’t your traditional urban fantasy. Vampires and werewolves have flooded the market for urban fantasy books. I didn’t want this to be another casualty in that war. Moreover, I didn’t want to contribute to what I feel is an already over populated niche. Instead, I wanted a low-fantasy, low-magic, epic set in modern day. I believe I achieved that. At the very least, if it didn’t happen in this installment, it has plenty of room to grow.

	 

	Again, thank you for purchasing, and please leave a review. They help us more than you know.

	 

	Additionally, if you’d like exclusive access to a free book, please consider subscribing to my newsletter at, http://eepurl.com/dxRUvL
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Chapter 1

	Pandora’s Box

	 

	 

	A gentle breeze blew across the open top of the silver-flaked, red Maserati. It sat in an empty lot overlooking the bay. It’d been a long night and Ray Bradley hadn’t gone home yet. He leaned against the polished hood, feeling the bright sunlight upon his face. Taking a bite of his burger, a static-buzz echoed from the driver’s seat. Glancing over his shoulder, he anticipated what was to follow.

	A distorted voice came through along with several loud pops. “Code-Thirty. Shots fired at Bayshore Drive and 91st Terrace. Officer down. Requesting immediate assistance!”

	“All units converge on location!” A woman’s voice replied.

	“So much for lunch.” Ray tossed his partially eaten burger into a trash bin that had been chained to an angled palm tree. Running his hands along his tan suit jacket, he ensured any crumbs that may have clung to him were dislodged. Opening the door, he tossed the radio into the passenger’s seat and jumped in, firing up the engine.

	Tires squealed as he shifted into reverse and backed out of the lot. Working the clutch, he found first gear and hit the gas. The car accelerated without flaw, climbing through the gears. Weaving between cars, Ray glanced at the speedometer. The red needle sat idle at seventy-two. She had plenty of pedal left, but there was no telling when one of these idiots would turn into him, and time was of the essence, meaning there was none for an accident. Cutting the wheel, he blew through a red light, missing a garbage truck by two car lengths. Plenty of time to get out of the way. Smiling his contempt, Ray melded into the car. She handled like a dream. And he would do everything he could to protect her. Technically speaking, it wasn’t his. It was on loan, courtesy of the Miami Vice Police Department. Ray Bradley was a police sergeant in the narcotics division. And in Miami you had to look the part if you were going to play the game. 

	Seeing the light ahead, Ray hoped it would change before he reached it. Traffic was too heavy. He’d have to slow and wait if it didn’t. To his fortune, it shifted from red to green just as he arrived. The car leaned hard, tilting against the suspension. Tires gripping, she slid around the corner of 72nd and onto Biscayne Boulevard without breaking traction. Again, he pressed the accelerator, passing cars left and right. In no time, he reached his turn onto 88th and stair stepped the last couple miles to 91st Terrace.

	Flashing red and blue lights illuminated the distance. He was close enough now, he’d have to play it careful. He couldn’t risk being seen by any of his contacts. At least not in an official capacity. He’d seen many TV shows make that mistake. Yet nobody ever recognized them. Real life didn’t work that way. Of course, real criminals didn’t want anything to do with the cops either. But that didn’t mean they didn’t watch what was happening just like everybody else. An undercover cop being seen at a crime scene was a death warrant on these streets. Everybody was connected. All it took was one scumbag to recognize you and the game would be over. That was the day you retire and hope you made it home. But most never made it that far.

	Ray flew across 10th Avenue. The entire right side of the street was stacked with metal shipping containers. He knew the area well. Smugglers were notorious for hiding their product among import goods. The trick was getting a line on where and when. More often than not the goods hit the street, leaving them to clean up the mess after the fact. It made the job harder, but that was part of it. Nobody ever went undefeated in this line of work. 

	Whipping the car sideways, Ray slid onto an asphalt roadway between two stacks of containers. Following the road, he dodged a large forklift hauling what appeared to be a yacht that had been wrapped in thick, white plastic. Correcting, he continued on, drawing ever closer to the scene. Searching the gaps between containers, he pulled into an empty space and turned the engine off. He’d have a short walk before he could see what was happening, but at least his cover would remain intact. 

	Pushing the button on the key fob, the trunk popped open. Stripping his sports coat, Ray laid it over the trunk lid, seeing the Huntsman label on the inner liner. He was pleased they’d spared no expense on his image. If only there were a few more choices available. Ray unscrewed the spare tire cover and removed the false bottom. Careful to keep any grease or dirt from marring him. He stuck his hand into the compartment and secured his badge. It was dangerous keeping it with him, but in instances such as these, the good guys needed to know how to identify their own. Placing the chain necklaced badge around his neck, he gently laid his jacket with the loose cover and closed the trunk. 

	Machine gun fire drew his attention. Peeking between the metal containers, Ray could see the glow of police lights. An officer lay in the street beside his squad car. A pool of red formed beneath him. More gunshots echoed. Moving to a better vantage point, Ray searched for the shooter. It obviously wasn’t the cops. They typically didn’t use machine guns. Stepping to the edge, he glanced around the corner. There was a wide section that would allow him full view of the standoff. But that also meant he would be in full view of them. An idea came to mind. Reaching into his pocket, Ray pulled his smart phone. Turning on the camera, he swiped the screen, swapping to selfie mode. Pinching the image, it zoomed briefly. He stuck it past the threshold, angling so he could watch the screen. Ray studied the relayed image, hoping to see anything that would help him end this, and allow his brothers in blue the chance to go home to their families. 

	An old van, painted two-tone between light and dark brown, sat diagonally across the street, blocking both lanes. The rear doors were open and what appeared to be a blue plastic drum had fallen out. There were a couple bullet holes in the barrel and a syrup-thick liquid pooled on the blacktop. It appeared bright red. Too bright for blood. Angling the phone, Ray saw several more drums in the back of the van. “What’s so important about those barrels that’s worth dying for?” He asked himself. Movement caught his attention. On the far side of the van a masked face passed the front passenger window.

	A man stepped from behind the open rear door and squeezed off several shots into the defensively positioned squad cars.

	The police ducked behind their engines, hoping to avoid any stray bullets.

	No sooner than the cops ducked, the man took cover behind the van and made his way back toward the front.

	Ray knew he had only a moment. It was risky but if it ended the situation quicker, it was worth it. Tucking his phone away, he drew his pistol and took aim at the passenger window. The nickel-plated Colt felt good in his hand. The wood grips had been custom made for him. And the sights had been upgraded to fiber optics. 

	As expected, the man passed into view. Taking aim, Ray exhaled and squeezed the trigger. His target hit the ground. Ray watched him for a moment from beneath the van. He hadn’t moved. Feeling he’d been in the open too long, Ray took cover behind the container and retrieved his phone. Positioning it so he could see the officers, he counted at least five dead, and another few injured. This area should have been swarming by now. Where the hell was everybody?

	A few cops peeked over their hoods, noticing the lack of gunfire. Seeing the gunman laying in the street, they cautiously moved forward. Another burst of machine gun fire sent them running for cover. One of the officers was hit, unable to get to safety.

	Ray watched from the safety of his phone. The second gunman didn’t take any chances. No sooner than the officer hit the ground, another burst of bullets tore into his prone body, ensuring he wouldn’t get up. This had to end. He tried to get a view of the gunner but couldn’t see him. The angle of the bullets suggested he was ahead of the van and to the right. There was no way to get a clear shot from here. He’d have to move along the side of the container, or try to get a shot off between the stacks. The latter was going to be next to impossible considering the last pair he’d seen that weren’t pressed tightly together was four stacks down. He’d narrowly been able to see the brick wall across the street through that one, let alone the action. Taking a deep breath, Ray ensured his badge was visible. It was a great risk he was taking, but he seemed to be the only one in position to take it. Tucking his phone away, Ray stepped out and cautiously walked along the dinged, red container, keeping his back as close to it as possible. He only hoped the cops didn’t shoot him on sight. Such would be his luck.

	Reaching the far end, Ray spun, surveying the scene from behind his firearm. He recalled where he believed the shooter to be. He just had to find him before they found him. From here, Ray noticed the van had crashed into another car. A white Volkswagen Golf it appeared. Steam rose from the hood, and the side of the van was marred in places and scuffed white. The angle of the VW was off. There was no way it was a side collision. The van had run straight into it, creating a T-bone scenario. Ray could now see where the white paint came from. A squad car sat to his left, mangled around a tree. Those were the lights he’d seen during his approached. Evidence suggested the van was fleeing pursuit. When the squad car got beside it, the driver turned into it, trying to bump it off the road. When that didn’t work, they opened fire. He could see the bullet holes in the passenger side of the mangled cop car. There was a good chance the driver was hit and killed before his car ran into the tree. Inadvertently, it was the Volkswagen that had stopped the van.

	The clicks of a freshly loaded firearm echoed from across the street. Ray knew what was coming next. He was either going to be in perfect position to end this, or he would be the first to die in this volley of bullets. It would all depend on his speed and accuracy. 

	The gunman stepped from between two buildings, gun in front of him, its aim tied to his stance. Turning on foot, he positioned to fire upon the cops. He had to keep them distracted long enough for backup to arrive. That was the only way they were going to get the shipment out of here before the humans had a chance to discover what it was. It was best they didn’t know. From the corner of his eye, he saw a man across the street, aimed and ready to fire. He wore a blue, button-up shirt, and tan suit pants. The sleeves were rolled about the elbows. His appearance didn’t say cop, but the badge hanging around his neck sure did. It was too late. He hadn’t counted on him being there, having picked up where his dead companion left off. It was strange. He didn’t even know the dead man’s name. That wasn’t part of the job. It didn’t matter. He’d made a mistake. And for that his kind was going to have troubling days ahead.

	Ray saw his chance. His heart raced within his chest. The gunman had looked right at him from beneath the black ski mask. All he had to do was pull the trigger and he’d be no more. But he hadn’t. The gunman had passed him over and taken aim on the cops. It was now or never. He couldn’t risk giving the man another chance. And a wounding shot wouldn’t disable the threat, let alone protect his cover. Ray felt his firearm kick, ejecting the spent casing. He could almost watch the bullet fly across the street toward its target. It struck with perfect precision. The gunman collapsed where he stood, dropping his weapon. 

	Ray scanned the area. He needed to be certain the threat was eliminated, but he couldn’t rightly walk out in the open. There were bound to be witnesses all over the place. Last thing he needed was to be recognized. Retrieving his phone, he dialed from memory. He couldn’t risk saving the number into the device. Such a mistake could cost his life. Money was the voice of this city. And money could buy nearly everything. Phone records, testimonies, illegal firearms. You name it, there was always someone to sell it. Instead, they’d gone a simpler route. Google was one of many companies that had a phone forwarding feature. You could set up a new number that was forwarded to your personal or business line. It was a cheap and easy way of having a second, unlisted, and unidentified number, without having to go through the hassle of setting it up with the phone company. Additionally, since the signal bounced, hackers had a slightly more difficult time of locking the ownership down. 

	“Anderson.” An aged voice answered on the other end.

	“Captain, Ray Bradley here. I responded to this 245-B, officer down. I’ve eliminated two suspects. I believe the situation is contained but I cannot verify.”

	“Understood Sergeant. What’s the 11-40?”

	“Multiple dead, multiple wounded. I’d advise locking down the area and doing a full sweep during cleanup. We also need to get forensics down here. The suspects were hauling barrels of something. At least one barrel is leaking onto the street.”

	“10-4, Sergeant. The officers on site can handle it from here. Go home and get some rest. I’ll collect your official report from the night drop.”

	“Understood, Captain.”
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	The station house had a steady flow of traffic. A digital clock hung from the wall over the Captain’s door. It currently read 11:21 in bright red numbers. A plastic palm tree sat beside the window, swaying gently in the light breeze airing out the building. A row of three connected chairs sat on the other side, occupied by a single man dressed in baggy street clothes and a blue baseball cap.

	“Bradley, get in here!” Captain Anderson called from his office.

	Ray pulled himself from the plastic seat. He adjusted his hat in an attempt to protect his identity. It didn’t do much, but obscurity was all he could hope for. He already missed the feel of the silk shirts and expensive suits. It was a life style he’d never expected to find himself in. Yet the last three months had shown him a world previously unknown. Before that he was a simple kid, a few years out of the academy. His time in the army had taught him the majority of the tactical skills, but it left something to be desired with normal human interaction. He didn’t much care for people. And being a cop didn’t help matters. Spending day in and day out surrounded by the scum of the earth kept him looking over his shoulder. Everybody was a suspect until proven otherwise. It made having a private life extremely difficult. At least when he wasn’t working. While on the job, he had little difficulty. It was an acting game. He’d found it difficult to play the role at first. But it got easier. After a while the lines blurred and being morally indifferent became a tool to stay alive. Playing a criminal was different than actually being one. Sure, he had to break a few laws here and there. But they were sanctioned by the department. Beforehand or after made little difference, though before was preferred. There wasn’t always time to get approval before the proverbial shit hit the fan. Criminals were often sporadic, heat of the moment types. They may have had a plan in motion, but they were known to change it at the last minute in an attempt to root out any leaks that may have developed in their systems. It kept the cops off their backs and let them know if they had a traitor in their ranks. If a warehouse got raided when the shipment was scheduled to be picked up, but the cops arrived to an empty location because the product had already been moved, there was bound to be some paranoia. Like everything else, it was a tool.

	Stepping into the medium sized office, Ray noticed a large man sitting against the wall. He was gruff looking. Strong jaw line, thick arms threatening to tear out the stitched seams of his sleeves. Knowing nothing about the man’s intelligence, his appearance led to a single term. Brute, was the first to come to mind. Ray closed the wood and glass door and turned to face his captain, refusing to take a seat. “Yes, Sir?”

	“I got the lab results back from that shoot out the other day. The liquid found in those barrels had high levels of something that resembles a mix between cocaine and opium, but neither narcotic could be found. In fact, the samples were void of any known narcotic. I think we may be looking at a new chemical compound. I sent the report to the DEA, CDC, and the Bureau of Narcotics. Which brings me to my next point.”

	The man sitting against the wall stood and straightened his suit jacket. The wool had been stretched, creating a patchy mixture of light and dark gray threads. He cupped one meaty hand over the other and rested them together in front of his waist.

	“Sergeant, meet Special Agent William Crumble from the DEA. Apparently, this new drug hit the streets of Chicago pretty hard. They’re calling it Pandora. Agent Crumble is here to keep the same thing from happening to our city.”

	Ray turned to face the large man. He seemed even bigger now that he was standing. “Nice to meet you, Agent. It’ll be good to have some outside assistance for a change.” Ray shook his hand, dwarfed by comparison.

	“Actually, Sergeant, this is his investigation. And since you’re already in position to get a lead on where it’s coming from, you get to help him.”

	“What?” Ray glanced from the brute to Captain Anderson, and back again. “Captain, you can’t expect me to play babysitter for this guy. Look at him. He could pass for hired muscle, sure. But nobody’s gonna make a deal with a bodyguard. He’s a nobody. People don’t talk to nobodies.”

	“This isn’t a request, Sergeant. This case just became your top priority. Do whatever it takes to keep this crap off our streets!”

	 


Chapter 2

	Brothers in Arms

	 

	 

	A light layer of frost had settled on the ground. The late-autumn air was cold but not freezing. Rattling tin could be heard in the steady breeze, wrapping its way around any lip, edge, or opening it could find. A long runway rested between several large hanger warehouses. Lights beamed into the sky from either side, doing little more than marking the sides. Across from the only warehouse that remained lit, despite the decommissioning of the site six months prior, a unit of soldiers waited in the shadows. They were spread out, two to four men per team. Nearly twenty in total, each holding position, watched the surrounding entrances while awaiting orders.

	“Team Two. I’ve got eyes on target.”

	“Copy that, Team Two. Stand fast. Go on my mark.”

	A blue glow hit the side of the surrounded building, spotlighting the rusted tin siding comprising the outer wall. The lights trailed the entire side of the building and turned, revealing the LED headlights on a stretched Lincoln Navigator. The glossy black paint reflected the street lamps outside the yard. Turning in front of the hanger, the large bay door on the front-center wall slowly raised, illuminating the gravel roadway outside. A small white and blue jet showed through the partially open door, resting idle on the far side of the largely empty warehouse. Several men dressed in suits, stood guard inside the door. A collection of others waited near a folding table not far from the jet. The Navigator turned and pulled into the building, the door closing as soon as it was clear.

	“That’s our cue. Team Four, move when ready. Eliminate any resistance you encounter.”

	Crum squeezed the pistol grip of his MP5. The sling was wrapped tight around his left bicep, holding the weapon at the ready. He wore black tactical clothing and his chest was enwrapped in heavy body armor. He watched the steam roll from his breath in the cool night air. There was no doubt his fingers would be numb if not for the reinforced gloves protecting them. This was a raid. And while he’d undergone them before, he was still nervous. In a few moments hell was going to break loose, and he’d be at ground zero.

	“You ready, partner?”

	Crum made eye contact. Wright was nearly as tall as him, but had substantially less muscle. It wasn’t his fault really. Elves were naturally less stocky. They also weren’t known for being friendly toward orcs. But that didn’t stop their partnership from becoming more than a working relationship. Crum nodded. “Let’s do this.”

	Wright pressed the com button mounted to his armor. “Team Four, going in.” He and Crum darted across the alleyway, moving into position beside the wall the limo had bright-lighted moments earlier. He gave the signal, watching another team step from shadow and disappear around the corner.

	Ensuring Wright was on point, Crum released his weapon, letting the sling catch it. Removing one of his gloves, he ran his bare hand along the tin siding. It was easy enough to see the interior runners. All you had to do was follow the row of screw-heads. Finding the wall supports themselves would prove somewhat more difficult. But the cold would help with that. The heat inside the warehouse would warm the metal where there was no brace. Now all he had to do was find the cold spots and avoid them. Quickly mapping out his entry point, Crum pulled a roll of thick tape from his pocket and pressed it against the siding. He marked a large rectangle, ensuring the corners overlapped. Leaving a few inches on the bottom points, he removed a small detonator from his pocket and pulled the pre-cut insulation to expose bare wire. Attaching one wire to each tail, he took a few steps back, replaced his glove, and gripped his weapon. Nodding to Wright, he readied to push the button.

	Returning his focus to the shadows, Wright activated his com once again. “Team Four, ready and waiting.”

	“Team Six, ready and waiting.”

	“Team Three, ready and waiting.”

	Each team sounded off. After a moment of silence, the ear bud transmitted again.

	“All teams enter on three— two— one.”

	A snap echoed from inside the box and the tape exploded, melting the metal in an instant. Wasting no time, Crum dropped the spent detonator and slammed his shoulder into the loose siding. It fell inward. He rushed through the entry point, chucking a cylinder across the room.

	Several metal canisters skated along the smooth concrete floor. White smoke billowed from each one, obscuring vision. Several rapid pops echoed all around, their location signaled only by muzzle flash.

	Seeing one of the suited figures to the left, not fully enveloped in smoke, Crum took aim and squeezed the trigger. His weapon fired in rapid succession, vibrating in his hand. The figure hit the ground. A roar echoed to his right. It only took a minute to realize someone had started the jet. The smoke began to fade, rapidly being pulled through the massive engines mounted behind each of the side wings. “Wright, the plane!” Crum signaled and charged toward it. He didn’t know how it was going to get out. The hanger doors were closed. But someone started the engine. They had to have some escape plan, even if their only option was to bust through. For all he knew they had a remote opener in the cockpit. Bullets whizzed by, narrowly missing him. 

	Three armed suits stood at the bottom of the steps leading to the sealed door on the side of the jet. Each was aimed and ready to kill. 

	Pointing his own weapon, Crum fired. One dropped. He took aim at a second and squeezed the trigger. A single round expelled, and his weapon clicked empty, refusing to cock. That was it. He’d forgotten to track his ammunition. Now he was staring down two low-born elves, no stronger than fifth generation, and he was out of ammo. It was a hell of a way to go, but it was his mistake. Closing his eyes, expecting the worst, two pops echoed behind him and the suits dropped. Crum glanced over his shoulder to find Wright standing behind him. He hadn’t yet lowered his weapon. “Thanks, brother.”

	Wright nodded and darted to the left, disappearing into the fading smoke.

	Squeezing the lever behind the magazine, Crum pulled it free and stuffed it in his cargo pocket. Locking the action back, he slammed another mag into place and released the bolt to reload his weapon. Moving toward the jet, the engines began to balance out, signifying it was ready to move. He had to hurry. If they got away there was no telling where they’d turn up next. Glancing toward the Navigator, the lights were still on and the doors were open. Whoever was in it had already made their move, likely aboard the plane. Only now did he realized just how much of the smoke had been dispersed. Little more than a light haze remained in the air. But that would work to his advantage. Most of the suits had fallen, leaving a few near the door and however many were in the jet. But he had to keep it from leaving. Crum glanced to the ceiling above the hanger door. Two large motors hung from steel frames. A drive rod extended out the sides, adjoining both. Twin sprockets were secured beside each door track. And a thick chain ran from the sprockets to a smaller one near the top of the door. Perhaps if he could disable the motors, he could trap the jet. Taking aim, Crum fired. Bullets tore through the case and sparks danced around the frame. They disappeared long before hitting the ground. Doing the same to the second motor, he returned his attention to the jet. It was beginning to roll. He had to act fast. Shooting it was out of the question. He couldn’t risk an explosion. That would vaporize the drug and was likely to infect upwards of twelve city-blocks, depending on how far the wind carried it. Crum searched for anything he could use. The warehouse was nearly empty. Whatever they’d stored here had clearly already been loaded on the plane, likely the drug. Only a few wooden pallets remained against the side wall. Those wouldn’t do him much good, unless— He had an idea. Inspecting the folding table, he was pleased to see it wasn’t one of the flimsy plastic ones. This one had some girth. It had a thick wooden top, and the frame and legs were metal. If that wouldn’t do the trick, he didn’t know what would. Dropping his weapon, caught by the nylon strap attached to him, Crum lifted the table overhead and carried it toward the left side turbine. He’d thought about throwing the table into the blades. But there was no guarantee he’d be able to throw it straight, even if it would fit. There was also no guarantee the blades wouldn’t just kick it back out. It could hit him and that wouldn’t help anyone. There was also the matter of blowing it up, which could result in the aforementioned problem. Instead, it was commonly known that turbine engines required large amounts of air to function. That meant all he had to do was restrict the air flow. Heaving the table, Crum slammed the flat top over the air intake and held fast, hoping it would do the trick. 

	It took little more than the gesture for the engine to suck the table tight against it, covering the intake completely. The turbine began to growl from lack of air. 
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