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CHAPTER ONE

 

“You don’t talk a lot.”

Mr. Johnson’s voice was tight. Mr. Johnson wasn’t his name, of course. Every corp contact or person that hired a shadow-runner used that cover name, or one similarly innocuous.

Hawke looked at the man. “Compared to whom?”

Mr. Johnson stared at him for a moment. “For someone in your business. I just thought you’d talk more.”

Hawke sighed and shifted on the booth seat. He was nearly two meters tall barefoot and weighed about 120 kilos. The legroom in Tang’s Rice and Noodle Bar hadn’t been designed with him in mind, but he was better off than the trolls. Hawke shaved his head and kept his face clean. Rangy and athletic, he stood out in a street full of skells, but his hooded duster blunted the hard lines and shadowed his face. His swarthy skin color came from his Cuban mother, but his green eyes were a gift from his Irish father.

Mr. Johnson was a typical youngblood corp exec. He was in his thirties, which meant he’d never rise much above his current station, and one day he’d be cannon fodder for the megacorp he served. He didn’t have any kind of edge to him, and seemed more defensive than proactive. He had a good manicure, but he’d ragged his nails recently. Crusty blood lined the nail beds of the index and middle fingers on his left hand.

The man’s smooth-shaven face and gelled black hair reflected the neon gleam penetrating the front window of Tang’s in Santa Fe’s Old Town District. His stylish suit was well cared for, but it was heavy with body armor and hung wrong as he sat in the booth. It had been cut to conceal the protection while standing, further marking him as disposable. A guy didn’t pull down the big cred while standing—unless he had a pistol in his fist.

Tang’s was a low-rent place, but had plenty of space for its clientele to spread out among the booths and tables. Security was at a minimum, but the hidden high-tech and the experienced wait staff could sniff out a Lone Star SWAT team a mile away. By the time the cops arrived, every runner in the place would have vanished in the maze of alleys around the joint.

Southwest turquoises and yellows warred with Japanese reds and blacks in the color scheme, barely holding back the dark night outside the window overlooking the street. Two female bartenders kept drinks flowing, along with endless chatter, but Hawke knew both women were heavily cybered. They moved like they were articulated with ball bearings. The vidcams were equipped with Saeder-Krupp 20mm miniguns. Seasoned fragrances rolled from the kitchen in the back of the house.

The high menu prices included the security, and were well worth the investment.

“Despite this.” Hawke tapped the innocuous Mitsuhama Computer Technologies white noise generator sitting on the table. “We’re not here to talk. You’re here to offer me a run. I’m here to decide whether I want it. If there’s not enough cred involved, I walk away. If I don’t like the run, I walk away. If the run is something I don’t think I can do, I walk away.”

In the darkness slashed by neon, Mr. Johnson hung on every word.

“If I think you’re setting me up,” Hawke said in that same flat, matter-of-fact voice, “I kill you and I walk away.”

Mr. Johnson leaned back.

“Is there anything else you’d like to discuss?” Hawke asked.

“Not really,” Mr. Johnson said, then shook his head. “No.”

“Okay.”

Mr. Johnson reached into his jacket too fast, caught himself, and moved slower. “I’ve got a credstick I was instructed to give you.”

“Sure.” Hawke kept the Raecor Sting holdout pistol concealed in his big hand. The small weapon fired flechettes that could destroy the man’s face or throat across the table.

His hand trembling slightly, showing how new he was to the assignment, Mr. Johnson laid the credstick on the table. “It’s got five thousand nuyen on it. Just for listening to me. Like we agreed.”

“All right.” The upfront payment was one of the main reasons Hawke had agreed to the meet. Showing up and walking away for that much cred was a null-brainer.

“Don’t you want to check it?” Mr. Johnson waved at the slot set up in the table.

“No.” Slotting the credstick might confirm the available balance, but it might also alert any neighborhood chipheads looking for their next Better-Than-Life download that he had an open credstick on him, not one attached to a System Identification Number. Since he didn’t have an official SIN, most of Hawke’s work tended to be cred and carry.

“You trust me.”

“No. If the cred’s not there, I find you again. And then we don’t have a nice meeting.”

Mr. Johnson hooked a finger into his shirt collar and pulled.

“The run,” Hawke reminded him. He was growing restless. Any meeting with a Mr. Johnson that took longer than two minutes was a minute and a half too long. They hooked up just to swap info and cred, not life stories.

“There’s someone down in Aztlan we’d like you to . . . recruit,” Mr. Johnson said.

“This person willing to be recruited?”

“I don’t know.”

“Snatching someone against their will costs more.” Hawke had “liberated” corp assets in the past. Often those assets were human or metahuman. Some wanted to change corps, others didn’t. Hawke tried to stay away from the “recruitments” involving unwilling participants, because handling outside pressure was hard enough without dealing with internal pressure as well.

Mr. Johnson slid a datachip in a protective case across the tabletop to Hawke. “Everything you need to know is there.”

Hawke made no move to take it. “Is the recruit corp-connected?”

“My understanding is that the recruit is subcontracted and working on a special project somewhere in Aztlan. I don’t know the exact location.”

“How special is the project?”

“The corp the recruit is working for has no idea of the project’s real worth.” Mr. Johnson let out a tense breath. “That’s all I know.”

Hawke believed the man. A disposable Mr. Johnson wouldn’t be given any substantial information. Hawke picked up the datachip and snugged it into a special case designed to negate GPS tracking and RFID pings. For all intents and purposes, to anyone following the datachip through the Matrix, it had just dropped into a black hole.

Unless they had better Matrix-ware than he did.

“Are you taking the assignment?” Mr. Johnson asked.

Hawke slipped the case into his pocket and rose, towering over the smaller man. “Is there a comm address where I can reach you in the data?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then I’ll let you know.” Movement reflected in the window alerted Hawke that three men were converging on him. Recognizing one of them immediately, he knew he was looking at trouble.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Slowly, Hawke turned to face the three new arrivals.

“Hoi, Hawke,” Deckard said with a cold smile. The expression pulled his broad face into a grim rictus that exposed the huge canine teeth jutting up from his massive lower jaw. “Long time, no see.”

Standing nearly two and a half meters tall, Deckard was huge. Corded muscle coiled over his broad troll body and his cyber additions on his arms and face picked up the neon gleam. Silver hoops hung from his pointed ears. His massive horns curved back over his head, flanking the scarlet mohawk between them. His beard was scarlet now as well. Natural dermal bone deposits created a bumpy landscape on his harsh face.

He wore a tight, sleeveless, armored leather jacket to show off his bulging biceps and his cyberware. Ridged armored pants encased his legs and slid down into heavy combat boots. He carried a matched set of Ares Predator IVs holstered at his hips like an Old West gunslinger.

Two other similarly clad and equipped trolls stood on either side of Deckard.

“Do we have biz?” Hawke asked in a quiet voice.

“Not you and me,” Deckard replied, looming over him. “The biz we had between us is over. You made that clear.”

Hawke waited, because the troll made no move to stand aside.

“I came to make you a deal, Mr. Johnson,” Deckard said, still focusing on Hawke.

“I—I don’t know you.” Mr. Johnson looked sick and nervous. He cowered back in his seat.

Deckard grinned. “No reason you should. Hawke don’t give a lot of credit to the chummers he works with. Claims all the glory for himself. But he ain’t always the one that gets things done.”

The glory Hawke recognized was staying alive in the shadows without hitting too many megacorp radars. There were jobs a runner claimed, and there were ones that he walked away from if he didn’t want to get skragged. Deckard didn’t understand that concept. For the troll, it was all about the cred. Greed overrode good sense too often.

“I worked with Hawke,” Deckard said. “Provided firepower on some of the runs he took on. Pulled his fat out of the fire on a few occasions. Fact is, I’m better than him. Whoever you’re representing, you’re better off hiring me.”

Hawke felt Mr. Johnson’s eyes on him, but he didn’t turn around. Deckard was dangerous.

“I’m not authorized to talk with anyone else regarding this matter,” Mr. Johnson said. “Hawke was mentioned by name. My employers want him.”

Deckard scowled at that. “Good thing you gave Hawke that open credstick and the datachip then, isn’t it? I have those, we’re in biz. You can tell your corp overseers that you upgraded the service, maybe get yourself a promotion. We’ll renegotiate the price when I’m ready.”

Hawke smiled at that and brought his wired reflexes online. The neural boosters and adrenaline stimulators implanted throughout his body ignited, and the world around him suddenly slowed down.

“Hawke?” Mr. Johnson asked, his voice echoing a little strangely now that it sounded so slow, and Hawke could hear the distinct intonations. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“Deckard’s trying to hijack my run,” Hawke said. “We worked together a few times.”

“We were partners,” the troll growled.

“I don’t do partners.” Hawke had to work hard to keep his speech slowed to normal speed. His fight or flight instinct was on full alert, hammering at his mind and body. He was so jacked up now he could barely stay on top of it. He was chaos incarnate, just waiting to explode.

“Hawke dissed me,” Deckard said. “Thought he could use me and lose me like a joytoy after the ride was over.” He glared at the big man. “Well, we see how that worked out, don’t we?”

“Our biz was finished,” Hawke said. “We could have done more biz in the future.”

“Really? Were you planning on pulling me into this?”

“I don’t know what this is.” Hawke knew he should have departed Santa Fe after finishing the runs with Deckard. The troll had gotten too proprietary, wanted to lead instead of be led. Hawke had no intention of letting that happen.

“What this is,” Deckard said, “is mine. Hand over the credstick and the datachip. I’ll let you walk away.”

“You can’t do that,” Mr. Johnson said, rising from the table to stand by Hawke.

Hawke didn’t respond, but he was surprised and a little respectful of the guy’s reaction. It also meant whoever was employing him was powerful—and cutthroat.

Mr. Johnson frowned at the troll. “The corp I represent won’t do biz like that. They’ll scuttle this assignment.”

Deckard shrugged. “Don’t make any difference to me. I get the info on that datachip, I bet there’s another corp out there willing to pay to play. Or maybe just to find out what’s on that chip.”

Several of Tang’s patrons had stealthily slipped away from them. Hawke knew the miniguns were trained on their table, too.

“Or maybe,” Hawke said quietly, “the corp behind Mr. Johnson will put a contract out on you and your little buddies.”

The two trolls backing Deckard looked at each other. Street samurai weren’t always the brightest in the bunch, tending to deal in brawn and more brawn. Just like Deckard. Only Deckard had a few conniving bones and some larcenous marrow thrown in as well.

“Biz is biz,” Deckard said. “They want it, they’ll deal with me.”

And that probably was the bottom line. A corp needed someone to run through the shadows, and they couldn’t get caught with dirty hands. The corp might just walk away from the whole thing, and the datachip didn’t have anything on it to tie them to the run.

Everyone could possibly get away clean.

Except for Hawke. Deckard would let people know that he’d backed down, and word would get out. And the shadows carried word—rumor, truth, whatever—at cybersonic speed.

“Give me the datachip,” Deckard demanded.

Hawke reached into his jacket with his left hand, taking out the datachip with his forefinger and thumb. He still held the palmed Raecor Sting in his left hand as well, and manipulated the chip with practiced dexterity. Deckard saw the protective case and focused on it.

Hawke squeezed the Sting, and tiny, razor-sharp flechettes pinged out through the abbreviated barrel between his second and third fingers.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

The initial burst of metal slivers destroyed Deckard’s right eye. That one was—had been—still organic. The razored shards reduced the orb to a gelatinous mass of blood and ocular fluids that streamed down the troll’s uneven cheek.

Deckard screamed and clapped a hand to his ruined eye. He staggered back a couple steps, bumping into the trolls behind him. Both of them already had weapons in their fists.

Hawke spun and grabbed Mr. Johnson by his jacket lapels. Hoisting the man off his feet, he threw him through the transplas window. Hawke followed as the miniguns inside the restaurant opened fire on the table.

His cloaked duster was guaranteed up to 20mm rounds, but that just prevented penetration. The hydrostatic shock—the impact of bullets actually striking an organic target—still passed through and could damage flesh. Bone could break as well.

Mr. Johnson hit the sidewalk in front of Tang’s and immediately tried to get up. Cursing the man’s stupidity, Hawke pushed off the windowsill toward him, scattering more glass shards. At least one of the minigun rounds or a bullet from an Ares Predator IV slammed between his shoulder blades as he leaped forward, knocking the wind out of him.

Hawke landed on Mr. Johnson, hammering the man to the ground, and croaked with his remaining breath, “Stay down or they’ll kill you!” He hoped Deckard and the trolls had gotten caught in the minigun crossfire.

The street in front of Tang’s emptied quickly. Some of the pedestrians had weapons, but none wanted to buy into a three-troll gunfight. Hawke was thankful for that.

Deckard and a remaining troll leaped through the smashed window and rolled to safety. Both of them got to their knees and raised large handguns. Hawke yanked Mr. Johnson to his feet as both trolls took aim. Time worked against all of them now. Lone Star had undoubtedly been alerted, and cruisers were en route.

Everything around Hawke moved as though mired in quicksand. Mr. Johnson wasn’t able to keep up with his rapid steps that kept them just ahead of Deckard and the other troll’s marksmanship. Hawke half-carried the man, shoving him forward and helping him stay on his feet as well.

They turned the corner and plunged into the relative safety of the dark alley. Hawke shoved Mr. Johnson forward. “Go!”

Terrified, the man ran for his life down the alley.

Hawke paused just inside the entrance, out of sight of Deckard and his partner. The trolls’ feet slammed heavily against the sidewalk. At full wired speed now, Hawke reached into his jacket pocket and took out a small flash-bang grenade, armed it, and curled it inside the crook of his left pinkie.

Reaching behind him, Hawke freed the two katars he wore holstered across his back. The punching daggers elongated as sections guided by electronic memory clicked into place. Both weapons had H-patterned handgrips and were forty centimeters long when extended. The punching end came to an armor-piercing needle point and the base flared out to eleven centimeters wide. The gleaming monofilament edges sliced easily through flesh, bone, and most armor. Opponents bled out rapidly when he sank a dagger in to the hilt and withdrew it.

Mr. Johnson’s receding footsteps drummed rapidly against the alley floor, but a trained ear would notice there was only one person running away now. Hawke would have realized that immediately, and known an ambush was waiting. He hoped Deckard and his companion, fearing their big score was getting away, wouldn’t be so attentive.

Deckard rounded the corner first and had both pistols in front of him. Moonlight silvered his cybered eye as he tracked Mr. Johnson, but he seemed slow compared to Hawke.

With a quick flick of his wrist, Hawke tossed the flash-bang against the opposite alley wall. As the second troll joined Deckard, both of them registered the movement through the air and opened fire.

Although Hawke had planned on the impact with the wall to set off the flash-bang, one of the trolls’ bullets did the job instead. The grenade went off prematurely, and he hadn’t quite managed to turn away. The blinding strobes and thunderous detonation partially robbed him of his vision and most of his hearing.

Deckard and his companion got pole-axed by the maelstrom of light and sound. Evidently both had cybered hearing and vision. For a frozen moment, they stood in paralyzed agony.

Hawke shot forward, intending to take Deckard out of the action first. Instead, the second troll caught a glimpse or a sound of him approaching and started shooting again. The rapid-fire explosions echoed through the narrow alley.

Collapsing into a soccer tackle, Hawke managed to slide under the bullets cutting the air only centimeters over his head. The asphalt grated against his legs and hip as he tackled the troll. It felt like hitting a tree trunk, and the troll didn’t budge more than was necessary to point his pistols down at Hawke.

Fighting street samurais at point-blank range was suicidally stupid. Besides the exterior armor, many also had subdermal layers tucked into their flesh to protect vulnerable spots. They were huge and heavy and hard to injure.

Unless someone knew what he was doing.

Hawke did. He rolled free and twisted to backslash across the troll’s ankles. The katar’s monofilament blade sliced through his opponent’s hamstrings, and he lost control over his foundation.

“He’s on me, Deckard! The drekker just cut my feet!” The troll fired into the asphalt, but Hawke was already gone. The bullets blasted small craters in the rough surface.

Deckard turned blindly, one eye ruined and the other still in synaptic shock from the light show, and fired at his companion, apparently hoping to tag Hawke. The bullets tore into the other troll. Most bounced off the metahuman’s armor or subdermal plating, but a few ripped through unprotected flesh as well.

The troll squalled in pain and fear and tried to move. When he did, his maimed feet betrayed him, and he went down in a rush of falling meat.

With his right katar, Hawke slashed the troll’s throat. The monofilament blade raked through the reinforced cartilage over the larynx. Thick blood sprayed out into the alley. The unmistakable smell filled Hawke’s nostrils, and he switched to breathing through his mouth.

The squalling was replaced by a thick, strangled gurgle as the troll bled out.

“Cobb!” Deckard bellowed as he backed away and reloaded his pistols. “Cobb!”

Curling into a ball, Hawke got his feet under him and stood. He moved soundlessly and vectored in on Deckard from the side. The street sam turned, evidently catching sight or sound of his approach. He thrust his pistols out and started firing again.

Hawke ducked beneath the pistol on the right and let it slide past his shoulder. He used his left katar to shove the other pistol away. Then he twisted his shoulder and hip, putting all his weight into a straight punch to Deckard’s chest.

For a moment the armor held, then the subdermal ceramic reinforcement over the sternum held, but in the end Hawke’s blow sliced into the street samurai’s heart.

The troll stood frozen in agony and shock. He looked down in disbelief with his good eye.

“Frag you, Hawke,” Deckard snarled through bloody spittle.

“This didn’t have to be personal. It was just biz.”

“Everything’s personal, you double-crossing drekker.”

In case Deckard had a back-up heart and some kind of shutdown relay for the injured one, Hawke withdrew his right katar and launched a powerful uppercut with the left. The blade ripped through the subdermal armor at the troll’s throat and speared into his brain.

The troll’s corpse sagged and dropped. By the time CrashCart or one of the other emergency medical services arrived, the resuscitation window would be closed. Deckard would just be an organ donor and cyber scrapheap waiting for scavengers.

A lot of shadowrunners ended up that way. Running wasn’t a forgiving business, and the learning curve was lethal.

Hawke sprinted after Mr. Johnson as Lone Star sirens warbled over the sprawl.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Mr. Johnson was out of shape, and had barely made it past the far end of the alley. Hawke easily caught up to the man and grabbed him by the elbow. At the sudden restraint, Mr. Johnson yelled and tried to pull away.

“Throttle down,” Hawke advised. “They’re dealt with.”

Since the third troll hadn’t put in an appearance, Hawke felt safe assuming Deckard’s companion had gone down under the minigun fire. But that didn’t slow him in keeping his charge moving down the street.

“I won’t tell anyone.” Pale and shaking, Mr. Johnson staggered at Hawke’s side. “I swear.”

At first, Hawke wasn’t certain how to handle the man. A lot of Mr. Johnsons were often every bit as dangerous as whatever clandestine thing they were contracting for. Too many of them tried to eliminate shadowrunners they’d hired in order to sever any links to themselves.

Cars whizzed by on the street. Groups of people flowed from the bars, bodegas, and Stuffer Shacks on both sides of them, pooling and spooling in the shadows and neon. A Santa Fe Lone Star heavy cruiser slid to a stop in front of Tang’s. The manager and the cooks knelt in the street with their hands clasped behind their heads. The Johnson started following their lead.

“Get up.” Rolling his eyes, Hawke pulled at Mr. Johnson’s collar to keep him on his feet. “Let’s get you out of here.”

“What about the trolls?”

“Fragged. They won’t be following us. Lone Star’s another problem.” Hawke pushed the man ahead of him. “Did you drive?”

“No. I took a cab from the airport.”

So Mr. Johnson wasn’t local. Hawke filed the info away. “What about a hotel?”

The man shook his head. “This was a turnaround. Either we had a deal or we didn’t. I wasn’t going to be staying.”

Hawke kept walking quickly down the sidewalk. He held Mr. Johnson’s upper right arm tightly, and kept him in lockstep with him.

“Thanks for saving me back there.”

Hawke nodded, but didn’t mention that he’d had no choice. Letting Mr. Johnson get killed or jacked would have been bad for biz. Furthermore, if Mr. Johnson had been captured by Lone Star, even more drek could burn along Hawke’s backtrail.

“What about the restaurant’s video? I could be recognized.”

“Got a record?”

“No.” Mr. Johnson looked affronted. “No record. But I’ve got a profile at my corp.”

Glancing at the man, Hawke wondered if that was actually the truth, or if Mr. Johnson was paranoid or inflating his ego. Whoever had sent him wouldn’t have sent someone that could be easily identified.

“You won’t get recognized from anything at Tang’s.” Hawke accessed his Personal Area Network and tagged breaking screamsheets about the action at the restaurant. The scanty details mentioned no names and rolled the blurry footage from Tang’s. “Did you see the way the employees filed out into the street on their knees? That’s so they won’t accidentally be shot.”

“But the video—”

“Clear enough to show no Tang employee was involved in the dust-up, but not clear enough to allow any guests to be identified. That’s part of why the charges are so high there. Plus, I had a white noise generator equipped with a video-mask. Everything at our table will show up distorted. I don’t want to be identified either.”

“Oh.”

Two blocks down, Hawke guided Mr. Johnson into an alley. At the other end, he slotted a credstick to open the gates of a private parking area patrolled by sec-drones. Hawke threw passwords at the sec-drones, then linked with the burgundy colored Shin-Hyung sedan he was currently driving.

He’d had the vehicle’s rear spoiler removed to blend in with traffic. None of the performance had been sacrificed, and several offensive and defensive systems had been added. Keeping a car was expensive. Keeping the same car was expensive and dangerous, and maybe borderline foolish. The investments in this one were solely for personal protection while on the street.

“Where are we going?” Mr. Johnson stepped back as the remote controlled Shin-Hyung glided to a stop in front of them. Neon-green ground effects lit up his feet as the doors opened.

“The airport.” Hawke settled into the driver’s seat, which immediately embraced him and strapped him in. Inside the car, safe within the armor and weapons array, he relaxed a little more. “You need to get out of town.”

Mr. Johnson hurried around the car and got into the passenger seat. The windshield glowed blue and scanned him with a bar of light from head to toe.

Hawke’s PAN seized the information that the car’s intel systems gleaned from the cyberware snooping his passenger. The upload filled a ghost-thin overlay in his vision. The scan picked up the stores Mr. Johnson had gotten his clothing, shoes, wallet, and accessories from. It also detected the kind of cologne and deodorant he wore.

Nothing in Mr. Johnson’s body had been cybered or remodeled. He’d had his appendix taken out, but nothing had been put in its place. Seatbelts wrapped the man up, and would have doubled as personal restraints at a word.

UNKNOWN PASSENGER flashed across Hawke’s PAN overlay.

Hawke initiated the passcodes to shut down the vehicle’s self-defense array as he powered through the open parking gates and down the alley. In seconds he was out on the street, rolling through the sprawl toward the airport, zipping past the bustling stores and bars.

Mr. Johnson twitched uncomfortably. “What am I supposed to do?”

Hawke checked the radar overlay on his PAN. The car’s systems showed they were alone and attracting no undue attention. Out of habit and in spite of the tech, he checked the rear-view and side mirrors.

“Get out of Santa Fe. Go home. Stay safe.”

Mr. Johnson nervously licked his lips. “What about the run?”

“If it’s a go, I’ll be in touch.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

“Lemme see yer face.” 

The demand came from a stainless steel box beside the heavy sec-gates enclosing the salvage yard outside the Santa Fe sprawl. This far out, only the yard’s sec lights punched holes in the night.

Hawke rolled his heavily-tinted window down and turned his face toward the camera mounted on the box. To the casual observer, it looked like two camera lenses were inset in the device. However, he knew one of them covered the barrel of an Enfield AS-7 assault shotgun. If the retina scan wasn’t recognized, the shotgun took off the interloper’s head.

“Come ahead, chummer.” The mechanical voice squawked through an old school speaker box.

The massive gates parted as Hawke thumbed the window back up. The sedan rolled across the steel bridge that could retract and drop a car between heartbeats if the salvage yard owner so desired. Spikes waited at the end of the four-meter drop, and napalm flushed the area almost immediately afterward.

Krank liked his solitude, and protected it vigorously.

Drones and wild pigs provided roving security between tall stacks of wrecked cars and heavy equipment. The drones were armed and programmed to attack and take evasive action. According to Krank, the pigs were Arkansas razorbacks, trained to kill and eat intruders.

A small drone flitted into position in front of Hawke’s windshield and hovered for a moment. It didn’t linger long enough for him to spot what kind of weapon it carried.

A short distance farther on, one of the pigs—weighing at least three hundred kilos— brushed up against the sports car hard enough to rock it.

Hawke opened the comm to the main building. “If that mutated slab of bacon dents my car, I’m gonna slit its throat and donate its carcass to the nearest homeless squat.”

“You just leave Alice alone.” The voice on the other end of the connection was deep and musical. “She’s with child. Gonna gimme a whole new litter of guard pigs. ’Sides, that was just a love tap. If she’d meant anything by it, she’d’ve knocked you over.”

Two stories tall and covered with cheap metal, the main warehouse looked flimsy. But like the box at the front gate, looks were deceptive. The structure could take direct hits from miniguns, and even a cannon. The long rectangle had a few round windows that could be used as gun ports.

As Hawke neared the building, the large doors parted and he drove inside. When he was through, they slid closed behind him.

The spacious warehouse was occupied only by a few cars, trucks, and motorcycles. Parking space was provided at one end, and the other was a motor pool, where block and tackles hung over three grease pits.

The air inside was cool, despite the outside heat. Krank pulled down a lot of cred with the operation, especially so close to the Aztlan border, so he could afford AC for the entire space.

Hawke pulled the car into the parking area, switched off the engine, set the security systems, and got out. He walked toward the grease pit, his boots clicking against the pavement. The sound echoed over the whine of a drill coming from one of the grease pits.

Krank stood in the bottom. The dwarf wasn’t quite four feet tall, and looked almost that broad. A shaggy gray-brown beard framed his heavy-featured face. The stump of a cigar jutted from the corner of his downturned mouth. He wore coveralls and an equipment belt. Goggles protected his eyes, and kept him hooked into the sec-video streaming through his PAN.

Hawke knelt at the edge of the pit and glanced at the Rover SUV. Most of the body panels had been removed to allow the mounting of bulletproof armor.

Krank glanced up at him. “Got in a bit of a dust-up, did you?” 

Hawke just stared down at the man.

Krank pointed an oily, gloved finger at him. “Took a couple heavy rounds in the chest. Good thing your armor held, chummer.”

Hawke slipped a hand inside his shirt and stuck fingers through the bullet holes. “Yeah.”

“The car?”

“Slick as a gut. No damage.”

Krank nodded, then took the cigar from his mouth and spat on the grease-caked floor. “Got anybody looking for you?”

“Lone Star, probably.”

The dwarf dismissed that threat with a roll of his shoulders. “Null sheen. They don’t find you at first, they won’t come looking unless somebody’s payin’ ’em to. Who tried to put those holes in you?”

“The other was personal biz. I took care of it.” Hawke still didn’t like the idea of telling Krank so much, but the dwarf ran a tight operation.

“I like you, Hawke.” Krank turned his attention back to the vehicle he was working on. “But nobody gets a free pass. Don’t bring anything down on me, or you’ll pay for it. Still heading out today?”

Hawke nodded, then stood and headed to the rooms on the second floor. The metal steps that zig-zagged up the wall looked dangerous. The long series of steps shivered beneath his weight.

The rooms up here were expensive, but worth it. In addition to the best privacy cred could buy, Krank also provided quick underground escape routes that wound under the harsh terrain outside the salvage yard. Years ago, the warehouse had been used for smuggling goods to and from Aztlan, and while Krank didn’t traffic across the border any more, the tunnels remained in place and accessible—for the right price, of course.

Equipped with a bed, small kitchen area, and a bath, the room didn’t offer first-class accommodations. But the Matrix jackpoints were guaranteed clean and untraceable.

Hawke dropped his gear on the bed and took out the datachip Mr. Johnson had given him. He slotted it and sat down to look at the run’s parameters.


 

 

 

 

Chapter SIX

 

Seventeen hours later, Hawke stood in a no-name border town cantina located between Aztlan and Texas. He drank beer and ate tortillas while watching a trideo presentation of the smuggler’s run up from Aztlan. Drones relayed the trideo to outlaw channels that paid for access. In some places the event was considered a sport; in others it was a training ground where young wannabes studied the drivers and machinery.

Hawke sat at a table with Doggle, an ork rigger who was a savant at blueprinting engines, but lacked the touch for wheelwork. The man’s face was hard and lean, scarred by both his work and close-in fighting. Both lower canines had been capped in blue silver, and curled up over his upper lip. Thick, black hair hung in wild disarray, but didn’t cover his pointed ears. Scuffmarks and grease stained his leather two-piece uniform.

The bartender took Hawke’s order for another brew and drew one in a tall glass. He set a fresh bowl of salsa in front of him as well.

“In for the race?” he asked while slotted the proffered credstick.

“Yeah.”

The bartender tilted his head toward an elf sitting at a corner table. “Crief’s still taking action. The racers are twenty minutes out, and the local sec teams have been alerted. It’s anybody’s race.”

Hawke nodded as he rolled a tortilla stuffed with salsa and popped it into his mouth.

“Nobody knows who called the Aztlan sec teams.” Doggle’s voice was low and rough. His eyes never left the trid viewer. “They got helos closing in, too. Whoever left word also told ’em this was a grudge smuggling run.”

“Any local favorites?” Hawke sipped his brew.

“Outside of Flicker?”

“Yeah.”

Doggle shook his big head. “Got a guy along from out of town. Supposed to be a real screamstar. Gets covered regularly on holo and in the screamsheets.”

“For illegal smuggling runs?”

A grin split Doggle’s face. “Illegal generally don’t make something unpopular.”

Hawke filled another tortilla and watched the racers. He recognized Flicker’s dirt-covered beige and olive Thundercloud Morgan ATV squirting dirt and rock out from all four tires. The vehicle went suddenly airborne and sailed for a long distance before touching back down again. For a moment the driver fought the car, and Hawke held his breath as Flicker regained control.

A Tata Hotspur off-road racing truck followed the Morgan’s path, going airborne as well. The larger vehicle sailed directly for the Morgan as Flicker fought for traction.

“Son of a slitch!” The wail ripped free of the younger men gathered around the tables. “Gunther’s trying to take Flicker out!”

Roars of anger quickly filled the small bar.

The Hotspur landed within centimeters of Flicker’s vehicle as she veered away. She juked the Morgan to the right, and the Hotspur’s front tires caught up to her in seconds, burning at her rear bumper.

“He’s trying to spin her out,” Doggle rasped, then added inflammatory invective.

“Bad blood between ’em?” Hawke sipped his beer and watched the action. His eye roved over the crowd, looking for anyone taking undue interest in the race. Gunther’s supporters probably didn’t end with his pit team.

“Couple years’ worth.” Doggle spat on the sawdust-covered floor. “Gunther got one of Flicker’s friends killed down Baja way.”

“She doesn’t have many friends.”

“Could have more. She just chooses not to.”

“Friends end up costing too much.”

Doggle snorted. “She get that drek from you?”

“Nope. We’re simpatico when it comes to that.”

Doggle turned his dark eyes on Hawke. “Yet when you need a driver, here you are.”

“Sometimes.” Hawke returned the ork’s stare full measure. “Sometimes I’m here. Sometimes I’m not.”

“She ever turn you down?”

Hawke pondered that for a moment, then shook his head. “No.”

On the screen, Flicker’s Thundercloud pulled to the left and barreled up an incline that looked too steep for the vehicle. Just as gravity and the loose soil started to play out under the ATV’s churning tires and pull it back down, a pressurized blast kicked out the back of the Thundercloud. The additional boost propelled it up and over the grade.

A ragged cheer tore through the throats of the onlookers as Flicker’s Thundercloud landed on top of the plateau on all four wheels. The tires chewed through the soft sand and found traction again, hurling the vehicle north toward Texas.

A helo opened up with miniguns and strafed the red dirt landscape. The wind carried whirling red dust clouds through the air and momentarily blurred the image transmitted from Low Earth Orbit satellites.

A nanosecond later, something wickedly fast jetted from Flicker’s vehicle and vectored in on the helo. When the missile struck the aircraft, yellow-green foam covered the Plexiglas nose and slithered over the rest of the aircraft. Its engine failed, and it started down in an almost gentle decline.

“She coulda killed them.” Doggle shook his shaggy head. “Chose not to, so Aztlan wouldn’t take it personal.”

Gunther fired a trio of missiles at another pursuit helo.

A chorus of curses raged from the crowd as they watched the missiles streak toward the helo. “Gunther’s going for a kill! Aztlan’s gonna be all over us!”

“I take it Gunther doesn’t play by the same rules.” Impassive, Hawke watched the doomed aircraft.

“No.” Doggle hunched forward.

An instant before the missiles made contact with the helo, they blew up. The concussion fractured the aircraft’s Plexiglas nose and caused the pilot to draw back as thunder and flames filled the night sky, but the helo remained whole.

A cheer rose from the throats of the cantina crowd.

“Flicker’s got wiz jamming gear aboard that Thundercloud.” Doggle grinned. “I helped her install it. These runs, they’re just a game to her. Nobody’s supposed to get hurt.”

“Unless she gets caught.”

“They haven’t caught her yet.” Doggle emptied his glass and signaled for another.

Hawke pushed the plate of tortillas over to the ork. Doggle hesitated, then helped himself to the food. His black eyes bored into Hawke’s. “The most danger she’s ever in is when she’s with you.”

Hawke thought that was an unfair assessment, but didn’t say anything. He wasn’t the only shadowrunner that hired Flicker.

“When you get her into this, whatever it is, just make sure you can get her back out.”

Hawke nodded. “Always the plan.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter SEVEN

 

Flicker strode into the cantina and drew instant acclamation from the crowd. She was dressed in black road leathers that fit her slender curves like a second skin. Her crash helmet dangled by its strap from her fingers. Lights pulsed inside it, keeping her in constant contact with her vehicle.

Her skin was almost as black as her leathers. Short-cropped black hair hung to the nape of her slender neck, parted a little by her elven ears. Her aquamarine eyes caught Hawke’s gaze for a moment, then roved on. Her smile was bright and genuine, filled with adrenaline still buzzing through her. He remained in his chair, letting her choose the time and place.

Amid the crowd’s adulation, Flicker strode to the bar and accepted a celebratory glass of foaming champagne. The trideo viewer repeated the race from start to finish on a loop.

Hawke waited and watched. Doggle sat beside him like a proud father.

A few minutes later, a big man with a sullen expression shoved the door open and entered. Cyberware gleamed along the left side of his face, covering the eye and the chin. His entire left arm was a cyberlimb he hadn’t bothered to hide with cosmetic work.

He looked around for just a moment, then focused on Flicker. As he strode toward her, his big boots thumping against the wooden floor, Flicker’s fan club reluctantly parted.

Hawke glanced at Doggle. “Gunther?”

The ork nodded.

Hawke started to get up, but Doggle laid a hand on his arm.

“Wait. This’s been building for a while. Let her handle it.”

Irritably, Hawke sat back down. Then he pushed his feelings aside and went neutral, digging into that pile of non-feeling he’d developed since taking up a life in the shadows. Feelings got chummers dead quick.

Flicker stood at the bar and sipped her champagne as she watched Gunther advance on her.

“Slitch! You slotted me up!” Gunther’s voice rolled over the crowd.

“No, I didn’t.” Flicker’s aquamarine eyes remained cool and distant. “I saved us from all the trouble you almost rained down. Killing Aztlan sec on these runs isn’t allowed. You do that, you’ll bring the wrath of the corps. They’ll turn these fun runs into something lethal. Then there won’t be any profit for anyone.”

“I tried to save you from that helo. He had you in his sights.”

“Not me. You were afraid he was locking on you.” Flicker sipped her drink again, her eyes never leaving Gunther’s face.

“Call me a coward again and I’ll kill you.” Gunther leaned in, emphasizing the fact that he was a head taller than her. His right hand slid along the bar toward her.

Hawke slid his hand to the butt of the Ares Predator IV at his back. Doggle touched his elbow and kept him from drawing. Glancing at the ork, Hawke spotted the Colt Manhunter already in Doggle’s hand.

In a move so fast that Hawke almost couldn’t track it, Flicker produced a thin stiletto and pinned Gunther’s hand to the bar. The big man howled in pain and tried to yank his hand back, but that only made the agony worse. Blood spurted and covered him from wrist to fingertips.

Another blade gleamed in Flicker’s hand as if it had suddenly materialized there. She laid the point against Gunther’s left nostril hard enough to slice flesh.

“I move even a few centimeters and you’re dead.” Flicker’s voice was cold, controlled.

Gunther froze.

Flicker leaned in, showing she wasn’t afraid, and trusting her skills to pull her back if he did move. “I don’t ever want to see you again.” Her voice was just above a whisper. “If I do, I’ll kill you. Do you understand?”

Obstinately, Gunter didn’t reply. Flicker pressed the blade a little harder, and blood ran down his upper lip to trickle over his mouth.

“Yeah,” he finally said.

Flicker stepped back, then took the knife away from his face and pulled the other out of the bar and his hand. She stood there, petite and unafraid, watching him.

Gunther walked to the tavern door, but he couldn’t leave without comment. “Your time’s comin’, slitch. One a these days, you’re gonna get what’s comin’ to you.”

Four of the bar’s regulars got up and escorted the big man through the door. Gunther pushed and shoved through them, but didn’t try to resist.

After finishing her drink and accepting a lot of congratulations, Flicker came over to Hawke’s table and sat down. She filled a tortilla with beans and salsa and ate.

“Work?” Her left eyebrow arched.

“Yeah. The pay’s good.”

Flicker smiled sourly. “Means the danger is lousy.”

Hawke grinned. “Yeah. But it’s a one-shot deal. In and out of Aztlan.”

“What’s the run?”

“Recruitment.”

“Who’s the recruit?”

“Archeology student.”

Flicker chewed and thought for a moment. “What’s so wiz about this archeology student?”

“I wasn’t told.”

“Does she want out?”

Hawke shrugged.

Flicker’s face hardened. “I don’t work kidnappings.”

“I haven’t started.”

“Good to know. Then why are we going down there?”

Hawke took in a breath and let it out. “Curious, I guess. And if Mr. Johnson’s willing to pay for the recruit, I thought maybe there’d be some biz there we could do on the side.”

“The recruit’s a girl, I take it.”

Concealing a grimace, Hawke nodded.

“For a tough guy, you got a big soft spot. You want to know how much trouble this archeology student is in, and you’ve got enough cred to go take a look.”

“I’m betting we can find a way to make it pay.”

Flicker wiped her hands. “Anyone going to try to hang onto her?”

“Not that I know of. Maybe the other university people at the dig.”

Blowing out a disgusted breath, Flicker leaned back in her chair and wrapped her arms around herself. “Sounds like a milk run. I hate when it sounds this easy.”

“Sometimes it is.”

“Want to place a small wager?”

Hawke grinned. “No.”

“Coward.” Flicker leaned forward again.  “Tell me about your archeology student.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Perspiration poured from Rachel Gordon, even while standing in the shadows of the tall trees surrounding the dig site.

The team had set up deep in the jungle, well away from any regular routes. A monitor lizard sat on a bare expanse atop a nearby hill, so still it looked like a yard ornament. Every now and again it would flick its tongue out or turn its head slightly. A floral scent rode the slight breeze, but it barely cut through the fecund smell of rotting vegetation.

The three other archeology students chosen for the fieldwork sat on small boulders lining an old erosion scar leading down from the hilltop. The shade was deeper there and there was more of a breeze. Clad in khakis, they talked among themselves, mostly complaining about the heat and the insects. They didn’t socialize with Rachel, but she was fine with that. She’d always been a private person.

Despite the lack of amenities and the primitive campsite farther down the hill, Rachel loved being in the jungle much more than being in a lab or a classroom. Searching for artifacts was much better than looking at exhibits of them.

Finding an artifact would be best of all.

She lifted her canteen and drank the sterilized water, grimacing at the chemical taste that made it almost unpalatable. But she forced herself to drink to remain hydrated against the constant heat and humidity of the jungle.

She wore lightweight khaki shorts, shirt, and a vest that were durable against the brush and harsh terrain while remaining cool in the heat. She took down her strawberry blond hair, then tied it back into a bun that she crammed under her NeoNET ball cap.

She walked back to the dig site and peered over the edge of the large hole that had been excavated over the last eight days. Below, native Guatemalan laborers excavated the site using shovels and buckets, working slowly and steadily. Dressed in bandannas and trousers they’d hacked off at the knees, some were bare-chested, while others wore shirts with the sleeves ripped off, they looked, well, strange to Rachel. They were all human; not an elf, ork, dwarf, or troll among them.And none were cybered, not even a little.

“Doesn’t feel much like Boston, does it, Miss Gordon?” Professor Madison Fredericks joined her at the lip of the dig. He was a lean, nut-brown stick of a man in his late fifties. Dressed in stained khakis, a fedora, and sporting a white beard, he looked every centimeter the adventuring professor.

“No. It doesn’t.”

“You’ll get used to this in time.”

Rachel didn’t want to think that would ever happen. Everything was so new and so exciting, much more than the tri-deos she’d learned from. Or even from the intoxicating lectures Fredericks had delivered in class. Those had made him her favorite professor.

Fredericks knelt down and his knees cracked under the strain. “How are you feeling?”

Rachel smiled at the older man. She was slender and tall for a woman. Workers here had mistaken her for the professor’s daughter. She was twenty-three, and this dig counted toward her master’s degree.

“If that’s your stealthy way of asking if I’ve had any more episodes . . .” She didn’t know what else to call the fragmentary glimpses of the strange world that had haunted her dreams lately.

Fredericks rubbed his jaw ruefully and grinned. “It is.”

“No. I haven’t, but I have been feeling somewhat queasy.” The feeling had started this morning. She’d thought it was the heat at first, but it hadn’t passed, just remained a steady pulse at the edge of her awareness.

Anxious, he looked at her. “You’re not getting sick, are you? This heat, or perhaps something you ate?”

She shook her head. “No. I’ve been careful about water and the sun. I’ve only eaten what I’ve prepared myself.”

“Good girl.”

Sometimes it bothered her when he treated her like a child rather than a university student. However, she wouldn’t say anything about it. That wasn’t her way. As an orphan and foster child, she’d learned to accept what she was given.

“Maybe . . . we should try the hypnosis again?” Fredericks didn’t sound entirely convinced, but he was getting antsy for the dig to prove itself.

Rachel folded her arms across her chest. “Not right now. This isn’t . . . it isn’t anything strong. Not like those other instances.”

“All right.” Fredericks managed to hide some of his impatience. “We’ve only got nine more days on this permit. I don’t know if I can negotiate an extension.”

“I know.” Rachel let out a deep breath. That so wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t asked Professor Fredericks to take an interest in her episodes, or to try to find out the truth of them. He’d gotten sucked into them all on his own.

“Maybe we should branch out over the next couple of days.” He straightened up and peered around at the jungle. “Spread our luck.”

“No. What we’re looking for, whatever it is that I’ve . . . seen, it’s here.” Rachel nodded at the hole.

“You’re that certain?”

“Yes.” That was the one thing she knew about whatever it was she was experiencing. They were on top of it. And they were getting closer.

Fredericks sighed and rubbed his beard. She knew he wasn’t as confident, and might even be a little scared that she was wrong. “I hope you’re right, Rachel. I can’t begin to express to you the amount of favors I had to pull in to make this excavation happen.”

A fact he’d reminded her of every single day of the dig, from the time they’d first arrived in the jungle to when they’d started digging to . . . now. “Still, there might be a few more favors I could call in, if necessary.” Fredericks drank from his own canteen, a trickle of water dribbling through his beard. He capped the canteen and wiped the spill away. “I see you’re properly supportive of our gracious benefactors.”

Rachel knew he referred to her hat. She’d felt foolish in the fedora he’d brought for her. The baseball cap suited her better.

“Gracious benefactors?” She shook her head and tried not to scowl with displeasure.

“Certainly.” Fredericks put his canteen away. “Possibly not as gracious as they could be.”

“Condescending would be a better description.”

Fredericks smiled mirthlessly. “You’re so young. So naïve. Most people don’t care about the past, Miss Gordon. I know you’ve been told this. I mention it several times in my classes.”

At that moment, a sharp pain lanced through Rachel’s midsection. Nausea swam through her brain, and she staggered away from the edge of the hole to avoid falling in.

“Are you all right?” Fredericks was instantly by her side, holding her arm.

“I . . . will . . . be.” Rachel barely squeezed the words out. Already, the sensation lessened.

One of the laborers’ shovels clanked against stone, but the impact echoed in an empty space underground.

“Señor.” An older man, one of the leaders, waved excitedly at Fredericks. “Señor Professor. We have found something.”

Fredericks released her and went immediately to peer into the hole, joined by the three other students. He swore in wonderment as Rachel staggered back over to join them.

A stone trapezoid lay partially exposed at the bottom of the hole. Strange writing scrolled across it. Guessing the size of the thing was impossible, as the shadows within the cave made depth perception difficult. The stone might be three meters or a dozen across.

“What is that?” one of the other students asked.

“That looks like the same language you’ve seen in your episodes.” Fredericks waved the laborers back from the stone.

“It is.” Rachel wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She’d never seen the language before the professor had shown her the mystery artifacts in the university’s collection. But somehow she’d recognized it. She still didn’t have an explanation for that.

“Can you read it?”

“Some of it. It says: ‘Beware the . . . shadow . . . being? No, not exactly . . . beware the  Shadow . . . man?’” Even though she wasn’t certain of the upper and lowercase inflections of the symbols, she knew instinctively that the last word was capitalized.

Fear vibrated through her. If this was true, if this really was an unknown crypt, did it mean the rest of her dreams—no, nightmares—were true as well?

Suddenly a chill wind seemed to gust up from the fetid jungle, raising goose bumps on her skin.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

“Carefully! Move it carefully!” Professor Fredericks commanded the laborers, his loud, strident voice rising out of the hole.

The men used a primitive block and tackle to lift the large stone from the earth. They’d spent the last thirty minutes digging it free of the ground. The other archeology students stood on the opposite side of the hole from the block and tackle assembly.

The stone sat on top of a strange rock formation shaped like the mouth of a jar. As Rachel captured trideo of its removal, she couldn’t help thinking they were uncovering a long forgotten crypt. A small part of her mind cringed at the expectation of some thing climbing out of it, boiling out in a horrid rush of spidery legs, like one of the creatures from her nightmares.

Stone grated as it moved and the thick rasp echoed below the earth. Whatever the stone covered, it was large. And empty.

“Easy!” Fredericks dodged the stone as it rose, swinging in the ropes tied around it. “Don’t break that cover!”

Because it’s valuable? Or because we may need it to trap whatever’s waiting inside? Rachel didn’t know which to think. The latter thought worried her.

In a few more minutes, the cover had been lifted out of the hole and rested on the ground. Fredericks had to use the short rope ladder to haul himself up from the dig.

“Rachel, come over here.” The professor walked over to the cover and began studying it. He took a brush from his pocket and gently swept away loose dirt. He used dental tools to remove stubborn dirt, revealing more and more of the symbols.

Rachel captured more images, but her mind stayed busy interpreting the symbols carved into the stone trapezoid. Tension knotted within her.

“Can you read this?” Fredericks gestured at the cover with the brush.

“Yes. This is the final resting place of—” Rachel hesitated. Names were often difficult to translate.

“Skip it.”

“Someone—he who served the Shadowman in life, and now serves him in death.”

“Shadowman again?” Puzzlement filled Fredericks’s gaunt features. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.” Rachel didn’t know why he would ask that. She was the one who hadn’t believed in the myths and legends that had brought them down to Aztlan. “Do you know what that refers to?”

“Unfortunately, no.” The professor touched the cover reverently. “I’ve never even heard of this ‘Shadowman’ before.”

A vision from her dreams spiraled up from Rachel’s subconscious. Even since she was a little girl, she had always dreamed of a deep jungle like this one, of being lost in a landscape that looked very much like the Guatemalan forest she stood in now, and feeling like she was being watched, like something was going to leap out at her at any moment. Those dreams had haunted her since she’d been a small child. Dealing with the terrors of foster care had paled in comparison.

But since she’d started translating the unknown language back at the university, her dreams had turned darker—much darker. The most recent one scared the drek out of her. She was running through a jungle the likes of which she had never seen before. The huge trees and weird plant and animal life didn’t look even remotely familiar. But even more terrifying was what was pursuing her. She was never able to get a glimpse of it, but she knew it was big, and wanted nothing more than to tear her to pieces. As far and fast as she ran, she could never get away from it. And then, having run to exhaustion, she turned around just in time to see whatever it was burst out of the jungle, all teeth and claws, straight at her. She always woke up, drenched in sweat, before she could see what wanted to rend her limb from limb.

Could this ‘Shadowman’ be what’s been chasing me through my dreams all these years? Now, it seemed those dreams had guided her here. But for every step forward she took, more questions came to light. “What does all of this mean? Why can I understand this language, and you can’t?”

Fredericks returned to her and held her shoulders. She felt him trembling in his excitement. “Don’t question your gift, Miss Gordon. You can read this language when no one else in the world can. That’s a cause for jubilation, not reservation.”

You’re not the one who’s had the nightmares all her life. Or the one who translated the document that led us here.

“Come on. Let’s see what else we’ve discovered.” After directing the other three students to stay on the surface in case of trouble, Fredericks grabbed an equipment pack and headed back into the hole.

After hesitating a moment, Rachel grabbed her own pack, a fresh canteen, and followed. The fetid stench of dead things filled her nostrils the moment she climbed into the hole. The rough and ragged walls held scars left by primitive tools. Light from above quickly faded, and she switched on her flashlight, adding her beam to the professor’s and those of the men in front of her. The incline was sharp enough and uneven in several spots so that she dragged her free hand along the wall for support.  She managed the climb down and saw Fredericks standing beside the opening. The professor spoke calmly into his commlink, dictating notes on what he saw.

Warily, Rachel peered into the opening, half-expecting the Shadowman’s servant to slither out and grab her. Then a hand fell on her shoulder and she almost screamed.

The man wore black battle armor from head to toe, making him look like an insect, except for the lack of appendages. The helmet and mask revealed nothing of his features.

“Pardon me, Miss Gordon.” His voice was inflected, an Eastern European accent, she was fairly certain. He’d introduced himself as Lieutenant Doyle. No first name, and she was pretty sure Doyle wasn’t his name either. “Please step back and allow us to do our jobs.”

Rachel moved back as two more black-suited figures dropped into the dig. Like the first man, they carried submachine guns and sidearms. The sec team had been provided by NeoNET. The professor hadn’t been pleased to have them added to his expedition, but he hadn’t been given any choice.

The man looked at her again as he held his primary weapon at the ready. “Please use LED vision equipment inside the underground vault if we deem it safe. We don’t want to be blinded down there.”

“Sure.” Rachel knew she had to respond because the sec team and Professor Fredericks wouldn’t leave her alone until she did.

When the security team had joined the dig team in Guatemala City, Rachel had been afraid of the men and women. They weren’t like the Lone Star guards hired to protect the university. A dangerous edge clung to these people.

“Let’s do this.” Doyle held his submachine gun in one hand and peered down into the opening.

“Be careful.” Professor Fredericks’s voice boomed inside the hole. “Whatever’s down there, I don’t want it harmed and, preferably left undisturbed.”

“Understood, Professor. If something attacks us though, all bets are off.”

What could possibly attack? Rachel stared at the opening. Whatever the place was, it had been undisturbed for millennia. Nothing she knew of could live that long.

The sec man stuck a leg over the edge of the opening, then dropped through. Rachel watched, fully expecting a mass of bloody bones to get vomited back out of the hole.

When that didn’t happen to the first man, or the next two, or to Professor Fredericks, she slipped on a pair of LED-equipped goggles and clambered into the hole after them.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Rachel made the short drop easily, and stood within the group of sec men and Professor Fredericks. She took some solace in the bristling security and professionalism surrounding her, but the sense of being hunted that had haunted her dreams since childhood wouldn’t be stilled. She felt it now, the sense of unease it created prickling at the base of her skull.

“We got us a cave.” Doyle scoured the walls. “Big cave.”

The cavern was primarily a naturally-created space, but several areas had been hacked out of the walls, creating stone closets big enough for a person to stand in. Judging from the broken debris in some of them, statues had once occupied those spaces. Most looked human, but there were some that had scaled skin, fine downy features, and fur. Rachel thought maybe this place was part museum and part mausoleum.

“Not just a cave, Lieutenant Doyle.” Professor Fredericks leaned forward and pointed. “At least two. There’s a passageway ahead.”

Doyle swiveled his head to follow the line of the professor’s finger. On the far side of the large space, the cavern dipped down and continued at an angle. There, Rachel spotted the opening of a passageway, or perhaps another cavern. More writing covered the walls there. The tension ratcheted up even higher inside her.

“All right.” Doyle sounded agreeable, like this was nothing but a walk in the park. “We have a passageway. You sure you don’t have any maps of
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