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Freebasing
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Yuri jammed her left hand into a crack and stepped her right foot onto a small ledge of rock jutting out from the granite cliff face. She was two-thirds of the way up the half-mile high Town Wall. Looking down at the tiny town of Index, Washington, people milled about the General Store far below, like ants - climbers and tourists renting gear for fishing and river sports, swapping stories, or buying groceries and souvenirs.

Looking back at the cliff face, the route above was obstructed by a large overhang, a meter above and two meters to her right. Yuri could see chalk prints passing below and around the overhang, its lip, also marked in chalk, showing a riskier but faster route to the top.

Dipping her right hand into her chalk bag, she re-checked her position and distance to her target, then pulling with her left arm and pushing off with her right foot launched herself towards the lip of the overhang.

She caught the overhang with her right hand, hanging in space by her fingertips while she dipped her left hand into the chalk bag. Pulling herself up with strong fingers she reached a handhold with her left hand and swung her right leg up to the ledge. She missed the ledge and her right hand slipped, leaving her suspended, grasping a fist-size piece of rock with her left hand.

She took deep breaths, suppressing the urge to panic. She let her mind go blank, hearing the wind and birds, the murmur of voices far below. Her body surging with endorphins and adrenaline.

Trying a different maneuver, she pulled her body weight up with her left arm, testing its strength, until she could gain footing on the top of the ledge. Catching her breath, she looked around for the next chalk markings of the route to the top. Her pager, clipped to the shoulder of her base-jumping parachute buzzed. She reached it and pressed for the text readout. Paging through a line at a time, it read. 

“Mission. Taiwan. Urgent. Double-pay.”

Yuri pressed the “Yes” button, pushed herself clear of the cliff face and the climbers below her, then rapidly falling past them. Once clear, she pulled the cord and felt the jolt as her parachute opened, catching air. She guided it towards the parking lot behind the General Store and landed in an open area a short distance from her hover craft. She rushed towards it, stuffing the parachute back into its pack.

Once inside the craft, she let the pager’s earpiece worm its way into place and got more detailed instructions.

She was going to need food, fuel, and ammunition for the trip. Her advance had already been credited to her DAT card. She made a stop at the General Store for enough food for a short trip south. She’d pick up more food on the way, but she had a short visit to make before her mission business.
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Cotton Candy
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“I’d like a cherry, vanilla, blueberry, please,” she said.

Crazy John poured a small amount of red liquid into the machine and twirled a paper cone around the web of spun sugar. Using a chopstick, he molded it into a shape and showed his customer the result.

“Oh! Yuri! Well, I sure didn’t expect to see you again! How’s the arm?”

He continued with the vanilla liquid.

“Good as new, SeeJay.” She rolled up the sleeve of her jacket, showing the re-attached lower arm. “I still get some nerve pain, but it’s bearable.”

“Looks good,” Crazy John replied, shaping the white layer of candy floss. Then applying the blue liquid to the machine, “And what are you doing these days?”

“I’m on my way to a mission.”

“Oh, you’re still in?”

“Yes, It’s in my blood. I tried the straight life. But now I know why they’re called board meetings. I was so bored. But my chairmanship was largely symbolic anyway. I don’t know how to run a company. But I turned out to be a good field officer.”

“I’m not surprised. You did well in... you know.”

“Thank you. That’s what I came here to say. Thank you. And Paula says ‘hi’.”

“It was an honor. Does Paula still have that wild haircut? I helped her out after she lost her parents in... a situation. Good kid. The daughter I never had.”

“Yes, retro-tech. She calls you ‘Pops’. That’s sweet.”

Crazy John shaped the candy floss into a flower and handed it to Yuri.

“This one’s on me. For old times. I hear there’s something big brewing in Asia. If that’s where you’re going, watch your ass.”

“Thanks. I will,” Yuri replied, and they motioned as if to hug, like when they first met, smiled.

A family with four anxious children lined up behind Yuri.

“I gotta go, SeeJay” she said.

“Good hunting, kid,” Crazy John replied.

Yuri tugged off pieces of cotton candy and enjoyed the sweet flavors as she walked back to her waiting hover craft.

Once inside, she checked her fuel supply and set the controls for a stop in Nicaragua for ammunition and fuel before a long flight to Taiwan.
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The Death of Detective Summers 
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He’d been staking out her known hangout for weeks, lying in wait for her to show up. Finally, his wait was over and as she rounded the corner towards his waiting vehicle, Detective Summers, gun drawn, approached the woman, the murderer he knew as Nida MacIlveny. This would be the arrest that would make his career. It would finally bring an end to the lawless mercenaries. His name would be known worldwide as the man who brought law and order back to the civilized world.

With her hands behind her back, he got her in handcuffs and was leading her back to his waiting vehicle.

Suddenly she flipped backwards catching his neck in the handcuffs as she landed behind him. He was hanging, draped across her back, fingers clutching at the chain that choked off his airway. He knew he only had seconds before he went unconscious. He struggled, twisting and kicking with his legs, but his efforts were fruitless against her athletic body.

His lights were dimming, and Doctor Lane’s words echoed back from memory, “So many ways to die, Detective Summers.” And he wished he’d dated her. Wished he ordered the wagyu sampler instead of that basic salad. 

He gasped, waking in his bed, damp with cold sweat, chest pounding. Another dream. Another attempt. They all ended the same – him dying by her strength and wits. But this time ended his obsession with Nida, now Yuri, a mercenary who can kill with total impunity.

Catching his breath, he made a phone call.

“Hello, Doctor Lane? This is Summers. I’m sorry. You were right. Can we start over?”

Six months later, they were married.
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Nomusa stopped at the Ticket Office in Rome to get her mercenary credentials. The clerk, Lorenzo, spoke perfect English, among other languages.

Typing into his computer, “Nomusa, no last name?”

“Wilkins,” she replied, using Larry’s surname.

“Ok, Nomusa Wilkins. Very little here about you. It’s as if you were born yesterday. I’m not seeing any prior incidents.”

“Do you mean murders? No.”

“Ok, clean entry. Just a passport. Place of birth?”

“My brain was stolen from a lab in Japan. My body was modified in California, and most recently in Germany.”

Lorenzo looked up from his computer.

“A cyborg. Well, that changes thing a lot. Only a full human citizen is eligible for a passport.”

“I’m more human than the robot, Sophia, and she was given citizenship in Saudi Arabia.”

“Let me check on that,” Lorenzo replied, going back to his computer.

“Beh,diamine! Ok. I think we can issue you a Saudi passport if I can convince my counterpart in Riyadh that you are, in fact, a cyborg, they may be able to use precedent to give you citizenship without having to be a resident for five years. But first, you have to convince me. Many people these days have body modifications to look like cyborgs, including glowy contact lenses and metallic implants.”

Nomusa tilted her head, raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a plastic bottle or an aluminum can in your trash?”

Lorenzo peered into the trashcan behind his desk and fished out a Coca-Cola can. He shook out the dregs back into the trashcan and handed the can to Nomusa.

Using her thumbnail, she cut around and removed the top and bottom of the can. Then, sliced through the can making it into a sheet. She flattened the sheet of aluminum on Lorenzo’s desk, then pressed into the base of her neck, turning on the grinder. She carefully sliced off a piece of the aluminum sheet and slid it into her throat. Lorenzo could hear the metal being ground up.

“Can you do another one while I record it? Nobody is going to believe me if they don’t see it themselves.”

Lorenzo picked up his cell phone. Set it to record video and said, “Please do that again.”

“Fine,” Nomusa replied, “I’ve already eaten, so this is just going to be wasted.”

She cut slices and fed them through and grinder until there was nothing left of the soda can.

“Bene, ora ho visto tutto,” Lorenzo said under his breath. Then, “I’ll send this to Riyadh with your application. This could take several days to process.”

“But I already have a mission. Can I say where?”

“Go ahead, we’re family here.”

“It’s in Taiwan,” Nomusa replied.

“Oh, merda! That one! Hold on.”

Lorenzo typed frantically into his computer. Then sat back, waiting.

After a few minutes, Lorenzo sat up to his computer, briefly typed something, then said, “I’ll be right back.”

He got up from his desk chair and went back into the office area. There was fast talking and waving of arms. Then, he came back.

“I’ll need to get a passport photo. Please sit in that chair over there.”

Nomusa sat in a chair at the far end of the desk where a camera was mounted. Behind the chair was a white panel.

“Sit straight and look into the camera.”

Nomusa looked into the camera lens, resisting the urge to squint to analyze the chemical structure of the glass. The camera flashed, capturing her image which was immediately uploaded to Italy’s embassy in Riyadh.

“Ok,” Lorenzo said, “That’s it. Just a few more minutes.”

“Can I use your restroom?” Nomusa queried.

With a puzzled look, Lorenzo replied, “Of course. Down the hall to your left.”

When Nomusa returned from emptying her waste, there was a manilla envelope on Lorenzo’s desk. He handed it to her.

“Here you are, Nomusa Wilkins, Saudi citizen. Good hunting, and be careful.”
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The nitrogen fog cleared, and the researchers exited the safe room and surveyed the wreckage of their laboratory. Doctor Mayens checked on the mercenary guards who were tending to their wounded and counting their dead.

Back in the lab, Doctor Fletcher was dismayed. 

“All our work is ruined. We’ll never catch up to our competitors. So many people invested their time, sweat, talent, and money in this project and just like that! Gone.”

The young intern walked up to Doctor Fletcher, “Doctor, as soon as I heard the attack, I uploaded our research data to an encrypted data storage site in low earth orbit.”

“Well, Mikahaj... sorry, I can’t ever seem to get your name right.”

“Just call me, Mike, Doctor.”

“Well, Mike, you may have saved our asses.”
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Yuri set her hovercraft down where the coordinates said Joe’s Garage would be. Yuri exited the hover craft, looking around. But nothing was there. Just an empty grass field. Out of the nothing, a door opened, and Chubbs stepped out.

“Hi! It’s Yuri, right? Sorry, things have been heating up – talk of threats against weapons makers, and I have my defense shielding on. Come on in. What can I help you with?”

Yuri went inside the garage, looking around at the rock posters, her nose stinging with the sharp tang of freshly smoked hashish.

Chubbs extended his shielding to include Yuri’s hover craft and busied himself with soldering wires to the terminals of the bank of switches.

“I need bullets for my spitter, and three tanks of HydroLyth. What’s that you’re working on?”

“I call it, a ‘Banger’,” Chubbs replied, proudly. You know how a singer can match the resonance frequency of a crystal and shatter it with her voice? This guy here can match the resonant frequency of living cells and shatter them. I was just installing the control panel. Want a demo?”

Before Yuri could answer, Chubbs grabbed the remote from his work bench and opened the garage door. He slid the control panel of the banger into its slot and, taking it by its sling, draped it over one shoulder. It looked like a small bazooka, but still had exposed wiring and LED lights that hadn’t been placed yet and left dangling.

Yuri followed him beyond the grassy hologram to a stand of trees.

“Watch this!” Chubbs exclaimed excitedly.

He aimed at a thick tree and pushed a button on the control panel. There was a whining sound that increased in pitch, then a loud bang, like someone slamming a heavy book on a wooden table.

Chubbs pointed to the tree, “Go ahead, take a look!”

Yuri walked to the tree and saw a hole about two inches in diameter, and as deep.

Yuri rushed back to Chubbs, “Wow! Can I buy it from you?”

“Well, it’s mostly finished, but hasn’t been thoroughly tested yet.”

“How ‘bout I field-test it for you?” Yuri responded, “I might need it where I’m going.”

Chubbs frowned, “Don’t tell me you picked up that mission. That’s why I’m keeping everything locked down here – in case of blowback.” 

Chubbs stroked his chin, thinking, then, “I’ve put a lot of work into this thing. It has fingerprint recognition failsafe in case someone gets it that shouldn’t have it. The banger will destroy itself and take the thief with it. It’s a close-range weapon, best I can tell. I don’t know the exact effective range. It should give you around a hundred shots per charge and it will quick-charge in about 10 minutes. Let’s go back to the garage and I’ll set it up so you can fire it left or right-handed.”

Chubbs got Yuri set up with the banger, ammunition, and fuel. He walked her back to her hover craft.

“Well, Yuri, this one has global implications. I hope it goes well for you, and everyone.”

He shook her hand. “Good hunting.”

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE MERCENARY

-

R r’"

- BILL CLEARLAKE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





